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Ryszard Wasko – Portfolio of selected works

Ryszard Wasko is one of those artists whose creative attitude was shaped in the nineteen seventies. His work was a part of that decade
and helped to form Polish art in the following years. Unconventionality and radicality of his works is still a challenge to modern art historians because they demand equally unconventional methods of interpretation. A scholar analyzing artistic events in Poland of the last
twenty five years, who might try to describe and interpret Wasko’s work by placing it in the space marked by any of the artistic genre categories, would have to admit quickly that such an attempt is completely futile. Wasko’s works are not limited to any of the artistic genres
he uses because they easily cross the borders between them: And his individual realizations, even if they reamin - due to the materials
used and some general genre manifestations - within a certain kind of art, they still cannot be explained by referring to the characteristics
of that branch of art which is realized in them. On the contrary, quite often the fundamental principles which make up the structure of
the artefacts come from a different branch of art than the one in which the works were actually created and where we would be inclined
to place them.  This suggestion leads us to a hypothesis, which I shall try to develop in this essay, that the character of Ryszard Wasko’s
work in general, as well as the character of his individual works, is often defined by inter-generic, inter-media relations. Those works set in
motion a whole net of intertextual relations on the level of general structural and ontological determinants, and on the level of different
types of perception and rules of interpretation. In other words, in order to grasp a work which belongs to a certain artistic genre in its
specificity, one should refer to its non-specific features which are characteristic for another kind of art.  Another hypothesis I would also
like to explain here says that if a work by Ryszard Wasko belongs to a different kind of art than film, it is precisely film which plays the role
of the “intertext” with regard to the work. In such a case we might also want to examine how the process of intertextual references is
realized with regard to films.  
Ryszard Wasko was born in 1947 in Nysa, PL. He now lives and works in Berlin.

The Accident (a police record), 1971, silver gelatin print, 64 x 97 cm

The Accident is a photographic construction from 1971, which transgresses the standard of a photographic presentation through the multiplication of the picture. Significantly, not one of the individual photographs presents us with the whole picture of the event – instead, they each show only a particular detail. Piecing these fragments together also does not form the complete picture.
The potential whole is accessible only as a mental image, a notion. Our gaze is not located or fixed on a certain point, but moves from one place to the other. Dissimilarly to in film, however, this
change of vantage point is not developed in a linear way – it moves in many different directions and is not limited in time. In this work we see where the aspect of infinite presentation, which is
characteristic of many of Wasko’s works, and its static-dynamic order stem from.

Cut up Portrait, 1971, silver gelatin print, 114 x 169 cm
The very first works by Wasko, mainly photography and short films, attest to his crossing the boundaries of genres. The artist was concerned with the form of the film language rather than content. This way of going
beyond the traditional film structure was also what a group of young Lodz Film School graduates were striving for. The fertile and innovative environment of the group proved to be a suitable place for all kinds of experiments. In this period, Wasko dealt with the substance of time in photography and, by analogy and contradiction at the same time, the nature of space in film. What we see in Cut up Portrait, exemplifying his concept of
“the photographic arrangement” , lets us understand the position Wasko took toward the problematic aspects of time and space in new media. The idea of “the photographic arrangement” was to dissect a single image
into factors and assemble it anew in the form of a specific collage that becomes impossible to grasp with a single glance. With this process Wasko introduced an element of movement into a previously static medium
of photography, and as a result, motion indicated temporal space, and time the space for motion. The very essence of photography is to stop time, to immortalize the characters and objects at a standstill - Wasko took
those attributes away from traditional photography.

Cut up Portrait, 1971, silver gelatin print, 99 x 140 cm

From 0° to 180° From 0° to 180°, 1971, photography, 84 x 14 cm
From 0° to 180° is a photography series which pairs a person’s field of perception
and the frame of the camera. The artist documents the field of vision by moving his
head up and down, and from left to right by means of a constant, linear movement
of the point of view of the camera. The artist’s record of movement is recreated by
the viewer and, therefore, forces him to enter into a dialogue with the work.

A Four-dimensional Photograph, 1972, photography, 70 x 100 cm
Movement is also inherent in the structure of Wasko’s series of works entitled A Four Dimensional Photograph (all from 1972). Six horizontally placed photographs presenting a city landscape reveal the growing disturbance (motion) which is introduced into the static photograph by movement and, thus, by element of time. In the first print there are two blocks of flats partially obscured by a telegraph pole in the foreground. Each
of the following photographs shows the same view, taken at the same location, only with a different exposure time. Gradually the picture becomes more distorted ad blurred. Distortion expands until the last frame,
where there are no more identifiable objects, only dark indefinite sots. Thanks to the distinct foreground and background one can imagine the depth of the field.

From A to B and back to B, 1974, video
In this work the artist analyses the relationship between space, sound (the microphone), and image (the
camera). This film/performance can be seen in relation to other experimental films in Poland from the era,
but also has a real affinity with like-minded pioneering works made in the West at that time. Everything
“filmic” is removed from the piece; there is no plot, no story and no shifting camera angles. This is a work that
completely interfaces with the reality of the city, without mediating input of any cultural authority, and it uses
completely spare means to a maximal effect.

30 Sound Situations, 1975, video
The work is both a film and a performance in which Wasko went to thirty sites
around Łódź; he stands in front of the camera (at different distances) and loudly claps two pieces of wood together. Wasko’s sound interventions both blend
with and highlight their surroundings, and as a result the reality of circa 1975
Łódź, and not the fictive or invented space of a movie, becomes the total focal
point. Wasko himself, doing his acoustic experiments at different urban sites, is
an inscrutable figure making his sonic interruptions in the city at large, and as
such is an imperturbable force for individual freedom.

Action on the Pane, 1975, photography

Enlargement-Decrease, 1976, silver gelatin print
In many of Wasko’s photographic works, the sense of deconstructing photographs plays a major role. This is also the case in this series of images which manipulates spatial structures in relation to the perception
process. Graphic elements enter into the structure of photography, disturbing the relation or representation.

A Corner , 1976, 27 x 18 cm (each)
In A Corner 2, Wasko problematises the phenomenon of direct transmission, analysing simultaneously the relation between reality and its representation, between real space and presented space. Another important
aspect of this work is the spatial character of the installation itself (the monitor) – it is a point where real space meets the representation of space, so the installation not only deconstructs the medium of video, but it
also comes into an inter-textual relation with sculpture and environment art.

Making an Inventory of Space with the numbers 1 - 8, 1976, silver gelatin print, 24,3 x 33 (each)
This is another example of a work of Wasko in which multiple photographic systems situate the observer in a sequence of ever changing vantage points, but always in the same place. The viewer is placed within the
world he observes and the overall vision is created by the imagination of the observer; it is not simply the object of his vision.

Hypothetical Photography, 1977, 70 x 100 cm (each)
A Hypothetical Photography is a series of illustrations, the first one of which is a photograph: a city landscape that changes into an abstract form by means of a drawing (contour lines are drawn around objects, creating
‘diagrams’ projected in a series of nine other illustrations). The deconstruction of photography turns to abandonment of photography in this work.

Potential Location, 1980, drawings, pencil and ink on paper, 70 x 100 (each)

Yellow Film No 2, 1983, painting, acrylic and film on wood, 80x110 cm

Quinta Essentia, 1987, silver gelatine print, 40 x 30 cm
In 1987, Wasko created a small sculpture in a private garden in Berlin Zehlendorf that carried the title Quinta Essentia: a sculpture made of air, for which a hole in the shape of a step pyramid was scooped out of the
earth. The geometrical form of the sculpture, not corresponding with the natural qualities of earth in any way, indicates that the sculpture was only supposed to have a short life, lasting at most up until the next rain.

Hypothetical Check-Point Charlie, 1987, photograph, pencil, tempera and ink on paper, 70 x 70 cm
(each), set of 6 drawings
The transition between different mediums and the intersection of two genres is where the concept of “hypothetical photography” is developed. Hypothetical Check-Point Charlie is the key work visualizing this idea.
It comprises a series of drawings and photographs, where Wasko executes a metaphysical deconstruction of
the Berlin Wall, somewhat prophetically anticipating its actual fall one year later. The photograph in the first
panel depicts the famous border crossing between East and West Berlin. In American “occupiers” slang it was
called Checkpoint Charlie. The following five images show a plan view of buildings subjected to mathematical and geometric transformations. Checkpoint Charlie, an important symbol of the Cold WAr, slowly dissipates, dissolved in the abstract grid of straight lines. The actual fall of the Berlin WAll becomes visible in the
second part of the wordk, which includes six photographs documenting the events of November 9th 1989.
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