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Biographical Notes | List of Works

Hubert Czerepok
Born in Stubice, Poland (1973); lives and
works in Warsaw

Do you Know Anything about Polish Art?,
2002

Video, 14:47 minutes, sound

Courtesy of the artist and Zak | Branicka
Gallery, Berlin

Séance, 2003-2008

Black marker on wall, variable dimensions
Courtesy of the artist and Zak | Branicka
Gallery, Berlin

Séance, 2003-2008

Black marker on wall, variable dimensions
Courtesy of the artist and Zak | Branicka
Gallery, Berlin

Playoff, 2006

Video animation, black & white,

1:33 minutes, silent

Courtesy of the artist and Zak | Branicka
Gallery, Berlin

Zuzanna Janin
Born in Warsaw (1964); lives and works in
Warsaw

Fight [Walka], 2001-2005

Video, 30:00 minutes, sound

Courtesy of the artist and local_30 Gallery,
Warsaw

Seven Deaths [Siedem smierci], 2003—-2005
Video, 5:00 minutes, silent

Courtesy of the artist and local_30 Gallery,
Warsaw

I've Seen My Death, Ceremony / Games
[Widziatam swojg smier¢, Ceremonia /
Zabawy], 2003—-2005

Video, 7:00 minutes, sound

Courtesy of the artist and local_30 Gallery,
Warsaw

Grzegorz Klaman
Born in Nowy Targ, Poland (1959); lives
and works in Gdansk

Fear and Trembling [Bojazri i drZenie], 2007
Installation: three mannequins, electric
mechanism, clothing, latex paint

Variable dimensions

Courtesy of the artist

Blow Up #1, 2007
Video, 11:16 minutes, sound
Courtesy of the artist

Norman Leto
Born in Krakow (1980); lives and works in
Krakow

Georgia [Gruzja], 2008

VR Space recorded on DVD, 1:00 minute,
silent

Courtesy of the artist and local_30 Gallery,
Warsaw

The Conceptualist [Konceptualista), 2008
VR Space recorded on DVD, black & white,
1:00 minute, sound

Courtesy of the artist and local_30 Gallery,
Warsaw

Janek Simon
Born in Krakow (1977); lives and works in
Krakow

Departure [Odlot], 2003

Video, computer animation, 6:44 minutes,
sound

Courtesy of the artist and private
collection, Warsaw

Artur Zmijewski
Born in Warsaw (1966); lives and works in
Warsaw

Them [Oni], 2007

Video (originally Betacam), 27:00 minutes,
sound

Courtesy of the artist, Peter Kilchmann
Gallery, Zurich, and the Israeli Center for
Digital Art, Holon
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Artur Zmijewski, Them, 2007 (video still)

>

Artur Zmijewski

Artur Zmijewski is considered to be one of the most prominent radical figures on
the Polish art scene, and his oeuvre reflects his concern with wide-ranging social
problems. He frequently examines mechanisms of power and oppression within
the existing social order — as well as social conflicts bordering on violence —
while exposing the instinctive human inclination towards evil. Moreover, his
works examine the relationship between extreme emotions and their physical
expressions. They are concerned with the disruption of the human body and
of cognitive functioning in extreme cases such as illness or disability, while
also examining mechanisms of memory and collective trauma. These works
are usually constructed as interviews or documentary films, which are at times
provocative and often direct to the point of cruelty. The body is the basic medium
through which Zmijewski communicates his philosophy concerning power and
resistance: the naked soldiers in the drill yard, the actors in the gas chambers
and the various handicapped people are all exposed to one form or another of
social experimentation. In his work Repetition, for instance, which was exhibited
at the Polish Pavilion at the 2005 Venice Biennale, Zmijewski reconstructed the
well-known prisoner experiment performed by the psychologist Philip Zimbardo
at Stanford University in 1971. This experiment, which is considered to be a
milestone in social psychology, examined behavior in prison cells and proved
that the legitimization of inhuman behavior led to blind obedience and a total
abandonment of preexisting values. His sweeping conclusion was that authority
is corruptive and produces evil.

In the video work Them (2007), which was exhibited at Documenta 12, Zmijewski
brought together in a single space representatives of four extreme ideological
groups: a group of conservative Catholic women, a fundamentalist Jewish youth

Artur Zmijewski, Repetition, 2005 (video still)

Artur Zmijewski, Them, 2007 (video still)

group, a group of left-wing civil rights activists and representatives of the
nationalist organization “All Poland Youth.” In the course of this encounter, which
was documented on video, Zmijewski orchestrated what could be defined either
as a game or as a social experiment. According to the rules, which were set
forth by the artist, participants were asked to give expression to their ideological
tenets through the use of images and other graphic symbols, and to use these
graphic signs in order to entertain a dialogue. The workshop was composed of
four meetings involving numerous arguments and attempts at conviction; the
level of visual and verbal violence grew increasingly intense with every meeting —
culminating with the opposing groups setting fire to each other’s symbols. In this
work, Zmijewski exposes the mechanism underlying conflicts that are based on
fanatic beliefs. He produces an allegory for processes of symbolization and for
their patterns of action and influence on human consciousness. The model for
this experiment was based on a game he himself participated in as a student —
which was designed to expose pathological tendencies stemming from hatred
through the use of visual tools.
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Janek Simon, Departure, 2003 (video stills)

Janek Simon

Janek Simon is a member of the young generation of contemporary Polish
artists. His works — most of which are interactive anarchist installations, video
works and objects — are mainly influenced by computer games, pop culture,
cinema, the Internet and the media. Like other young Polish artists, Simon is
seen as a critical and subversive artist who examines his country’s history of
violence, global processes, political change and the relationship between art and
political power. For his work Canal (2004), for instance, he buried a loudspeaker
beneath a sewage drainage hole in the old market square of Bytom, a town
located in Silesia — a formerly German region annexed to Poland in 1945. Every
several seconds, the voice of Charlie Chaplin imitating Hitler in the film The
Great Dictator emanated from the loudspeaker. This work related to the Poles’
concern about German property reclamations following Poland’s inclusion in
the European Union. For his satirical project Polish Year in Madagascar (2006),
Simon organized a group exhibition in the capital of Madagascar, yet included
not a single Polish artist. In this manner, he touched upon the issue of cultural
colonialism, and critiqued Poland’s aspiration to situate itself as part of the
world’s cultural elite.

Apocalyptic themes, disasters, survival scenes and virtual battles between “good”
and “evil” are characteristic of Simon’s work, which is based on the iconography
and visual language of computer games. His work Departure (2003) features
the skyline of Krakow, which is known for its ancient churches. Using a digital
animation technique, Simon created loud explosion sounds, which resonate

Janek Simon, Polish Year in Madagascar, 2006
Installation view, Atlas Sztuki Gallery, Lodz, Poland

Janek Simon, Armours of DIY Revolution, 2004-2008 (installation detail), Raster Gallery, Warsaw

through the pastoral night; one by one, the churches’ gothic turrets are launched
into the sky, tearing through it like spaceships and flattening out the urban
horizon line. The Polish title of this work also alludes to a euphoric state related
to drug abuse. Krakow is considered to be one of the country’s most politically
and culturally conservative cities, and the Catholic Church plays a central role in
maintaining this status quo through urban mechanisms of power. In his nihilistic
and amusing way, it seems that Simon has found a radical solution for this state
of affairs.
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Norman Leto, Georgia, 2008 (video still)

Norman Leto

Norman Leto is the pseudonym adopted by Lukasz Banach, a representative
of the young generation of contemporary Polish artists born in the postmodern
age. The works of this autodidactic painter, new media and video artist are
concerned with the philosophical and psychological implications of the culture
of simulacra — fictional identities, virtual reality games and the construction
of substitute realities. In 2006, for instance, Banach staged a film concerned
with the fictional figure of a deceased young artist named Norman Leto. He
himself starred in this film, which featured autobiographical elements from his
own life; a short time later, he staged an exhibition of works by this pseudo-
fictive character at the Centre for Contemporary Art in Warsaw, which was titled
“Negative Aspects of Overdosed Freedom at the Age of 26.” The film Resistance
(2008) was similarly concerned with the fictional figure of a young artist, whose
career supposedly unfolded between the years 1999 and 2006.

Leto develops virtual reality and 3D simulation technologies that enable him to
observe things from a parallel world — a more protected environment that exists
beyond the limits of our reality. He produces works designed for virtual spaces
and fictive galleries; moreover, he perceives the violence present in almost all of
his works as a cynical expression of art’'s presumptuousness and of its inability
to portray the real violence rampant in today’s world. At the same time, he also
critiques its aestheticization and its power to attract media consumers. Enchanted
by the operation of physical laws in the case of explosions, Leto perceives
shelling attacks and bellowing smoke, destruction and catastrophe, disintegration
and annihilation, as suffused with a spectacular form of “beauty” related to the
movement of particles. So, for instance, in the work A Biological Weapon Over

Norman Leto, Perfect Dust or Biological Weapon Particles, 2008

Norman Leto, A Biological Weapon over the Carpet, 2008

the Carpet (2008), he domesticates the most threatening form of ammunition
by inserting it into a tranquil home environment, where the deadly particles are
assembled into stunning formations that float through space. According to the
artist, “This is the point at which aesthetics detaches itself from the moral aspect
of violence.” This perspective calls to mind the charged polemic surrounding the
discourse on the collapse of the Twin Towers as an unprecedented aesthetic
spectacle (a discourse examined in depth in Paul Virilio’s book Art and Fear,
2004). In his work Georgia (2008), Leto used digital means to create a modern
house punctured by virtual bullets, describing it as a “memorial to violence.” In
the work The Conceptualist (2008), which was also created using virtual reality
technologies, a helicopter is seen hovering within an exhibition space, imprisoned
in a white cube. The work’s name alludes to the artist’s reflexive critique of the
impotence of conceptual art, which touches upon the subject of violence while
remaining within the protected space of the gallery.
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Grzegorz Klaman, Blow Up #1, 2007 (video stills)

Grzegorz Klaman

Grzegorz Klaman is one of the pioneering members of the contemporary
Polish art world, and a prominent figure on the Gdansk art scene — where he
founded the Wyspa institute and was one of the founders of the taznia Centre
for Contemporary Art. As a socially engaged and subversive artist, Klaman
creates mostly large-scale sculptural and site-specific installations that respond
to contemporary political developments in Poland. His political stance was
shaped in the context of the social upheaval caused by Lech Walesa’s Solidarity
movement. Klaman, who played an active role in the party’s development as
an editor of underground publications and a painter of subversive murals, also
witnessed its oppression by the military regime. In the mid-1980s, he also created
earth works together with the artist Kazimierz Kowalczyk, as well as figurative,
neo-Expressionist sculptural works — especially carved wooden sculptures
of monumental figures. In the course of the 1990s, his works acquired an
increasingly political character due to his involvement in subversive actions taken
against the regime’s corruption and the capitalist overtaking of his country. His
sensationalist examination of questions related to power, technology, medicine
and invasive medical procedures have triggered severe criticism of his works,
which at times took the form of actual censorship.

The installation Fear and Trembling (2007) is composed of three figures dressed
in black cloaks, who are seen kneeling down facing a wall and banging their

Grzegorz Klaman, Fear and Trembling, 2007, installation view

Schmidt Center Gallery, Florida Atlantic University, Boca Raton, Florida

heads against it. Their monotonous movement, which seems to be performed
in slow motion, calls to mind states of trance, possession or hysteria. Below
their cloaks, the figures are wearing Western clothing indicative of their
identity and class. Their cloaks, like their bodily posture, clearly allude to
religion — both to Christianity and to Islam. A sticky black liquid trickles down
the wall above their heads, amplifying the threatening and desperate effect
of their surreal action. The expression “fear and trembling” originally appears
in the Book of Psalms; it recurs in the Yom Kippur prayer “Unetanah Tokef,”
which describes man’s inconsequential status vis-a-vis God and his fear
of the Day of Judgment: “The great shofar is sounded / A still small voice is
heard / The angels are dismayed / They are seized by fear and trembling /
As they proclaim: Behold the Day of Judgment!” Klaman’s choice of this title,
however, alludes to the writings of the Danish philosopher Sgren Kierkegaard —
which are concerned with the paradoxes of religious belief, with expressions of
religious zealousness and with the limits of personal sacrifice. Kierkegaard’s
critical and uncompromising protest against religion’s exploitation of human
weakness, and his adamant opinions about the inevitable violence of religious
wars, preceded Nietzsche’s ideology concerning the “death of God”; it also
paved the road, from a philosophical perspective, for Freud’s psychoanalysis, for
religious tolerance and for the freedom of expression in Western art. In addition
to paying homage to Kierkegaard, this work also echoes certain terms related
to the philosophy of Michel Foucault — such as power mechanisms, systems
of punishment and surveillance, madness and policing. There is no doubt that
this work’s presentation in an Israeli context — and especially in a Jewish-Arab
city such as Haifa, which is charged with intercultural tensions — amplifies its
political resonance.
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Zuzanna Janin, Fight, 2001-2005 (video still)

Zuzanna Janin

Zuzanna Janin’s multifaceted work touches upon the themes of memory, time,
identity, the body and space through a variety of expressive means — video,
photography, sculpture and installation art. Her preoccupation with the elusive
boundaries of social norms and their challenge to individual liberties, and with
the limits between art and life, is perceived in Poland as highly provocative. The
video work Fight (2001-2005), for instance, features Janin fighting a professional
heavy-weight boxer in a boxing ring. Her Sisyphean, futile efforts, which do not
follow any rules, constitute an allegorical choreography that represents the
universal dialectic between force and weakness.

Janin’s attraction to the twilight zone of repressed, taboo subjects, which
exceed the accepted norms of the local artistic discourse, is given expression
in her intensive concern with various aspects of death. In Seven Deaths
(2003-2005), she presented various forms of death — such as death from an
overdose, in an accident, by suicide or by drowning — offering a catalogue of
sorts from which one could “order” the desirable form of death. The staging of
the scenes dialogued with the familiar art historical and cinematic iconography
of death, employing a poetic language to portray the worst human fear. This
concern with death reached its apogee in Janin’s most radical work, I've
Seen My Death, Ceremony / Game (2003-2005), in which she staged her
own funeral procession. In this work, Janin made use of artistic means to
do the impossible — that is, observe the aftermath of her death. On April 6,
2003, she published death announcements in several newspapers; the
following day, she was “laid to rest” in the Warsaw cemetery, with a real priest
officiating. She herself stood beside the open grave, disguised as an older
woman. Beside her were more than a dozen members of her family who had
been advised in advance of the hoax, alongside dozens of fellow artists and
art critics who had no idea they were participating in the creation of a new
art work. This work became controversial from an ethical point of view, and
triggered extreme reactions in the Polish art community — whose members
were deeply shaken by the unconventional game and by what they saw as its

Zuzanna Janin, Seven Deaths, 2003-2005 (video still)

Zuzanna Janin, I've Seen My Death, Ceremony / Game, 2003-2005 (video still)

emotionally manipulative character. Many perceived this performance to be
scandalous, hurtful and ethically questionable. Only a scant few treated it as
a subversive form of expression capable of promoting the contemplation of
existential, philosophical questions and of encouraging an honest discussion
of death. Beyond the extraordinary courage required to cope with the subject
at the core of all human fears, this work may be read as a desperate attempt
to domesticate death. Janin described this work in the following manner:
“| searched for a work that would be moving and disturbing — a work about pain
and growing up that would be capable of triggering some kind of discussion.
The physical aspect of death was of no interest to me. | was at a staged
funeral, present throughout the entire ceremony. | could do absolutely nothing,
| was just there. | was absent as far as the mourners were concerned yet my
body was present.”
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Hubert Czerepok, Playoff, 2006 (video still)
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Hubert Czerepok
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The works created by Hubert Czerepok, a member of the young generation
of contemporary Polish artists, involve the use of a wide range of mediums —
video, new media, installation art, drawing, painting and photography. Between
2000 and 2002, Czerepok worked with the artist Zbigniew Rogalski as part
of the Magisters Group, and created neo-Dadaist works suffused with irony,
a predilection for silliness and illusory effects. His works were shaped by a
conceptual, anti-institutional approach, and were designed for unconventional
exhibition spaces and urban sites. Like other members of his generation who
are part of the Polish intellectual avant-garde, Czerepok sought to undermine
exhibition conventions and other art-world procedures. In his work Mass (2000),
for instance, he hired a priest to perform a Mass and bless his exhibition. The
video documentation of the ceremony was displayed at the gallery as part of the
exhibition. In another work created that same year, and titled The Organizers
Can Provide No Support (2000), Czerepok exhibited an empty container created
according to the measurements of the truck planned to transport his works.
The artist’s ironical process of negotiation with the art world is similarly given
expression in the video work Do you Know Anything About Polish Art? (2002),
which is exhibited in the museum lobby — welcoming visitors to the current
exhibition cluster. This work exposes the embarrassment of passersby and art
connoisseurs asked to answer the same question about Polish art.

In recent years, Czerepok’s visual lexicon has become suffused with violence,
fear and premonitions of an impending catastrophe. Among other things, it makes
reference to mysterious UFO appearances and apocalyptic conspiracy theories.
His images are always “second-hand,” and are borrowed from a hodge-podge
of sources — the Internet, online photography archives, newspapers, literature
and cinema. The strategic piracy he employs enables him to make use of an
existing image, while endowing it with a new context and interpretation. This
is done by means of a variety of artistic tactics — such as a drawing technique

Hubert Czerepok, Do you Know Anything About Polish Art?, 2002 (video still)

Hubert Czerepok, Séance, 2003-2008

characterized by fluid, almost caricatural outlines that capture the image in a
minimalist manner, and which are also reminiscent of the outlines of victims at
a crime scene. The violent elements in his work are thus always camouflaged,
and the neuroses of contemporary culture are translated into lighthearted,
easily digestible forms. The video Playoff (2006), for instance, features a violent
confrontation between two groups of soccer fans that has been processed into
a delicate linear animation work. The drawing series Séance (2003-2008),
meanwhile, was inspired by images of the destroyed Twin Towers, Holocaust
scenes, violent demonstrations and terror attacks — such as the attack on
Madrid’s train stations. Two images from this series have been recreated for this
exhibition as murals. It seems that by transforming such troubling documentary
materials into insouciant drawings in large-scale formats, Czerepok manages to
conjure up the ghosts of the dead.
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Introduction

In the course of my visit to Warsaw and Gdansk in December 2006, in preparation for this
exhibition, | was deeply impressed by the vitality of the contemporary Polish art scene,
which is characterized by radical, critical, ebullient and intellectual art making: inspiring
museum exhibitions; a plethora of exhibitions in galleries and alternatives spaces; exciting
studio visits and eventful openings — some of which (especially in Gdansk) even seemed
to me to be infused with an underground character. Stories about political censorship, and
about the dismissal of curators as a result of conflicts with the Catholic Church, further
contributed to my impression of a subversive, transgressive art scene. It seemed to me
that post-communism — the contact with consumer culture and the rapid growth of the free
market and communication media, alongside an accelerated lifestyle — was clearly evident
in the art being made in Poland today. Surprisingly, | easily found common denominators
between Polish and Israeli art, especially in terms of the preoccupation with victimhood,
history, nationality and memory. Yet the striking, if inevitably superficial, impression left upon
me by this visit was that the concern with the trauma of World War Il, and with a tradition of
violence and protest that overlaps with Poland’s national narratives, is the most prominent
concern examined by Polish artists. Indeed, it seems that the War has become a central
component of the search for identity undertaken by many Polish artists.

The exhibition “Power Games” presents a range of works created by six prominent visual
artists currently working in Poland, and represents members of three different generations:
the generation that began exhibiting in the 1980s, and whose work is grounded in the
avant-garde traditions of the 20th century (Grzegorz Klaman); the intermediate generation
that began exhibiting in the 1990s, and which was concerned with the body and the media
(Artur Zmijewski and Zuzanna Janin); and the young generation that began exhibiting at
the turn of the millennium, and whose works are concerned with the culture of simulacra,
with computer imaging and with virtual reality (Janek Simon, Hubert Czerepok and Norman
Leto). The works of these artists all touch — whether explicitly or implicitly — on different
representations of violence. Their varied approaches to representation — which range from
the conceptual to the symbolic, poetic and narrative — embody a ludic element that is related
to the use of force. Some of these works are concerned, as mentioned above, with Poland’s
historical traumas and with various forms of institutional violence — such as the power of
the church and the injustices of the communist regime — while others relate to this subject
in a universal manner. The themes of these works attest to an obsessive preoccupation with
various aspects of violence, and with an emphasis on the self-reflexive examination of the
means of representation itself: gender identity and the body in the context of death, struggle
and memory (Janin); mechanisms of power, systems of punishment and surveillance,
madness and policing (Klaman); instances of intolerance and near-violent states related
to social, nationalist and religious conflicts (Zmijewski); apocalyptic images, depictions of
catastrophe and survival (Simon); Holocaust scenes, violent demonstrations and terror
attacks (Czerepok); and power games unfolding in a virtual reality, alongside a critique of
the media’s aestheticization of violence (Leto).

The exhibition “Power Games” thus reflects the complex and paradoxical reality of Poland,
a country that has rapidly gone from post-communist to postmodern. The exhibition reflects
the creative outburst that is reacting critically, after years of oppression, to representations of
power and violence in Polish society — which may be read as a metaphor for the problematic
state of affairs characteristic of Western culture more generally.

The presentation of this exhibition in Haifa, as part of the Polish Year in Israel, infuses
these works with an additional charge, which is related to the bitter historical past shared
by Poland and Israel. The concern with representations of violence and displays of power is
not unfamiliar to Israeli viewers. Even if the examination of this subject from a perspective
that does not sanctify the victims may conjure up old ghosts, it is also a much-appreciated
opportunity for a dialogue between the two countries, which — with the exception of the
carefully guarded visits of Israeli adolescents to the camps — were long unable to entertain
a shared cultural discourse.

Tami Katz-Freiman
Chief Curator, Haifa Museum of Art
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