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INTERVIEW
Adam Szymczyk in
conversation with

Pawel Althamer




ADAM SZYMCZYK: I'd like to look back to one of your earliest pieces, which you made
at Jacek Markiewicz’s a.r.t. gallery in Plock (Untitled, 1991). In this work you tried to
wipe out the gallery and bring back the domestic appearance that the apartment had had
before Jacek Markiewicz turned it into a white space for the gallery, which opened just two
months before your exhibition. You performed and recorded on video several operations as
a sort of ‘renovation in reverse’ to restore the sense of age, history and use to the space.

In the a.r.t. gallery retrospective catalogue,' the following components of this action, as you
refer to it, are listed: video (recording your stay at the gallery), warm tiled stove, the smell
of freshly waxed floor, traces of author’s presence. Remember that?

PAWEL ALTHAMER: Yes. Actually, the room was already cleaned and ready. I just
dirtied it a bit to strip it of that readiness. Before the Second World War the flat had
belonged to the Jewish owner of a barge company operating on the Vistula River.
Jacek Markiewicz from the a.r.t. gallery, located by the Vistula in Plock, wanted to
turn the place into a gallery. The first step was to transform the interior into a white
cube, which was a fairly brutal move, or so it seemed at the time. Some sensitivity was
suppressed or lost when the beautiful tiled stove was painted white. It was interesting
in a painterly way but still sordid somehow.

SZYMCZYK: But that didn’t make the stove entirely disappear.

ALTHAMER: Not only did it not disappear — it became even more intriguing.
It became an emblem of violation, of failure to recognize the character of a place,
while I thought galleries ought to do precisely the opposite.

SZYMCZYK: Then you restored the space to its original condition.

ALTHAMER: I did. I decided to leave the walls white. I didn’t strip the paint — that
would have made me a mad restorer — but I strove to restore all that was human to the
space, everything that could either encourage me or anyone else to stay around for a
moment or that could repel people.

SZYMCZYK: Was that it? Didn’t you put anything there?
ALTHAMER: Well, I did bring some things.
SZYMCZYK: Like what?

ALTHAMER: I brought a cot. You see, I kind of knew what I didn’t want to do, but
I'also wanted to listen to what was there. It still works that way — someone invites you
for a project and shows you around the space, the museum, in the hope you’ll come
up with something cool. But in fact you carry the actual space with you — wherever
you go, your space is with you. Sometimes you need an encounter like that, sometimes
you don’t. In that particular case, I was thrilled with the space but not so much with
the gallery or what its manager was doing. But I treated the project as a move forward.
Remember that this was after I participated as a student in Obszarz wspélny, obszar
wilasny (Common and Private Space), the extremely significant task that Grzegorz
Kowalski has been assigning to his students since 1981 in his class in the sculpture
department at the Academy of Fine Arts in Warsaw. In other words, I wondered what
my next move should be, how I should respond to what the place did, and that’s what
I made the exhibition about.

SZYMCZYK: This was around the time you made Self-Portrait (1993)?
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ALTHAMER: Yes, I think I was already out of the Academy by then.

SZYMCZYK: How did you make the shift from works that were quite traditional in
terms of technique — though one could argue about whether they were indeed traditionally
executed — to the process of reverting places to their original character, to re-infusing spaces
with the real?

ALTHAMER: My sculptures had more to do with performance art than with
figurative sculpture. Crudely put, I felt comfortable with two means of expression: I
either made sculptures or extracted them — teased them out, covered them up, lost or
buried them.

SZYMCZYK: Yet most of your sculptures have an extremely forceful presence. They thrust
themselves upon the viewer and require a lot of looking. On the other hand, you’ve made

a great number of works in which you blend individuals or situations into the background.

ALTHAMER: It’s about a kind of helplessness affecting artists, when they try to
experience and represent what it’s like to be an artist, the relishing of sensations.
Artists can use tried and tested techniques and manifest themselves as sculpture or
pseudo-sculpture — self-portraits, usually. Or they can go out into the world in person
to show they were there, to leave a trace of their existence. This can be done through
film, performance or interventions into their immediate surroundings. An artist can,
for example, wash the floor to anoint it somehow. An artist can leave an imprint of his
or her hand, or meet the local people and leave a trace in their memory. This is one of
the threads I explore with my works, though reflection usually comes later. The actions

themselves are most often spontaneous.

SZYMCZYK: When, in what circumstances, did you stumble upon the idea that someone
could stand in for you when you were supposed to make a work? How did you start

delegating work?

ALTHAMER: It happened once I saw that my gestures were being misread, that
viewers were focusing on the surface instead of what was truly interesting. Artists aren’t
identified with what infuses them, what drives them to action or makes them distinct.

They're treated as specimens, curios.
SZYMCZYK: So you wanted authorship to be ...

ALTHAMER: Distorted. Yes, I wanted to distort it. To show that being jolted from
the habits of perception, deprived of certain expectations, is something I can relate to
personally — it stimulates my ceaseless curiosity. When I go to a sculpture exhibition
and see that there are no sculptures, I find that very interesting. If I were to go to a
Pawel Althamer exhibition — I'm projecting here — and find no Pawel Althamer, it

would set the right processes in motion.
What was it that attracted me to the exhibition in the first place? The artist’s name?
His or her persona? Who is that artist? And who am I in the face of what I'm

witnessing? Who am [ in general? That seems to be the most interesting question you
could ask. Also: what am I doing here?

SZYMCZYK: You've often sent your children to participate in projects for you. Is that
because there’s a difference between involving strangers, professional actors, and people
who are important, not to say vital, to you? Where did you first get that idea? Was it at
the Migros Museum, when you sent your daughter to guard the exhibition?
ALTHAMER: It would be dishonest to claim I knew when and where I got the idea.
SZYMCZYK: So let’s focus on the event itself.

ALTHAMER: I was spending a lot of time with Weronika back then. I found her
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personality and the way she saw things extremely inspiring and familiar. Because she
was my daughter, I knew her pretty well, but she was still a child like many others:
estranged and alienated somehow, with this freedom and self-confidence bordering on
insolence. Children can behave in barbaric ways, not that it bothers me much. Children
tend to touch everything, they don’t know how to lie, they often take things too far,
driven by an energy that —as I discovered — was beyond my reach. I'd get too caught up
in the game. So I made use of that energy. I could safely rely on Weronika, and I knew

I could count on the other children as well. In any new place, they exhibit the traits I
value most: curiosity and a readiness to explore. There were awkward moments, but
there was also pride and joy at just being there. Such experiences were much stronger
and emotionally gratifying for me than simply mounting my work, pleasant though
that is.

SZYMCZYK: Agreed, but there’s also a visual aspect involved when you employ the
expressiveness of a child. For instance, when a child is simply too small in relation to the
surrounding space, when he doesn’t ...

ALTHAMER: ... fitin.

SZYMCZYK: If you sit a child on a stool, and his feet don’t reach the floor, you affect the
form, even if you do it through contrast.

ALTHAMER: Well, yes. You can find precedents in tradition, such as depictions of
putti or little angels.

SZYMCZYK: The Migros piece was called Krol Macius$ 1 (King Macius 1).> I remember
the classic illustrations to that Janusz Korczak book, of King Macius sitting on a throne too
big for him.

ALTHAMER: I'd say it was about substitution or maybe changing a system that
failed, one that was worn out, burnt out — or simply not interesting enough. Quite a
risky change. Though I don’t think I felt the risk, it was rather a child-like joy when 1
recognized myself in the children. But I wouldn’t have looked convincing swinging my

legs out there, though that’s exactly how I felt. I was happy to be pulling a prank on the
adults, with their habits and routines.

SZYMCZYK: Do you still think that way? Do you still feel like pulling pranks, as you put
it — overthrowing or distorting the order of things?

ALTHAMER: A lot of time has passed since then. My context has changed. All of a
sudden I found myself functioning in the art world, adapting to it. I take part in too
many exhibitions to enjoy each of them. I admit I do some of them half-heartedly. But
it still turns me on when I’m given the right conditions and invited to take an active
part in the process.

SZYMCZYK: You've done a lot of figurative sculptures lately. What makes you sculpt so
much? What do you want to sculpt?

ALTHAMER: It might have to do with the art of camouflage. A game of mimicry.
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