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The Final Contest 
We have nothing more to lose: art has become narcissistic and celebrates itself, objects evade us and life in the Anthropocene, supposed to be a kind of incessant holiday, free from trouble, toil and tedium, has proved a veritable nightmare. Since we have no one to blame for it, or at least no one specific, no punishment will ever change our destiny. We are faced with questions only. Where are we heading to? What does the future hold? What is important and what is of little value? What sense does it all make? Who are we going to be: subjects or objects, unique or identical to everything that exists, creators or recreators? 
None of the above questions is answered by Bartosz Kokosiński’s art. By no means does it result from the artist’s egoism or impertinence (he knows the truth yet will not share it; he is in the know but will not disseminate the knowledge). Rather, this is because the artist is tied up in a contest of sorts. He struggles with matter and with art, with the perception of what both art and an artist is. What is at stake is not human destiny but rather how we, humans, perceive ourselves. This is probably less important than the survival of the species; yet this is mere appearance – after all human power was born of the intense work of human imagination. 
An unsuccessful attempt to get rid of the body
You must remember a film scene where the protagonist is vainly trying to get rid of a dead body. The carpet in which the body is wrapped persistently reveals its contents, a hand is left dangling from the car’s hood, a shallowly buried corpse is dug out by animals or else made visible by a heavy downpour, and attempts to truncate the body, burn it, drown or stage a car crash are to no avail, either. When at long last the dead person becomes efficiently eliminated, he or she returns as a zombie, phantom, revenant, or a nightmare. The inefficacy of the above attempts, often depicted very graphically, other times in a slapstick convention, is not a matter of chance. Murder invariably results in a profound transformation of its perpetrator; such a transformation cannot be erased solely by getting rid of the dead body. 
A similar thing happens in the case of objects. They cannot be gotten rid of as, like a trace of a crime, they constantly point to its occurrence. They are piled up in basements and in the nooks and corners of wardrobes; they spill out of garbage containers and landfills; they get corroded, incinerated and decayed and come back as putrid air, water, soil, developmental diseases, and degenerated nature. Their immortality strips us of our identity. It changes all of us from omnipotent creatures into prisoners of our own creations, the same that a moment before were the cause of our pride and incontrovertible proof of our uniqueness. We continue to try and tame objects: we recycle them; create sophisticated systems of their storage; we burn them, bury in the ground and dump in the oceans; we ship all the useless junk to countries which due to their colonial dependency agree to be landfills for the waste manufactured in wealthier parts of the globe; we promote minimalism and sustainable consumption; we treat miniaturisation, compactness and multifunctionality as a chance to limit the number of the things we own, etc. All of this is totally ineffective and objects, like the dead bodies we are trying to hide, come back as reminders of our responsibility for their creation. 
Bartosz Kokosiński’s oeuvre confronts us with this desperate process of human beings trying to regain the identity they lost when creating objects. The artist collects dispersed objects, piles them up in heaps, kneads and binds with tape, cuts into shreds and glues together, imprisons in specially made stretchers or else uses the stretchers to press a plethora of objects to a building wall; covering things with achromatic paint, he strips them of their characteristic properties; he makes for them a gigantic sack-trap where they become invisible and indistinguishable. 
All of the above actions are underpinned by a lot of violence, so characteristic of a situation when, cornered, we begin to attack on our own. Moreover, all of them show a lot of concern about what others have gotten rid of, of what is discarded and void of significance, degraded as waste, refuse and remain; all of this is gathered in one place, arranged to form a new whole and is displayed. It is as if the artist believed that something can be done with it and that it may come in handy. 
All of this is to no avail, however. The objects in Kokosiński’s work, like a corpse tumbling out of the closet, testify against us. They prove that we cannot cope with them and that it is they that took over control over us, or at least that they get out of the control we would like to have over them. Highlighting these complex relations between people and artefacts transforms Kokosiński’s art into a sombre treatise on human bizarre condition. This treatise reminds us that our profound dependence on material extensions is what differentiates us from animals. Unlike animals, we cannot survive without such extensions of our body and its capacities. At the same time, it is them that are becoming the gravest threat to humanity. Their production, application and annihilation transforms the natural environment so much that life within it is becoming ever more difficult. Creating objects transforms us, too: it changes human communities into human atoms ruthlessly vying for material wellbeing, while individuals are changed into hopeless creatures unable to provide for their own welfare. 
The sombre treatise about the ambivalent human sublime would probably be an unbearable morality play were it not for the fact that it is also extremely ironic towards art, especially towards its claim to being a unique form of human activity and its insistence on telling the truth about the world. Kokosiński moralises yet since he does it via art, to which he is distanced, his critique of the present human condition does not purport to be the truth. It is rather a personal attempt to experience what we are surrounded with. 
The untruths of art
Manfred Sommer, the author of the perfect book Collecting, points out that works of art are a paradigmatic case of things worth seeing
, i.e. objects created, collected and exhibited to be shown to others. The root cause of this status of art is not only that it has always been supposed to be first and foremost perfect, which perfection made the results of the artists’ work worth seeing, but that it was underpinned by a hope that the artist will create something we have not seen before. The two aspects, i.e. a masterful command of matter, tools, body, and mind resulting in a unique work and the artist’s assuming the role of a creator who, like God, calls to life what could not possibly exist without his interference, contributed to the present perception of art as a practice which expresses our humanity the fullest. This is the spirt espoused by Joseph Beuys
, who saw the artist’s work as an archetype of all human creative endeavour. In turn, Herbert Read
 considered art as the only kind of human activity which integrates any and all potentialities and capacities of our species: the capacity to use tools, imagination, intelligence, sensitivity, ability to predict future states and materialise what is merely a concept; the ability to communicate the subjective and storing over time what is but an elusive thought or idea. Although today, as sociological studies demonstrate
, art is of essence for a minuscule minority (actually, it has always been so), its high social status remains unchanged. In other words, even if we are not interested in it, have no contact with and do not know its manifestations, we consider art as an extremely significant and weighty form of human activity. 
Bartosz Kokosiński undermines the high status of art, displaying in his work all that contradicts its customary perception. The most important aspect of this debunking practice is the demonstration that matter which the artist shapes is not compliant to him. On the contrary, it is forever elusive and therefore discredits the artist’s claim to being living proof of the human capacity to hold perfect control over the world. Kokosiński’s paintings bring to mind associations with a battlefield after a battle fought against forces he had insufficient control over, and which still are responsible for the ultimate form of his paintings. The surface of the canvases resembles rumpled bedsheets and ineptly glued posters sliding down billboards; the stretchers have been distorted by unknown forces; the paint is cracked and flaking; the objects, some of which are only their remains, are fixed to the canvases in a makeshift and inept way; some of the works are charred, others mud-soiled. This way of creating art indicates that the human person is not the only power that makes the world go round. Besides man, there is time, gravity, chemical and photochemical processes, friction, oxidisation, water and humidity, wind and sun, etc. It is they rather than the human being alone that contribute to the transformation of matter. Besides, their power is inestimably greater than ours, as witnessed by the ubiquitous decay and corrosion
, processes that re-process objects into the raw materials they were made of – ore, sand, fluids, and gases. Kokosiński reveals our hopelessness in the face of the inevitable and uncontrollable, in the face of the autonomy of matter and the processes which have always determined the Earth, even before we settled it down. He therefore also discredits the art’s claim to being a paradigmatic example of the human capacity to rule over matter. Art is no omnipotent power that governs matter but a field where we experience defeat and impotence. 
The artist contests the megalomania of art moreover by equating the creative act with an activity resembling action we take on a daily basis to curb the surrounding panoplies of things by what is at hand. Kokosiński’s work is, then, only apparently similar to that of Arman, Tony Cragg and art brut representatives like Franco Bellucci. Its sense lies in the recreation of the bricolage of home-grown craftsmen trying to prevent the immediate reality against disintegration. The effects of their actions, especially in the Polish context
, are displayed in both private and public rooms as constant makeshift creations. What was to be a tentative solution to some technical problem turned out to be long-lived. Exposing the acts of piecing together the world out of bits and pieces and of what is at hand; showing attempts at adjusting what is particular and separate, integrating into new wholes aesthetically and materially disparate fragments; masking use and decay. All of the above actions can be found in Kokosiński, who seems to be saying that they are far more important for him than creating perfect artworks, whose perfection implies their being made by super-humans. Acts that prevent the disintegration of our reality, although inept, are not only more important (as it is thanks to them that the world, bound by a piece of string and Scotch tape and composed of what is ill-adjusted, continues to live and is recreated in time), but also fuller as expressive of unbounded imagination. Kokosiński seems to be implying that art limits and that artists should remember the simplest forms of creation which appear everywhere one needs to act and yet has insufficient resources, skills and assistance from others. Art, then, is not only the domain of those who have perfected the skill of giving shape to matter, but is ubiquitous and can be practiced by each and every one of us. Art should remind us of it rather than narcissistically celebrate itself as the most perfect example of the human creative capacity. 
Kokosiński seems to contest art also in another way, playing with what is considered to be its “prototype”
, i.e. with painting, and more broadly with the image as a unique kind of representation created by people, especially those in Western culture. 
I will show that I show you nothing
Bartosz Kokosiński is a painter by education and creates paintings using canvas, stretchers and paints. At the same time, the results of his actions imply that art does not aim to represent the world but to portray what images have become today and to expose their lives. This does not mean that we deal here with meta-art, with a conceptual reflection on art authored by the artist and taking place within the realm of art. On the contrary, Kokosiński endeavours to show what images want from us
 and that they live a life of their own and are loath to share its secrets. According to the artist, visual representations show first of all that they would not show anything but want to have a life of their own instead.
Paintings Devouring Reality may be interpreted in the spirit of Baudrillard’s critique of visual representation, i.e. by indicating that they have represented everything possible, they have become unable to represent reality as they have turned it into an image, a picture. This seems too simplistic, though, and therefore not too accurate. Kokosiński does not expose the simulacrum of the world born through the precession of the visual. On the contrary, he demonstrates that images have turned against us rather than they are no longer able to represent. This reversal exposing their usually shamefully hidden undersides and the distortion of images so that they cease to be screens
 framing reality and imposing concentration on what is within the frame rather than outside of it, helps realise the nature of visual representation. In this way Kokosiński exposes what is usually invisible, i.e. the processes leading to the creation of images. At the same time, he hides from us their effects, i.e. visual representation. This representation is of secondary importance since, as the artist tries to prove, creating images is a process only slightly different from more mundane daily actions. This process consists in absorbing the environment, in devouring reality (experiencing, watching, touching, smelling, and tasting, trying out its possibilities) and in digesting reality (reflecting on it, consuming, transposing, creating, transforming, destroying, perfecting, etc.). It results in creations (works of art, tools, mass-produced objects, waste, excretions and faeces) that let us live in a way characteristic of human beings. 
The secret of a painting lies in its creation being dependent on mundane actions resembling those indispensable for survival (eating, drinking, relaxation, reproduction, protecting one’s safety, etc.). Moreover, the secret of a painting lies in the fact that like in the case of those mundane actions, it cannot show anything we would not have seen before, but only new representations of humanity’s shared legacy. Although, then, each new painting is something novel and unique and is marked by its creator, at the same time all visual representations are identical. After all, they were made during similar, if not identical, processes. 
Paradoxically, betraying the secret of paintings, liberating them from the status of most perfect human creations, does not degrade them. On the contrary, the revelation of this truth makes them far more significant than when we saw them as the effect of work of genius creators who have perfected the skill of using tools and imagination. This emancipation of the painting and its being granted the status of an ordinary object makes it part and parcel of the life-sustaining processes. It makes the painting as indispensable as water and bread, a roof over one’s head and someone who loves us, gives a sense of safety and meaning. 
By turning the paintings inside-out so that we see their reverse, deforming and destroying them, hiding in fancy arrangements, wrapping up ordinary objects in them, Kokosiński shows that they are objects similar to anything else around us. Similarly, as the most recent paintings, these images are not made to represent anything but to sustain life and the circulation of matter, to facilitate communication and inter-generational transfer of knowledge, skill and experience, to spur our activity, wake us up and push towards others. This is why Koksiński’s work shows that it shows nothing. The role of this art is not to represent reality but to contribute to its creation. 
Burs in the service of community 
Contemporary culture is bur-like. The messages, figures and objects making it up are never a value in themselves. On the contrary, they are ever more precious the bigger their capacity for demonstrating ever new creations similar to them. Someone who becomes famous thanks to their music may promote cars and floor panels and moreover attract the interest of the public to concerts of new bands. The music of these bands, if mellifluous, may be used in a movie whose protagonist thanks to being recognised will be invited to a talk-show sponsored by a producer of yogurt, whose packaging carries health advice, etc. All is potentially interconnected and contributes to co-creation. It has actually always been like that, yet today such networks must first of all be productive and profitable. This, in turn, means that the global oecumene must be transformed into a world full of inequalities, based on the desire to make a commodity out of everything which can potentially be the subject of trade. When all becomes a commodity, all is comparable and identical. Where there is no difference, there is no significance
. 
When I first saw Kokosiński’s work, especially his Painting Devouring Robert Kuśmirowski, two things crossed my mind. My first association was with the finale of the famous action by Beuys from 1972, during which he was sweeping Karl‐Marx‐Platz in Berlin after the 1st of May parade and then used the garbage thus accumulated to create a heap of waste in a gallery corner, symbolic of the formation of human energy, in fact the fundamental obligation of involved art. The second association was that with meat-eating plants attracting insects to capture and digest them. Both these images imply that Kokosiński acts precisely as a bur that attracts all that he experiences and then transforms into his work. This work is then sustained by the energy supplied by others; they come to life and stay alive thanks to it. We can therefore assume that Kokosiński’s work does not counter the logic of commodity of late-capitalist reality. We can suspect but cannot be sure how the energy accumulated in it will be used. It may become a luxury commodity whose buyer will strengthen his or her wealth and cultural capital. It may also be a form of the artist’s self-determination in a world, an artist’s life. It may moreover trigger all kinds of human action – release some of the accumulated energy to others, making the world intelligible, better, more reasonable, or at least more interesting and extraordinary. Kokosiński’s work share the art’s indeterminacy of possible uses; this indeterminacy often makes us see art as useless. This feature makes it, however, unlike bur-commodities, everything; it has the unique power to transform the energy that sustains the world.
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