CRACKING UNTIL BURST

Marta Lisok: What was the significant point on your way to the bent paintings?

Bartosz Kokosiński: Actually, there are two moments Iconsider groundbreaking in my professional career. One is the “Diseases of painting” series, showing my breaking up with my previous idea of a painting as mere layers of paint, and the beginning of considering it a three–dimensional complex object. I also started to place importance on thinking about the process itself and provoking, to a certain extent, the works’ self–creation. 

Another significant point was my nearly half — year stay in Berlin, for personal reasons. I was on my art hiatus then. No works were made in that time; I participated in neither exhibitions, nor social life. Nevertheless, I have been experiencing the new city, completely different urban space, and society different from the Polish one. Half year of solitude, long winter walks, hours of observation, thoughts, and hundreds of visited exhibitions have organised and cleared my thinking of art. It was then when in my mind I used to sketch and make up those works I began to create as soon as I got back to Poland. I started to be artistically involved for real — creating among others “Paintings devouring reality” and other bent paintings (but to be clear, works such as the skins, bent paintings–accidents, or the first devouring, have been appearing before).

Which conditions must be met, in order for you to think of a concept for your new work?
In my creative process, what really matters is this own experience and the actual space of my studio, so I see it as having enough space around, good social life, financial stability, and meeting interesting people having too some ideas for new shows or other projects. Being invited to exhibitions, stimulating new ideas. Changing my surroundings. Though in fact, I am often surprised by the situation in which I come up with new works.

What value do you put on the materials that you use?
I think painting is a form of a need, just like food is, being the source of energy for living. I find its physicality, corporeality, and filth important. I like wood. I like this sensation when I press it with my own muscles (my body) to the limits of the wood durability. I like to listen to it crack right  before it breaks. I enjoy this physical tension, the forces’ (energy) actions and retention. The materials, as regards the tradition of painting, are of symbolic value to me. Noble materials in juxtaposition with industrial ones. Noble painting made with home improvement store items

(industrial paints, spray foams, epoxy resin, etc.) 

In my works, the use of genuine objects comprising theme sets, such as religious or military collections, is key. What greatly matters is the story hidden in, for instance, objects used for worshipping the cult of God, or in the genuine war–period pistols, bayonets, uniforms, and medals for the effective use of the first ones (of which people possibly died). I believe that thanks to those true, yet hidden stories of the objects, the works themselves have greater power of influencing (also symbolically) the viewers’ imagination. It is substantial to experience the place of origin of 

certain objects such as St. Mary figurines from Lichen for the “Pilgrim’s souvenirs”, flea markets with the sellers’ personal stories, travelling through Poland and elsewhere, the soil from Bethlehem or Jerusalem. 

Where do you look for the props for your painting–installations?
The paintings — objects, although I prefer to just call them paintings, as in fact they refer to the history of painting. I have a great sense for detecting objects and I do carefully observe the surroundings, streets, dumpsters, nevertheless I mainly hunt them on flea markets and online 

auctions, as for each painting I collect selected theme sets. 


Those objects often involve trips to flea markets in Krakow (my favourite), Wroclaw, where the old junk is sold between train tracks. An incredible place experience. I also search through antiques fairs in Warsaw, Gliwice, Dąbrowa Górnicza, etc. One time I emailed a hunter who had sent me a photo of his walls all covered with game trophies and asked me if I wanted any. I think he had all animals dwelling Polish forests there, and I couldn’t recognise three quarters of them. That was an odd experience. 

I bought a boar’s head the other day, it was delivered by a delivery guy with a weird look on his face, just as weird as the parcel’s shape. Unfortunately it was the time when I moved, I changed my studio’s venue, and I didn’t get to unwrap the parcel until a couple of months later. When I broke through two layers of foil, it turned out that the head was wrapped in cloth. When I started to take the boar’s head out loads of disgusting worms began to fall out of the cloth. 


I also have the soil, which I dug out in the basilica in Bethlehem (Palestine), and placed it on the stone marking the birthplace of Jesus in order to obtain a third–class relic. I

acted alike in Jerusalem, where I dug the ground with a small military shovel from the army surplus and I was worried it might get me in trouble as in armed to teeth Israel they could take me for a spy. 


Sometimes I exchange with some of my friends. I enjoy the stage of collecting objects for paintings for all its adventure and unexpected stories. Each object has, apart from its own, a

story of how it was bought.

What is the origin of you bent paintings?
They were made as consequence of the aforementioned “Diseases of painting” series. I can still remember how I wondered about conjoined twins and came up with an idea to paint images on one canvas, which, bent, would imply two parts of one body. This piece never appeared, but it has inspired me to create the “Bent paintings” car accidents series, crossing the line both literally and as painting theme. The next step was to push those works towards abstraction and to paint skin high magnification close ups as abstract paintings of the size of an adult man. The canvas, like skin, started to wrinkle, curve, deform. It has become the body of the painting. Paintings began to take new forms, mostly introvert ones, sometimes flowing out from their frames, though. They wouldn’t fit into their limited canvases. They used to deform them with their movement, forming various tensions. I started to treat my paintings like a living organism, sometimes fatigued, shrunk, not always healthy and nicely stretched. And that is how I made the “Paintings devouring reality” as those consuming the entire object collections, the prospective inspiration for great painting themes. The painting started to take away people’s space by sticking far out to the front from the 

wall. “Charred Paintings” lacking any images. 

How could one divide your bent works, are there any subgroups, additional categories?
I never divided my works on deformation or simply the level of bending basis. Although I do notice they are mostly introvert (crepes, as you named them, Martha). Only few extrovert pieces were made. I rather see them in series. The devouring ones, for sure, are more sealed, rolled–up than the other. There are the “Charred Paintings”, “Snow Paintings”, “Skins”, the brought up “Bent Paintings”, and then also the ones made in the process of cracking pigments, like in the old masters’ paintings looking deformed by the quick drying–off. Deformed subtly yet in a quite grotesque and refined manner (“Mondrian”). Some are cut with surgical passion pouring out the internal substance. They break free from their monstrously, steroid–like pumped up bodies. They make their way in the trend of enlarging things for the new, bigger humans, fattened with pig, bull, chicken steroids, etc. 

What is your opinion on the condition of contemporary painting? How do your paintings comment on this situation? 

That’s a very extensive question. I figure you mean to ask whether painting still matters as an art. If it still carries any important message, apart form being a mere decoration and the most common form of art merchandise? 


Painting as it is I believe is doing quite well, as it takes so many various forms and remains popular among artists. Here, in this context, what appears interesting to me, is being the painter himself. 


I sometimes think, dealing with painting is like playing an instrument. To become a virtuoso you just need to work with the medium a lot and that is something only a few take on. Does being the instrument–tool virtuoso still count as being an artist? Or, maybe, recognising the virtuosity does not fit in the today’s image of an artist but seems more of a craft lacking creativity? I’m not willing to take this any further, but the question about painting, in my opinion raises plenty other issues, such as the values, manifestos, and limits in art in general. And painting is, let’s say, one of the most fundamental forms associated with visual art, its symbol. 


My paintings are my self–expression drawn from encountering a great many styles and own experiments in the art field. They are also a product of my fear of being derivative, of too obvious references. I have decided to express my doubts, concerns, and hopes by alluding to old age, fatigue, the embodiment of what a painting is, limited painting themes ( the “Paintings devouring reality” are assembled from a collection of objects referring to such painting themes as still nature, 

landscape, battle–scenes, religious motives). On the one hand they constitute the profound need to express oneself through a painting (the medium), yet on the other hand, they carry a heavy burden of the art history, stylistics, and the virtuosity of many painters. Besides, the activity that painting is, is very relaxing, reduces anxiety and muscle tension, releases the suppressed negative emotions, and satisfies the need of expressing oneself, etc., so as long as the artist remains miserable painting thrives. 

Have any of your works been directly inspired by a film or book? 
An example of such inspiration can be found in the “Portrait of a Polish peasant” from 2014, inspired by Adam Leszczyński’s book “Skok w Nowoczesność” (“Jump into Modernity”). I

was moved by the thread of backwardness of Polish society in comparison to e.g. 19th century England (or even to 20th century), when the society of Poland was comprised almost only of peasants united with the land even inside their homes. I decided to paint a portrait of a peasant with something like mud on canvas. Mud, which dried off and cracked like the old portraits of the noblemen and rulers. A considerable part fell off from the spot where the portrait was supposed to be, so despite the title the painting is nonrepresentational.

What is fun about mud?
Mud is just something like sticky dirt. Or bodily secretions. Mud is sensual and brings about various sensations as well as it hides nature’s secret and angst. There’s this hidden transgression in it. Moreover, mud and paint are in fact quite the same thing, and the fact that I can speak about the world from this filth matter’s point, is fun.
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