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SPACE HUNTER
Those who look at a painting are faced with the entire world. They are faced with a space of experience, associations, encounters and sometimes meandering paths leading to hidden places harbouring secrets and mystery. Those who make a painting need to walk a long time, the journey opening them up to reality. Naturally, this does not pertain to all paintings that contemporary culture deems works of art, yet no reservations are needed in the case of Piotr Korzeniowski. The gate is open; let us go, then, you and I.
Living as we do in the highly-organised structure of contemporary civilisation, we most often operate in the recognition mode. What does it mean? Recognition consists in the identification of only selected fragments of an object, process or situation, fixed and following a familiar pattern. In a way, they function as diagnostic or identification signs. Memory, or the knowledge of what has been recognised, is set in motion later; this moment “we know it all”. However, we only really know what we have known before. How does it work? For example, a green light along with a silhouette of a striding human figure mean “go, the road is clear”. Operating in the recognition mode is habitual and fast, and this is all there is to it. The world of haste is a world of habit and its acquisition is highly appreciated, especially that it offers a power called efficiency. At the same time the world seems like a book of signs whose significance is contained in the memory and habits of the readers, or users; they live within a book which is read and made use of. Habits and recognition can be put to good use yet even they have their limitations. These limitations are inherent to them and are vital for their relative usefulness. When we limit ourselves to recognition only, we are unable to see in the world anything novel, unknown, not previously remembered. Reality is but a combination of previously available significations; whatever new we can find in it will be at best an unrecorded combination of already known, pre-existent elements. Therefore, rather than wander here and there, we may simply think up the world. To be more precise: we can make multiple and unlimited combinations. Therefore, too, making combinations is a preferred pastime of the theoreticians of recognising the world; it offers them a sense of importance and is a kind of “vicarious trip”. However, recognition is no cognition. When we read signs habitually, setting in motion our knowledge of their signification, we are simply unable to learn anything we would not know before. It turns out that the world has nothing to tell us; it offers little if anything of itself. Reality proves mute, predictable and – to put it bluntly – dead. We may then make up theories of life or art as a combinatory game of texts and sequences of significations, and to represent reality as a dead machine that automatically moves the stars of its own universe. Well. These are by far legitimate theories of life in the recognition mode. The price we pay for our habitual efficiency is a unique disconnect with the world, a limited or lost contact with genuine reality. This leads to the emergence of one of the pivotal forces of European culture – the craving for reality. Through the ages, philosophers, scholars, painters as well as women and men of letters have taken superhuman efforts to transcend the boundary, or at least to prove that it cannot be transcended and that the dreams of doing it are mere illusions. With time, the tendency to extend the uses of recognition has deepened and strengthened, which contributed to a unique existential predicament; a state of unspecified lack, a wish that urgently needs to be satisfied, if only vicariously. How do we know about it? Well, fantasy is the most popular literary genre today. In the worlds created by it we can converse with bushes (that have something to tell us) or meet unknown (even if only “conventionally unknown”) creatures. Readers have a chance of direct interaction thanks to the “magic” power which one is (or which one has), rather than only press buttons or move a career curve of this or that. These are worlds where cognition has not been dominated by recognition and the protagonist has been granted a voice and a life: he, too, can act and change the world “outside the box” and can also be an object of cognition not only recognition in this world. We need to say this, too: within the culture of recognition people do not get to know one another; they experience solitude and even more so existential abandonment. Naturally, this is true not only about fantasy, but also, if not first of all, about the games that people play, from simple card games to those involving advanced technologies of virtual reality. Given the capital involved, today gaming is one of the staples of global economy. The entire story is in fact very simple and easy to tell. Actually, it has already been told. A question arises, then: Why don’t we simply transcend the boundary, limiting the scope of our operation in the recognition mode for the sake of cognition? Why don’t we allow reality to speak to us more freely and why don’t we begin to impact this reality ourselves, in innovative ways? There are a few reasons for that, but here we will focus on one which is of special importance. A conduct which differs from a habitual pattern is a cause of concern. This phenomenon can be identified in animals which are relatively distant from us, e.g. birds. It is known to ethologists, the first description being made by Konrad Lorenz. He watched a duckling which turned from its path in panic, having realised that it was heading to its destination following a different path than the one usually taken. Each of us can try out this effect, just like Lorenz did when he took a different route to get to work, which resulted in his evident concern. Naturally, a habitual choice of streets pales in comparison to the magnitude of the cultural patterns we acquire, when the concern will be correspondingly (not always directly proportionally) more intense. A sense of disquietude gets quickly transformed into one of the two basic reactions. One of the them is anxiety and / or fear. Those who experience it, reject all the works that only distantly imply a possibility of transcending a boundary, would not and actually do not see (after all, contact with art is rarely enforced). The other reaction is that of violence, aggressiveness, a mirror reflection of fear. It may be direct (“physical”), take the form of destructive (“scathing”) criticism, but more often than not it assumes the form of outrage. This last case is actually interesting. Who reacts with outrage automatically acquires a sense of righteousness; we can often meet those who base their views and certainty of being in the right on outrage. It assures them of being right, no matter what their actual views (which in the case of outrage are totally immaterial). Therefore, outrage is a true temptation. Easily available and efficient, it calls for being used and once it becomes habitual, well … I myself could easily make use of it, directing its blade against the words I have just written: What is this rigmarole about talking bushes, magic and mindless computer games! Even though the question of cognition / recognition may be presented in a very rational and technical language of information processing, even such measures would not assure effective protection against the tempestuous force of outrage. In old fairy tales, passages to the magic land are guarded by monsters. We have just seen two of them. There is, however, support and encouragement, and a guide in the form of curiosity. This is a third reaction triggered in a situation that is far from a habitual pattern. When we abandon the route we usually take and do not succumb to fear or violent nervousness, curiosity comes into play, the senses get piqued and we begin to notice new things. The gate has been crossed and the mode shifts to cognition. Reality is a matter of courage. Obviously, courage is a lofty word, which is sometimes confused with valiant deeds performed on battlefields or heroic conduct in extremely difficult situations. In fact, the courage I mean here is tranquillity. Those who walk in tranquillity remain unnoticed by the sentries as they are led by wisdom (wisdom and tranquillity are one). Those who can move beyond recognition can also create in the proper sense of the term; their works become gates, catalysts of cognition for those able to take advantage of them; although they remain invitingly open, perception, as we have learned, is no trifle.

Perhaps the most fundamental feature of Piotr Korzeniowski’s art is its multifaceted courage, courage-tranquillity, which allow the suspension of habits, cognition, recognition, and genuine creativity, thanks to which I could write: “Those who look at a painting are faced with the entire world”. Not only is this courage necessary to notice reality and to embark on a pursuit, but also to withstand the world’s reaction to one’s own art. Everyone who does such things knows good and well that they are in for anger, criticism, outrage or – the toughest thing of all – silence, a lack of reaction and being ignored. This is a painful and destructive kind of weapon. “Courageous art” is no cliché, although it could be one. Not infrequently can we read critics who write about “bold, courageous works that break free of established patterns”. However, the “breaking free of established patterns” they praise is most often a use of opposite patterns, and the term “courage” itself is also used in the recognition mode. In this case we deal with a different situation; it is not a cliché but the truth and this courage is contained in the works themselves.
The gate is open and behind it we see a world of vast landscapes: steppes, deserts, wavy lines interrupted by multi-layered ornaments, sharp and fresh on some occasions and at other times eroding into oblong, smooth and touch-enticing forms that reveal a hidden structure of seemingly monotonous white surfaces. We can identify here single images that unexpectedly change their shapes and autonomous elements being rearranged in ever new mosaics. There are mists, screens and groups of columns that both hide behind one another and emerge to reveal their individual character. This world is the hunting ground, a territory where the hunter tries to capture the most elusive target: space.

On a daily basis we have no problems with the term “space”; it is habitual, well-known and banal. We use space, take advantage of it, leave at someone’s disposal, arrange, divide by means of coordinates and apply as one of the basic parameters of physical equations. It provokes no doubt or hesitation. A moment of consciousness may disrupt this image. After all, no one has ever seen space. Or – have they? Is, then, this foundation of reality in itself a figment of convention, a comfortable fiction, a false tool of organisation, or a pre-determined form of sensuality, as Kant would have it? Is space real? If so, how? The Hopi tribe do not know it, at least in the form we deem ordinary, and yet they can manage somehow. Instead of “my room” they say “my floor”. At the same time, we recognise being spatial as a precondition and a signum of reality. Invasion of space is a hunt for its (reality’s) very essence. What is it, though? Does it exist at all? How can one ask such a question? In this situation the very word “exist” becomes weak, uncertain and dubious.
Let us start from the bottom, as it were, following a path that is more common for us, staring from the elements of construction, from its building material. Grains of sand, leaves of grass, atoms, particles of water; when they keep together, somehow they relate to one another and to us. They may make up patterns, create shapes, disperse freely or concentrate, hiding until the emergence of a single, seemingly simple, coherent and cohesive individual-existence. In a word, elements are related to one another. Are these relations space, then? Sometimes we say in mathematics that “space is a set of elements with a fixed relational structure”. The thing here is more complex, individually unique. A particular relational structure, say a certain arrangement of the elements of the mosaic, is not a space “within it”. In what, then? Through their own properties, stone mosaics, ornament elements, determine the possibilities of their arrangement, the possibilities inherent in them. Thus, they determine a set of actual, real possibilities of particular form becoming real. The area of real possibilities is precisely space, and it is here that individual configurations are located. It cannot be seen yet is real since something can really happen while other things cannot. Therefore, it does not matter if we say “my room” or “my floor”. Both expressions denote an actual possibility of what can happen. One woos with its charm of concreteness, the other entices with the power of the general (notion of space). Space, then, is contained in elements, it is clearly and precisely defined through their properties. Individual parts determine the shape of the whole, delineate space, with analysis, construction and reconstruction being the basic tools of cognition. At this moment the part of our mind that follows habitual reactions is no doubt relieved: it is as one had thought and all falls into place, the entire trip, of which we do not know if it was necessary, was only a confirmation of what we knew all along and this is the result of the hunt.

Yet … the reverse may also be true. What does the reverse mean here? Possibilities may be determined by the whole rather than by the individual parts. Furthermore, the whole may be better defined than the parts, determining sets of possible elements and their configurations, not the other way around. Let us resort to our imagination. Let us imagine a square created via a (seamless) merger of some unspecified elements. A square, a merged puzzle, is very well, unambiguously defined, yet its component parts are not. However, we do not deal with any elements as our square cannot contain circles, while it can contain triangles, for instance. In this way the whole that the square is determines space, a collection of real possibilities that determine possible shapes of unspecified elements. Such puzzles are truly magic. Let us imagine a square whose side is e.g. 100,000 light years long. We know that is it composed of tiny triangles of a few centimetres and equally small squares. However, the components cannot be torn apart. Still, by some effort, we manage to break off a corner of the square. At this moment we are provided with new information, as we know that the square is composed of elements, one of which we are holding in hand. Our knowledge immediately covers unimaginable distances.

Space, then, can be determined “bottom-up”, through the properties of its elements, and “top-down”, i.e. subordinate to the properties of the whole. This applies likewise to the space and reality of paintings. They, too, can be composed of patches, lines, colours, and textures or may be merged puzzles, or combine both ways, not mutually exclusive, making up shape-shifting constructions that reveal the nature of space. Their creation is truly an exceptional accomplishment; it opens up new horizons and is a major step towards the cognition of the nature of space and reality.
Numerous works by Piotr Korzeniowski are paintings composed of multiple paintings. Capable of transformation, they themselves are spaces, not so much their recreations but spaces themselves; some real spaces that reveal their unexpected essence. The hunter has reached his prey.
At this moment we can embark on a journey through various spaces; after all they have turned out to be different. There can be narrow and vast, ominous and joyful, constructed and constructing spaces. Let us have a closer look at two of their types.
One is erasing spaces, concealing the individual, the particular. These are for example, deserts or steppes. Grains of sand have various shapes yet in great numbers they lose their individual character for the sake of a tranquil form of a desert with waves of dunes. They hide behind one another and screen other grains by themselves, being arranged in keeping with the external forces of gravity and wind.
The other type is spaces that do the exact opposite. The individual aspect is enhanced or even created. Take water particles, for instance. When regarded in isolation, they resemble one another, are identical in identical energy states and their individual nature is hard to find. However, when there are many of them, real multitudes, they become water, i.e. the splatter of sea waves, mist and fog, mountain brooks, lake surfaces, frost, snowflakes (everyone knows that there are no two identical ones) icebergs, and glaciers. Anonymous due to their similarity, the particles suddenly become individual thanks to their relations with others, thanks to the creativity of water and extension of the links between them. The world of objects and people is no different. If we placed every single human  being on a desert island (a standard one from comic strips), the differences between  them would no doubt be perceptible yet negligible. They would be manifested in the way of breaking the coconuts from the palm, collecting crabs and warding off sharks. No one could become a restorer of 15th-century French sculpture, microscope manufacturer, storyteller or even a draughtsman specialising in comic strips featuring castaways. Individualism is often pitted against collectivism, which apparently poses a harm to the former. This is true, but only in desert spaces that stifle what is individual. This is also a mistake that may result in people being exiled on the desert islands of their own flats, in the heart of huge cities. This weakens their relations and changes into grains of sand, from which water particles are very different; primarily they have a high capacity of creating mutual links, an incessant desire to impact one another.
Behold: strips of documents retrieved from a shredder, freed from the oppressive space of administrative coercion, become free again. They make up a tranquil form that vibrates with complex patterns of light. These are traces of a battle, “sensitive data” from exams, an area that is overgrown with grass in line with the natural order of things; it erases the memory of the noise of the battle, soothing emotions, and brings to light a delicate yet powerful light of tranquillity. The works are testament to genuine experience and no further words are needed.
Habits and magic, leaves of grass and droplets of water; this is by far distant from standard art criticism yet this is precisely the grand history which Piotr Korzeniowski’s works have been telling. In the culture of standards of recognition, such a statement may not sound too convincing. Yet … yet this is true. This was a chance to set out on a magnificent journey, to experience an adventure, to gain experience and truly invaluable knowledge. Thank you, Piotr.
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