To Devour and to Digest. “Paintings devouring Reality” and Nostalgia.
Bartosz Kokosinski started his series “Paintings devouring Reality” in 2010. Though called paintings, those works clearly leave the default parameters of classical panel painting, transforming into three-dimensional objects, claiming more space for themselves and the viewer. At the same time they are deeply rooted in the painting tradition not only as they bear on the same scaffolding – stretcher bars and canvas – but also by taking up familiar genres of painting like landscape painting, battle scenes, vanitas motifs, religion or still life. However, Kokosinski’s “Paintings devouring Reality” aren't flat canvases depicting snippets of reality or a hidden and mysterious inner artistic world, rather something that demands to represent itself. The sleeked canvas doesn't wait for the first gentle brushstroke to fulfill its raison d'être - it's crumpled, folded, wrinkled or broken due to the heavy presence of objects it has to carry. Likewise The same applies to the stretcher bars. They don't simply frame any scene – they are part of it: they bend, burst and encase, hide and let go. They aren't rigid boarders of another painting, they are like limbs of an organism that has something to say. 

So what do Kokosinskis Paintings devouring Reality have to say? Which reality is devoured so eagerly that there is no time to chew or digest? 

There isn't only a dominant physical,  processual and intermedia moment in Kokosinski’s series that continues to blur the categories of art as elaborated in the artistic practices of the 1960s and 70s, but also a strong reflective notion of the status of the object, its embedded histories and what they mean to us. The daily object started its career in art at the beginning of the twentieth century when it first appeared in collages, but it was Marcel Duchamp who entered 1917 with his readymade “Fountain”, an ordinary urinal, the hall of fame with an object. “He took an ordinary article of life, placed it so that its useful significance disappeared and the new title and point of view – created a new thought for that object.”

Since then the ordinary object has never left art. Throughout the 20th century and until today it has been inserted in different contexts and medias, in all imaginable conditions. Why are we still that much attracted to “things” in a time and geographical context where it's possible to indeed possess them, and not only long for them? Because those objects aren't empty shells of past times waiting for their long final death in some hidden garbage dump, or a simple thematic collection reduced to a souvenir-like anthology.  They are a symptom of our nowadays condition to devour as much and quickly as possible and (maybe) digest later. The generation of artists born in the nineteen-eighties in Poland belongs to a generation in transition. From the tails of communism to super fast consuming global capitalism. From analogue to digital. It's not a step-by-step transition, rather a fast-forward one. No time left to chew. 

Nevertheless, that doesn't mean that ordinary objects are just replaced by new ones. To the contrary, there is a strong tendency to charge the discarded objects of past times with new meaning, new emotions and new histories in order to face the even faster coming unpredictable future. There is a fresh, contemporary version of nostalgia within Bartosz Kokosinski’s series “Paintings devouring Reality”, which doesn't aim to glorify a smooth and filtered past. His retrospective dimension is embedded in a prospective stream. It's not about a melancholic feeling of loss or longing, but about a distanced view on time which unfolds its significance by questioning the past, the current status quo and by  asking around for the coming one. 

In her essay “Nostalgia and Its Discontents”, Svetlana Boym states at the very beginning: “The twentieth century began with utopia and ended with nostalgia”
. Throughout her paper she explains the meaning of nostalgia, which was first introduced by a Swiss doctor in the 17th century for a disease with special symptoms that affected displaced people like domestic servants or soldiers working abroad.
 Only later was it used in poetry and politics. According to Boym, especially in the 20th century, “(...) creative rethinking of nostalgia was not merely an artistic device but a strategy for survival, a way of making sense of the impossibility of homecoming.”
 This longing for the physical home has shifted in the 21st century to a feeling of being displaced, though being at home: “(..) the spread of nostalgia had to do not only with dislocation in space but also with the changing conception of time.” In Bartosz Kokosinski’s series “Paintings devouring Reality” those extensive shifts cross paths. Not only are the used found objects defamiliarized from their originally context, also the artist himself belongs to a generation that has been catapulted into another social system. However, his paintings don't carry simple devotional objects. Kokosinski’s “Painting devouring a still life with robots”, for example, incorporates electrical tools of everyday life such as a blender, a vacuum cleaner, a radiator, lamps, a radio or a hairdryer. Some of them still working, some of them have already become silent. They don't belong to the same period of production or the same brand, but they had the same aim: to make our lives easier and more comfortable at least until they break or are replaced by updated versions. Their afterlives didn't interest us much, except when they bring back special memories, which is the reason we still may keep them. But nowadays most of the objects turn into our new burdens as they live much, much longer than us. Unlikely the accepted and cherished form of nostalgia where “the past became our 'heritage'”
 and we are proud of showing it in museums, we cultivate another heritage, a b-side we prefer to cover. Often art is the language that reminds us of both sides and explores also the side alleys and backyards. As nostalgia isn't simply looking back to a “good old time”. 

Boym distinguishes between two forms of nostalgia: restorative and reflective. “Restorative nostalgia does not think of itself as nostalgia, but rather as truth and tradition. Reflective nostalgia dwells on the ambivalences of human longing and belonging and does not shy away from the contradictions of modernity. Restorative nostalgia protects the absolute truth, while reflective nostalgia calls it into doubt. (…) Reflective nostalgia does not follow a single plot but explores ways of inhabiting many places at once and imagining different time zones. It loves details, not symbols.”
 

If we have a look at one of Kokosinski’s most impressive works from this series, “Painting devouring a battle scene” from 2014, we can follow this reflective mode. Compiled of all kinds of battle artifacts the artist collected on flea markets, auctions, second hand shops, etc. over two years, we find reminiscences such as bayonets, bullets, a sword, uniforms, badges of honor, knives, gun barrels or a bone of a human foot. They are assembled in one big, bent, burst out canvas that seems to carry the weight of countless and unnamed battles. Battles are one of the tradition-richest genres in art history, which often follow a restorative nostalgia that plays a crucial role in building national identity, in building commonly shared values: “The rhetoric of restorative nostalgia is not about “the past”, but rather about universal values, family, nature, homeland, truth. The rhetoric of reflective nostalgia is about taking time out of time (…).”
 Kokosinski extracts objects out of their time and previous life to combine them in new constellations, which mirrorour fragmented contemporary condition. 

Svetlana Boym puts it right when stating that reflective longing and critical thinking don't oppose each other “(...) as affective memories do not absolve one from compassion, judgment, or critical reflection.”
 Kokosinski’s series “Paintings devouring Reality” doesn't  mimic a romanticized accumulation of memorabilias jammed into a canvas instead of a shadowbox. Those works are merged, complex layers of fragmented realities that incorporate a reflective nostalgic moment in order to avoid a one-dimensional reading mode and to co-create another tomorrow. 
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