WARTE, CIEKAWE, DO PRZEMYSLENIA / WORTH A THOUGHT

Ruiny Warszawy

(The Ruins of Warsaw)
Authors: Lukasz Gorcezyca
and Michat Kaczynski
Raster, Warszawa 2017

Ruiny Warszawy is Galeria Raster’s fourth
photo book about the capital in five years. Start-
ing with the great Warszawa nowoczesna (Mod-
ern Warsaw), with Czestaw Olszewski’s pre-
war photos of modernist buildings, the gallery
maintains the quality of their Warsaw-themed
series, the second volume being Mister War-
szawy (Mister Warsaw) on socialist modernist
architecture, and the third, Patac w Warszawie
(The Palace in Warsaw) was — no surprises
here - devoted to the distinctive tower-like
object initially named the Joseph Stalin Palace
of Culture and Science, released on the 60th
anniversary of finishing its construction. In all
these books, photography is front and centre,
even though the second and third volumes can
hardly be classified as “photo albums” due to
their monographic character.

Ruiny Warszawy, however, which is a kind
of photo anthology on the subject, published
in late 2016, definitely can be. The photo book
contains 178 photos by 18 authors, shot over
a hundred-year period (by such stars of photog-
raphy as Robert Capa or David Seymour). It is
then immediately apparent that Raster’s book
on the subject of the Polish capital’s demoli-
tion approaches the subject in a broader man-
ner than the usual propagandist post-war vol-
umes, exploiting the images of ruins and rub-
ble resulting from the aggressive actions taken
by the Germans in September 1939, and dur-
ing and after the Warsaw Uprising. The book
also depicts damage done during World War 1,
a documentation of the demolition of the Rus-
sian Orthodox Alexander Nevsky Cathedral in
the 1920s, an area of Murandw, levelled after
the Ghetto Uprising, or even the recent demo-
litions by developers laying waste to such mar-
vellous examples of post-war modernism as the
Supersam or the Smyk Department Store.

While compiling this anthology of Warsaw
ruins, Lukasz Gorczyca and Michat Kaczynski
sought for photos that were interesting for-
mally, not necessarily coming under the cat-
egory of typical photographic documenta-
tion. Raster’s album may thus surprise even
those who are more interested in the medium
of photography. The album’s first set of pho-
tos by Henryk Poddebski, depicting damage
done to the capital after its capture by the Ger-
man army in 1915, is an early work of the man
who was probably the most eminent Polish doc-
umentarist, whose archives are currently used
mainly for his pictures of the Eastern border-
land of interwar Poland (while drowning it in
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a sea of sentimental commentaries). The album
clearly shows, however, that Poddebski was
a brilliant photographer, using a veristic con-
vention of imaging, which does not look out-
dated even after over a hundred years.

Within this catalogue of surprises (or, as
is the case with this reviewer, reminders), it
is worth carefully studying a set of remark-
ably composed and disturbing photos of
Jan Kisielinski, depicting the demolition of
an Orthodox church at Saski Square. They
were stored in the archives of the Institute of
Art History and for decades were unfairly con-
sidered merely as documentation of demoli-
tion of a building from the times of the Rus-
sian Partition. It is also worth looking at docu-
mentary photos of Zbigniew Dtubak from the
late 1950s, shot in and around the ruined War-
saw city centre; they form a catalogue of exis-
tential landscapes (of course it is evident here
that the author of Asymetria was looking for
some abstract forms). It is worth returning to
the great series by Mariusz Hermanowicz enti-
tled Slady (Traces) from the late 1970s, where
we can see combat scars on the walls of War-
saw houses. It is worth carefully studying the
entire book! The fourth album from Raster’s
Warsaw series is both captivating and informa-
tive. ~ Wojciech Wilczyk

Translated from the Polish by Piotr Czarnota

Iwona Luba, Ewa Paulina Wawer
Wiadyslaw Strzeminski - zawsze

w awangardzie. Rekonstrukcja nieznanej
biografii 1893-1917

Wydawnictwo Muzeum Sztuki w Lodzi,
L6dz 2017

W 2015 roku ukazata sie w wydawnictwie
Czarne opowie$¢ biograficzna o Katarzy-

nie Kobro autorstwa Matgorzaty Czynskiej,
ksigzka Krzysztofa Dubinskiego Wojna Witka-
cego czyli kumbol w galifetach oraz tekst war-
szawskich badaczek Twony Luby i Ewy Pau-
liny Wawer Wiadystaw Strzeminski i Wielka
Wojna, opublikowany w ,Roczniku Histo-

rii Sztuki”, gdzie autorki przedstawity pierw-
sze wyniki prowadzonych w rosyjskich archi-
wach poszukiwan. Ostatnie dwie publikacje,
wchodzge mocno w wojskowe aspekty biografii,
ukazywaty w nowym swietle rosyjski epizod
w zyciu obu wybitnych indywidualno$ci sztuki
xx wieku i opisywaty ich wczesng biografie

w kontekscie szkolenia i stuzby w carskim woj-
sku oraz udziatu w Wielkiej Wojnie, a wresz-
cie - w roli $wiadkéw wydarzen rewolucyj-
nych 1917 roku. W tym roku dzieki Muzeum
Sztuki w Lodzi w rece czytelnikow trafita
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zapowiadana we wspomnianym artykule publi-
kacja ksigzkowa Luby i Wawer, bedgca wedtug
ich wtasnych stéw pierwszg naukowg biogra-
fig ojca polskiej awangardy, rewidujgcg nasza
skromng i - jak sie okazuje - balamutna wie-
dze o wezesnych latach zycia Strzeminskiego.
Warto dodad, ze t6dzkie Muzeum Sztuki pod-
jeto sie jednoczesnie druku krytycznego wyda-
nia Teorii widzenia w opracowaniu I. Luby.
Ukazuje sie ono w 60. rocznice pierwszego
upublicznienia fragmentéw zbioru tédzkich
wyktadéw Strzeminskiego na wspdlnej wysta-
wie artystyczno-matzenskiego duetu, jaki arty-
sta tworzyt wtedy z poznang w moskiewskim
wojennym lazarecie Katarzyng Kobro.

W biografii Kobro Matgorzata Czynska
lakonicznie stwierdza, ze opiekujaca sie
przysztym mezem ,Katia zna jego wojenng
historie”. Autorka, piszgc te stowa, podgzata
bowiem za dostepnymi opracowaniami, w tym
za Nikg Strzeminska, ktorej ksigzka Sztuka,
mito$¢ i nienawisé uchodzita jak dotad za pod-
stawowe zrodto wiedzy o losach jej ojca. Nie
dziwi wiec, ze rekonstruujgc zyciorys Strze-
minskiego w latach 1893-1917, warszawianki
rozpoczynajg kolejne rozdzialy swej bazujacej
na archiwaliach opowiesci od cytatéw z Niki,
co dodatkowo uwypukla rozdzwiek pomiedzy
dotychczasowg wiedzg o jego wezesnych latach
a wydobytymi z akt wojskowych informacjami.

W 1931 roku, po wizycie Strzeminskie-
go Witkiewicz - byty porucznik elitarnego
Pawtowskiego Putku Lejbgwardii, posiadacz

Jtylko” Orderu Swietej Anny 1v klasy za walki
pod Witoniezem w 1916 roku - z rewerencja
pisat do Zony: ,.bez nogi, bez reki, slepy na 1 oko.
Kawl|aler] oficerskiego Georgia i Ztotej Szpady”.
Na przestrzeni lat 1914-1916 ,,zotnierz komplet-
ny”, jakim po latach nauki w 3. Moskiewskim
Korpusie Kadetow i cenionej petersburskiej
Michajlowskiej Szkole Inzynieryjnej stat

sie — i docelowo mial by¢ - saper Strzeminski,
zdobyt bowiem imponujgcg kolekcje osobistych
pochwat i orderéw, ktérg mozna by obdzieli¢
kilku wojskowych. Jako jeden z nielicznych
Polakéw magt sie poszczyci¢ budzacym respekt
i szacunek takze w kregach oficerskich 11 rp,
przyznawanym za wyjatkowe mestwo Orde-
rem éwiqtego Jerzego.

Odtworzone niemal dzien po dniu
od sierpnia 1914 do sierpnia 1915 roku dzia-
fania w kluczowej dla walk na froncie nie-
miecko-rosyjskim i uznawanej za wschodnie
Verdun nowoczesnej twierdzy Osowiec poka-
zujg, ze stuzba wojskowa byta powotaniem
Strzeminskiego, ktory pojawiat sie niemal
wszedzie tam, gdzie tego wymagala sytuacja
oblezonej twierdzy, wykazujac sie gruntowng
wiedzg fachows, ponadregulaminowym zaan-
gazowaniem i odwagg (wiele trudnych zadan
na pierwszej linii wykonywat jako ochotnik).
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Co ciekawe, autorki zwracaja uwage na rodzacy
sie obecnie w Rosji mit osowieckiego ,ataku
trupow”. Wydobyty z niepamieci istotny dla
loséw frontu rosyjsko-niemieckiego epizod
wojny gazowej powraca w postaci plastycznych,
cho¢ nie do konca zgodnych z realiami opisow
w rosyjskiej prasie i internecie, zyskujac kon-
tekst popkulturowy: ,atak trupéw” bowiem
doczekat sie juz kilku piosenek, prawdopodob-
nie zostanie tez zekranizowany. Interesujace
bedzie wiec Sledzenie, w jakim stopniu popu-
larna rosyjska narracja historyczna przyswoi
sobie posta¢ dwudziestodwuletniego podpo-
rucznika Polaka, ktéry po niemieckim ataku
gazowym nocg z 23-24 lipca (5-6 sierpnia) 1915
roku, przejawszy dowodzenie od $miertelnie
rannego Rosjanina podporucznika Kotlinskie-
go, poprowadzil 6w uwienczony sukcesem
kontratak. Swoja wartos¢ bojowg potwierdzit
nastepnie w blotnistych okopach Puszczy
Nalibockiej, gdzie walczyt od wrzesnia 1915

do marca 1916 roku. Potem zaczeta sie jego
dtuga rekonwalescencja w Moskwie, gdzie
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doczekatl wybuchu rewolucji pazdziernikowej
w 1917 roku.

Obok rekonstrukeji zycia Strzeminskiego:
od dziecinstwa w Minsku po rok 1917, zaleta
publikacji jest przybliZenie polskiemu czy-
telnikowi specyfiki carskich uczelni wojsko-
wych, w ktérych wyktadali wybitni naukowcy
i ktore oprocz wiedzy fachowej dawaty swoim
adeptom dostosowane do indywidualnych
zainteresowan gruntowne i wszechstronne
wyksztalcenie ogdlne (teoretyczne i praktycz-
ne), takze w zakresie sztuk pieknych. Przy
czym autorki pokazujg tez, jakiego trudu
od objetych restrykcjami Polakéw katolikow
wymagata mozliwo$¢ nauki w tamtym miejscu.
Przy zamiarze rzucenia zyciorysu bohatera
na szersze tto pewien niedosyt budzi skromny
dobér opracowan i drukowanych materiatéw
wspomnieniowych, ktére postuzyty do ukaza-
nia spektrum zycia rosyjskiego i polskiego nad
Newg na przetomie x1x i xx wieku. Wojskowy
aspekt ksigzki przeanalizujg zapewne specjali-
$ci. Nie zmienia to jednak catosciowej wysokiej
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oceny tej publikacji, rzucajacej nowe swiatlo
na zycie i zrédta tworczosci Strzeminskiego.
Przyktadowo - autorki przekonujaco dowodza,
ze to powiktania zdrowotne po zatruciu gazem
w Osowcu byly przyczyng amputacji lewej nogi
i prawej dloni Strzeminskiego oraz problemow
ptucnych i utraty wzroku w jednym oku.

Po lekturze biografii pioniera konstruk-
tywizmu autorstwa I. Luby i E.P. Wawer nie
moze tez dziwié, ze przyszly wspétzatozyciel
16dzkiej Panstwowej Wyzszej Szkoty Sztuk
Plastycznych nie ugiat sie stalinowskim
oprawcom i byl - tak jak w filmie Andrzeja
Wajdy Powidoki — niczym skata: bez rozterek,

a jednocze$nie niemal bez przesztosci. Warto
bowiem spojrzeé na jego (ale i Witkiewicza)
pdzniejsze lata przez pryzmat pierwszowojen-
nych i rewolucyjnych doswiadczen w Rosji, nie
tylko w kontekscie impulsu dla awangardowej
tworczosci, ale i niezdolnos$ci do utozenia sobie
zycia osobistego. By¢ moze wojennym biogra-
fiom obu artystéw powinni sie przyjrzeé, obok
historykéw sztuki i historykéw wojskowosci,
wspbtezesni specjalisci od leczenia dusz, ktd-
rym nie jest obcy zespot stresu pourazowego.

Zachecam do tej wciggajacej, choé
ze wzgledu na poruszang militarng tematyke
momentami trudnej, wrecz drastycznej lek-
tury, apelujac do obu badaczek o kontynuacje
poszukiwan archiwalnych, zwlaszcza ze wciaz
niewiele wiadomo o tym, co dzialo sie ze Strze-
minskim od listopada 1917 roku do opuszczenia
przez niego Rosji w roku 1922. Komentujgc
po latach przebieg rosyjskiej rewolucji, Witkacy
twierdzil: ,Uwazam wprost za nieszczesnego
kaleke tego, ktory tego ewenementu z bliska
nie przezyl”. Ciekawe, co na ten temat mogtby
powiedzieé Strzeminski. ~ Beata K. Nykiel

Iwona Luba, Ewa Paulina Wawer
Wiadyslaw Strzeminski - zawsze

w awangardzie. Rekonstrukcja
nieznanej biografii 1893-1917
(Wladystaw Strzeminski - Always in
the Vanguard: A Reconstruction of
an Unknown Biography 1893-1917)
History of Art Museum, £.6dz 2017

2015 saw the publication of Malgorzata Czyn-
ska’s biographical novel about Katarzyna Kobro
(Czarne Publishing), Krzysztof Dubinski’s
Wojna Witkacego czyli kumbot w galifetach
(Witkacy’s War, or a Kumbol in Galifets) and the
text of Warsaw-based researchers Iwona Luba
and Ewa Paulina Wawer entitled Wiadystaw
Strzeminski i Wielka Wojna (Wtadystaw
Strzeminski and the Great War), which was pub-
lished in Rocznik Historii Sztuki, where the
authors presented the initial results of their
research in the Russian archives. The latter two

18.10.2017 10:19:04



WARTE, CIEKAWE, DO PRZEMYSLENIA / WORTH A THOUGHT 189

publications go deep into the military aspects
of the respective biographies, shedding new
light on the Russian periods in the lives of two
illustrious representatives of 20th-century art
and depicting their early lives in the context of
training and serving in the imperial military,
later participating in the Great War, and finally
witnessing the events of the 1917 revolution.
This year, the Museum of Art in L6dz presents
Luba and Wawer’s book publication announced
in the aforementioned article, which, in their
own words, is the first academic biography of
the father of the Polish avant-garde, revising our
lowly and - as it turns out — misleading knowl-
edge of Strzeminski’s early life. It is worth
mentioning that the museum also decided to
print a critical edition of Teoria widzenia (The-
ory of Seeing), edited by Luba. It was published
on the 60th anniversary of the first collected
publication of Strzeminski’s £.6dz lectures

at a joint exhibition of the married artistic duo
Strzeminski and Katarzyna Kobro, whom he
met at a field hospital in Moscow.

In Kobro’s biography, Malgorzata Czynska
states laconically that “Katia”, tending to
her future husband, “knows his war story”.
While writing these words, Czynska fol-
lowed the available works, including that of
Nika Strzeminska, whose book Sztuka, mitos¢
i nienawisé (Art, Love and Hate) has thus far
been considered the basic source of knowledge
of her father’s fate. No wonder then that while
reconstructing Strzeminski’s life between
1893-1917, the Warsaw-based authors begin
subsequent chapters of their archive-based
story with Nika’s quotes, which addition-
ally emphasise the dissonance between extant
knowledge on his early days and information
extracted from military files.

After Strzeminski’s visit in 1931, Wit-
kiewicz, an ex-lieutenant of the elite Pav-
lovsky Regiment and awarded “only” with
the fourth class of the Order of Saint Anna
for the 1916 battle of Vitonezh, wrote his wife
with reverence: “no arm, no leg, blind in one
eye. Granted the Officer’s order of George and
the Golden Spade”. He was a “complete sol-
dier” between 1914-1916 - after years of stud-
ying in the 3rd Moscow Cadet Corps and the
esteemed Nikolaevsky Engineering Academy,
Strzeminski became a sapper and received
an impressive collection of personal commen-
dations and medals that would be enough for
more than a few solders. He was one of the very
few Poles to receive the Order of St. George,
awarded for exceptional bravery and respected
even among the officers of interwar Poland.

The (recreated almost daily) activities
between August 1914 and August 1915 on
the crucial German-Russian front and at the
Osowiec fortress, considered to be the “Verdun
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of the East”, show that military service was
Strzeminski’s true calling; he appeared wher-
ever a siege demanded it, demonstrating com-
prehensive expertise, engagement exceed-

ing regulations and courage (he volunteered
for many frontline missions). What’s interest-
ing is that the authors point to the rising Rus-
sian myth of the “attack of the living dead”.
The episode of gas war, significant on the Rus-
sian-German front, was recovered from obliv-
ion and returned in the form of press and inter-
net accounts in a pop-cultural context (vivid,
but not entirely consistent with reality), and
songs; a film adaptation also seems likely. It
will then be interesting to see how popular his-
torical narrative in Russia will account for the
twenty-something second lieutenant from
Poland, who, after a German gas attack on the
night of 23rd July (5th August) 1915 took over
the command from the fatally injured second
lieutenant Kotlinsky and conducted a success-
ful counter-attack. He then went on to prove
his military value in the muddy trenches of the
Naliboki Forest, where he fought from Septem-
ber 1915 until March 1916. Later on, he began
his long convalescence in Moscow, where he
witnessed the beginning of the 1917 October
Revolution.

Apart from the recreation of Strzeminski’s
life from his childhood in Minsk until the year
1917, the publication also has the advantage
of introducing the reader to the specificity of
Imperial military schools, with eminent scien-
tists among the staff, which not only provided
professional expertise, but also a thorough
and versatile general education (both theoret-
ical and practical), including in the field of fine
arts. The authors also indicate how difficult
and restrictive it was to study there as a Pol-
ish Catholic. While presenting Strzeminski’s
biography against a larger backdrop, one can
be a bit disappointed with the meagre selec-
tion of elaborations and printed materials that
were used to present the entire spectrum of
Russian and Polish life at the Neva River at the
turn of the 19th century. The military aspect of
the book will surely be analysed by specialists.
But this small flaw does not change the gen-
eral positive evaluation of the publication that
sheds new light on Strzeminski’s life and inspi-
rations. For example, the authors are convinc-
ing in proving that health complications after
gas poisoning in Osowiec were the direct cause
for amputating Strzeminski’s left leg and right
hand, as well as his pulmonary problems and
loss of sight in one eye.

After reading the biography of the pio-
neer of constructivism authored by I. Luba and
E.P. Wawer, it is no surprise that the future
co-founder of the Academy of Fine Arts in L6dz
did not bow to Stalinist oppressors and was just

like the character in Andrzej Wajda’s Afterim-
age - like a rock: no qualms, but at the same
time with almost no future. It is worth looking
at his (and Witkiewicz’s) later years through
the prism of World War 1 and experiences of
the revolution in Russia, not only in the context
of inducing avant-garde activities, but also the
inability to sort out his personal life. Perhaps
the military biographies of both artists should
be investigated not only by art and military his-
torians, but also by contemporary specialists of
mind healing who are well aware of post-trau-
matic stress disorder.

I encourage everyone to read this book -
itis a captivating read, even though its mil-
itary themes make it sometimes difficult or
even overly dramatic; at the same time, I'd
like to ask both researchers to continue their
archive investigations, especially since we still
don’t know a lot about Strzeminski’s life
from November 1917 until his leaving Russia
in 1922. When talking about the Russian Rev-
olution after many years, Witkacy said: “I con-
sider anyone who did not witness this phenom-
enon up close a poor cripple.” I wonder what
Strzeminski would say about that. «Beata K.
Nykiel

Translated from the Polish by Piotr Czarnota
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