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ŻAK | BRANICKA is pleased to present, as part of Gallery Weekend Berlin 2015, The Body 
of Words, the second solo exhibition by Agnieszka Polska at our space. The show will be 
comprised of three new video installations and her new series of photo-based collages. 
 
The Body of Words, Agnieszka Polska’s new solo exhibition at ŻAK | BRANICKA, confronts us 

with the question regarding the origin and nature of language. As exemplified in The Talking 

Mountain (2015), Polska’s most recent video, the way to the origin of language situates us prior to 

language. The animistic landscape of The Talking Mountain, and the dialogue it generates, 

perform the shift from that which proceeds language— noises, sounds, voices—to that which is 

part of language—words, names, statements. The question raised by The Body of Words is both 

phylogenetic and ontogenetic: it joins a long lasting discussion which takes us back to the 

beginning of civilisation, as well as to the emergence of each human being as a speaking organism 

and as a unified, self-aware body. In Watery Rhymes (2014), the way to the origin of language 

goes through examining the difference between spoken and written language, or more precisely, 

the tension between speech and writing. Watery Rhymes is Polska’s version of contemporary 

Language Art. It is a digital animation movie in the form of a video installation. In it, a voice-over 

cites a text whose words simultaneously appear on screen, overlapping each other. As if played by 

a vocoder or a computer, the spoken text is spatialized by its graphic appearance. The work 

renders the acoustic level and the graphic level of phonetic language inseparable. The text of the 

work speaks about the physicality of language, but it also acts in a certain way. The text 

materializes language, turns it into a substance. The letters dissolve into a rippled surface, 

unconnected syllables. According to Watery Rhymes, language is located outside the field of 

semantics, far from objective values and fixed meanings. Neither descriptive, nor neutral, it is and 

is inside the experience. 

The classic theory of language relies on the presumption that speech preceded writing, and that 

phonetic script is established upon the irreducible elements of speech. This distinction insists on 

the natural, immediate, primary quality of speech, and as a consequence, on the artificial, 

secondary, static, and morbid quality of writing. Within this frame, writing is considered a sort of a 

parasite, the shadow of speech. Nevertheless, as a differential system, language requires a 
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constant comparison between the conventionally affixed patterns of script, in order to make sense. 

Therefore, speech and script are mutually dependent, they follow each other, and none of them is 

precedent.1 

Unlike early conceptual Language Art, in Watery Rhymes Polska does not seek to expose 

language as an arbitrarily historical and ideological construct. Contrary to an artist such as Joseph 

Kosuth, she does not seek to point at the unnecessary connection between the word and the thing. 

Instead, similarly to an artist such as Lawrence Weiner (who sees no difference between words 

and what they refer to), she parallels the unity speech/script to the unity world/language, recreating 

the original formation of words and substances. At this point, it is worth mentioning that according 

to the bible the world was created by words.  

In I Am the Mouth (2014), the physicality of language takes a different direction, addressing the 

human body. The work is a digital animation movie showing a pair of speaking, red-painted lips, 

and a repetitive sequence of wavelets. The bottom lip is transparent and covered by the water, and 

the glossy upper lip hovering above. Recalling the many versions of Man Ray’s Lips (which in 

themselves allude to Lautreamont’s ‘Sapphire Lips’), or the Rolling Stones tongue and lip logo 

(designed by John Pasche), Polska’s lips indicate the withdrawal of the body and its re-emergence 

as the one that has returned lost and as the one that brings back the loss. The lips are impersonal, 

faceless, and digitized. Polska’s detached lips manifest the implications of becoming a speaking 

organism. In order to speak, the lips had to forget the body they were segmented from. In Watery 

Rhymes the body is captured by the unity speech/script, while in I Am the Mouth speech 

dematerializes the body, making it disappear, and then re-appear, but as that which was lost, i.e., 

as a memory, as a ghost. 

 
Text by Ory Dessau  

 

 
 
Agnieszka Polska (1985, Poland, lives and works in Amsterdam and Berlin) primarily uses video animation 
and photography as mediums. Her works have already been exhibited at venues such as Berliner Kunst-
Werke (2010, 2011), Tate Modern (2012), the Biennales in Istanbul (2013) and Sydney (2014), as well as 
the Nottingham Contemporary (2014).  

                                                
1 Jacques Derrida, Dissemination, translation by Barbara Johnson, University of Chicago Press, 1983. 

 


