Agata Chinowska’s conversation with Bownik
about his 2017 exhibition at the Arsenal Gallery in Biatystok

Let us begin with the exhibition title: Imagine a Time When All Records Have Already
Been Broken - according to Facebook, it is definitely too long, the event title character
limit having been exceeded. Please tell me whence the title and the reference.

This is just about the format requirement; clashing with such limitations is always interesting.

The title is a direct reference to symptoms of youth - an enclosure, of sorts, between two
periods: the historical and the magical; youth as a period brimming with challenges and
experiments. It is a time when contradictions are combined to morph into repetitive records of
youth. Trophies won and collected form the only reality, both owned and identifiable.

What you are saying is deeply philosophical, as it the exhibition title. Has your studying
of philosophy influenced your artistic oeuvre?

I think it has, those studies have gone viral on me.

With regard to the concept of youth and the Colleagues series, I am reminded of Things,
Georges Perec’s first novel published in 1965. Perec’'s protagonists are typical
representatives of the generation coming of age in the 1960s, their ultimate dream
being to enjoy a life of prosperity, a life they were shown in advertising brochures. Yet it
swiftly turns out that when confronted with reality, they have no control over their own
fate - they cannot afford the sought-after extravagance. The book was recognised as a
ruthless critique of consumerism, of chasing success. Can Colleagues be seen as
referring to a similar context?

I believe not. Possibly the fact that these images are somewhat timeless, or that they may be a
perfect fit for a variety of moments, is but a hint at a multiple replication of identical experiences,
at a certain cyclicality.

In Perec’'s case, I would rather point to certain features of youth - possibly the only
stage in life accompanied by a constant sense of “having to do something”. It is an
exhausting feeling of constant uproar, yet it does help in identifying new challenges,
new experiments. Youth is also about impatience, lack of perseverance, swift
discouragement. What I had in mind was a general description of youth rather than of a
specific generation, exactly as in case of the Colleagues cycle.

The sense of “having to do something” you mentioned is most definitely important during that
brief period - albeit it remains uncertain whether the imperative is external or internal and
inherent to approaching adulthood. Something begun in the time of youth does not necessarily
have to become reality - it is more of a realm of opportunity. This could well be developed in
abstract space, with no characters or circumstances. Although I am more of a supporter of mirror
games between the imagined and the existing, of jumbling codes.

You have prepared two new works with this particular exhibition in mind - works which
are also a continuation of the youth theme. You have referenced characters of a
mourner and a young pilgrim inspired with an image from the 1980s. Tell us more about
these photographs.

Some time ago, I saw a 1982 photograph by Chris Niedenthal - Pilgrimage from Warsaw to Jasna
Gora Hits Sandy Territory, which inspired me to take my own shot. Niedenthal recorded a rather
typical scene: pilgrims marching down a country road in clouds of taxing dust. Were it not for the
fact that their faces are covered with neckerchiefs, “bandit-style”, the image would be nothing out
of the ordinary.

While the pilgrim I photographed is wearing a neckerchief as well, he is standing in front of a
building covered with stippled plaster, popular in Poland in the 1970s and 1980s. Stippled plaster
was often inlaid with coloured bottle-glass; it remains uncertain whether the choice arose from
pragmatism or aesthetic flair. In the photograph I am showing at the exhibition, pieces of glass
applied to the stippled plaster resemble pins and buttons the pilgrim is wearing on his hat.

The other photograph shows a scene taking place in a room under renovation, and references
the trope of mourning depicted as juggling. A young mourner — on a stool, in a circus pose - is



attempting to balance a burning candle on his forehead, and matchbox towers on his palms. He is
an entertainer of the moment, a juggler of meanings, an illusionist of being and time.

Does the mourner’s character have another origin as well?

No. I was just working on the term “mourner” as such. When blending youth with mourning, I
struck upon a curious concept of referencing another twin side - hence the juggler. It is adequate
for the state unfolding between time historical and time magical, between the official and personal
experience.

I would like to ask about your creative process. Bownik has us used to large format,
visually extremely attractive, perfect photographs. We spectators are witness to but the
result of what I presume to be a lengthy intellectual process, of a certain vision of yours
you then proceed to translate into image. Tell us something about what we do not see:
how do you structure your representations?

For the first time ever am I making studies preceding photographs part of an exhibition. I find it
astonishing that you actually noticed. I have to sketch all my photographs in advance. As opposed
to final large format photographs, my sketches are rather small — I use them for a number of
purposes. Sometimes all I do is use a few lines to outline an idea and not forget it. Other drawings
may be more precise, allowing me to define what the photograph will show. It may seem illogical -
an often-as-not simplistic sketch bringing me closer to a detailed photograph. But it’s true. While I
do occasionally create photocopy-based sketches, I have to draw, never photographing situations
encountered. I work on my themes in a studio - a space one hundred percent created.

I am truly happy that you agreed to show these drawings. They drew my attention: on
the one hand, they are interesting as artworks in themselves - on the other, they say a
lot about your work method, about how you structure the story and the plan. Your
photographs are a narrative, allowing viewers to travel in time.

It gets worse! When sketching, I commit a number of “technical mistakes” I later copy and use in
scenography or when lighting a film plan.

It's good you mentioned space and circumstance creation. This aspect of your work
seems hugely important to me - that all scenes are created to the exclusive purpose of
photography, that none of the situations have ever happened. In the context of your
work, Weronika Szczawinska references Philip Auslander and his performed
photography”. What is your take on the concept?

I think Weronika was right on the money there. I like being very precise about preparing my
photographs, naming them, defining numerous details, introducing a regime. I want to leave
nothing to chance. I tend to build up scenes wherein planned scenarios can evolve - although
when on location, I tend to wait for what will happen. Within a framework I myself had created, I
am most interested in what may develop. I operate on the borderline of ready script and
improvisation, of programming and crisis. Such situations are frequently ephemeral; I need to
identify and grasp rather than capture them.
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