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Agata Pietrasik is a post-doctoral researcher at the Institut national d'histoire de l'art
(INHA) in Paris. Her focus is on the visual representations of the experience of the
Second World War and the Holocaust. The essay below is a revised version of an essay
forst published as “Rados¢ nowych konstrukcji” w czasach bezdomnosci. Twirczos¢
Mariana Bogusza w latach czterdziestych’ in the journal Miejsce: studia nad sztuka
i architekturg polska XX I XXI wieku, issue 1 (2015). Pietrasik’s text explores the
Polish artist Marian Boguszs project for an imagined modernist settlement intended
to host artists from all over the word, which he designed in 1944, while a prisoner
of Mauthausen concentration camp. Connecting with other artists and attempting to
organise cultural life in the camp, Bogusz planned for the artists’ settlement be erected
on the camp’ ruins, demonstrating that the dream of modernist utopia remained alive
throughout the war, even surviving in the context of the concentration camp. Pietrasik
Jfocusses on the aesthetic and ethical claims advanced by Bogusz, who went on to become
a key figure of the post-war artistic scene in Warsaw, and considers how he positioned
himself vis-a-vis bis experience of war and the emergence of Socialist Realism. (KKW)

“The Joy of New Constructions in Times of Homelessness’:
Marian Bogusz’s Art of the 1940s

In her pioneering monograph on the Polish artist and organiser of artistic life Marian Bogusz,
Bozena Kowalska argued that his artistic trajectory was heavily determined by his war-time
experiences.' Art historian, art critic and a vocal advocate of modern art in the post-Stalinist
period, Aleksander Wojciechowski shared this opinion, noting in his introduction to the catalogue
of the artist’s 1982 posthumous exhibition in Poznan that ‘it was in Mauthausen that Bogusz
the social worker was born, in addition to Bogusz the painter’.> Wojciechowski explained that
the future that the artist was incessantly planning, throughout the course of the Second World
War, became an escape from brutal reality. This essay examines the beginnings of Bogusz’s artistic
practice, which coincided with the dramatic period of the war and its aftermath, focussing on his
architectural plans for an International Artists’ Settlement (Migdzynarodowe Osiedle Artystéw),
produced in Mauthausen concentration camp where he was imprisoned from 1942 to 1945. I will
argue that these raise questions about the status of home in a world in which the experience of
homelessness was widespread, as well as concerning the place of modernist utopias in dreams of
reconstruction following war-time destruction.

One of the widely-discussed questions of the mid-1940s concerned the role artists were
to play in the reconstruction of the intellectual life of the country. As early as 1944, Adam Wazyk,
a Polish-Jewish writer and influential member of the left-wing literary avant-garde, published
an article in the newly-founded Lublin magazine Odrodzenie (Rebirth) entitled “The position of
the artist’, in which he described how war had changed not only the geopolitical situation in
Europe, but also intellectuals’ ethos.? The author located the question in a clearly-defined political
framework, thereby equating the issue of the post-war ethos of the artist with the issue of the
political engagement of art. Interestingly, he pointed to “Western’ rather than to Soviet Socialist
Realists as the example that Polish intellectuals should follow, particularly French, left-wing writers
and artists, whose art, in his view, was already making headway along the path of progressive
political engagement. Wazyk did not discuss the tragedies of war and did not lament the ruin of
Warsaw. On the contrary, on the smouldering ruins of the old world he was already dreaming
of a new order and a new culture, rooted in the needs of the proletariat, rather than an art of
‘crazy aesthetes’, which would reach a wider audience than had any previous art. ‘It may sound
almost banal [but] war changes human characters’, he stated.* Later, however, he explained the
mechanisms of this process: “Total war destroyed houses and penetrated cosy offices. Stay-at-
home and office-working intellectuals, wrenched from their familial and social bonds, and from
the atmosphere of bourgeois life, turned to the universal cause and many of them became
somewhat activist’.’
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Thus, the author of the ‘Poem for Adults’ referred to the destruction of homes as an example
of the ultimate displacement of the separation between the private and the political sphere, by way
of which both outsider artists and those that had hitherto avoided political engagement were
unwillingly sucked into the whirlwind of history and politics.® In the text, the home served not
only as a rhetorical figure, bringing to mind a sense of comfort and security devastated by war, but
was also understood as a space connected with a defined, and in this case, bourgeois, social habitus.
The destruction of this space had major impact in symbolic terms, for it rendered it impossible to
reproduce the behaviours and interpersonal relations with which it was associated. WazyK’s text, as
can be surmised from its clearly-stated ideological message, poses the question of the consequences
of war-time devastation, the destruction of homes and the environment in which one lives.

The war destroyed cities all over Europe, leaving as its legacy millions of roving, homeless
refugees and displaced people.” Recollecting his return to Warsaw in 1945, prominent writer and a
Communist politician Jerzy Putrament wrote of the ‘human torrent’ flowing in the direction of the
city and asked: “Where are they going to live, amidst these burned-out tenement buildings? Who
will feed them? Who will keep them warm?’. Yet he went on to express his peculiar fascination
with the determination of this crowd returning to the capital, of which he, too, was a part: ‘Tam
becoming conscious of an absurd and idiotic admiration for the endurance of the human species
and the force of the instinct propelling man towards his patrimony. Not to property, not to home.
Simply to a spot on the globe, the now abstract concept “Warsaw™.?

The specificity of the post-war condition, marked by the experience of homelessness, was
to have a far-reaching impact on European philosophy. Hannah Arendt and Theodor W. Adorno
elaborated their influential philosophical concepts around it. According to both thinkers, the war-
time destruction resulted, above all, in the loss of a common space, which, as intellectuals, they
conceived of as being one in which ‘speech and action acquired meaning’. The brutal rupture of
existing social structures and of ‘human catastrophes such as Auschwitz’ directly influenced the
philosophers’ positions, forcing them into emigration and living and working in another cultural
sphere and in another language.’

The question of what living and home become after the cataclysm of war was also posed
by Martin Heidegger in the famous lecture ‘Building Dwelling Thinking’, delivered in Darmstadt
in 1951 to an auditorium full of architects.” In comparing Adorno and Heidegger’s positions, Samir
Gandesha has noted that for both philosophers the return home, also conceived of as the return of the
subject to himself, was an impossible move to make. According to Heidegger, the real housing question
(Wohnungsfrage) was not of a utilitarian nature, for, as he claimed in the aforementioned lecture:

however hard and bitter, however hampering and threatening the lack of houses remains,
the proper plight of dwelling does not lie merely in the lack of houses. The proper plight of
dwelling is indeed older than the world wars and their destruction ... The proper plight of
dwelling lies in this, that mortals ever search anew for the essence of dwelling, that they must
ever learn to dwell."!
According to Adorno (and Arendg, likewise), though, exile, homelessness, and the impossibility of
returning home were the result of other motives: of the actual material and symbolic destruction
of the community they lived in. Linking the, in many respects divergent, philosophical projects
of Arendt and Adorno, Gandesha refers to both as ‘homeless philosophy’ which subjects the
possibility of the return of the subject to himself to critical reflection and in so doing recognises
that ‘genuine experience, then, is openness to what is different, and is thus steadfastly in opposition
to the Hegelian concept of Spirit unburdening itself of otherness on it tortuous journey home to
itself, and equally to the Heideggerian zopos of ontological uprootedness’.'”

In his short story House on the River, published in 1947, Kornel Filipowicz recounted
the story of a concentration camp prisoner who often returns in his mind to the image of his
family home: ‘How permanent and untouchable that house seemed to me at that time, from the
perspective of dreaming and longing. I never permitted a vision of the destruction of its image for
long. The survival, intact, of this house became a sort of condition for me, some sort of a point of
reference, to which, after the end of the war I would be able to link my interrupted life’."?

361



362

Fig. 23.1. Marian
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Polish Academy of
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Marian Bogusz, who was a prisoner in Mauthausen during the war, also wove dreams of
houses. He recorded their form in sketches produced in around 1945. Bogusz’s houses were part
of a project for an international settlement of artists, which, according to the artists” design, was to
be created on the smouldering embers of the camp. Architectural drawings showing visions of the
settlement were not publicly presented until several decades after the war, in 1979, on the occasion
of Bogusz’s exhibition at Galeria ZA in Rawka. The artist often stressed that the experience of the
camp had left its mark on his artistic position and that, though it might seem paradoxical, it was
this that was at the basis of his engagement in social art."* Bogusz’s futuristic visions have a Janus
face because of their rooting in the past of the camps: they look both forwards and backwards.
The idea of an international settlement of artists and its reappearance in Rawka thirty years after
the war, in a completely different context, provides the clearest evidence for this. Besides the
architectural projects from the camp, the artist also presented a plan of a settlement for artists
which was to be realised in the local setting in Rawka, a small town in central Poland located
between Warsaw and £6dz. The houses that Bogusz conceived for Rawka were to be located close
to nature, within the surrounding forests, and host around fifty artists. Underneath the plan of
the colony the artist wrote a reminder ‘No trees should be felled’, expressing his concern for the
surrounding landscape.'

The project for Rawka provided Bogusz with an opportunity to present his original
designs from Mauthausen, which were reprinted in the catalogue. There are only a few drawings
by Bogusz that present the vision of the settlement in Mauthausen, and these exist only as
photographic reproductions made in the 1970s. The are held in the archive of the Institute of
Art of the Polish Academy of Sciences in Warsaw. The drawing depicting an imagined house for
musicians (Fig. 23.1), which was published in the catalogue of the Rawka exhibition, stands out
as an example of modernist, Bauhaus-inspired architecture. The long and rounded form of the
house is stretched along the forest and split into two levels; parts of the upper level are suspended
on tall columns, other parts rest on the lower story of the building. The architecture conceived by
Bogusz has a particular flow: its soft edges and tall square windows set the form in motion and
render it similar to a river effortlessly meandering through a forest. Similar qualities are present
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in the drawing of a fagade of an unspecified building (Fig. 23.2): big glass windows open up the
space of the building while rounded corners evoke motion. Another drawing preserved in the
archive (Fig. 23.3) presents an exemplary interior of the imagined building—a grand exhibition
space. There are two aspects of this drawing that are particularly interesting: firstly the generous
amount of space designated by Bogusz for the display of artwork reveals the utopian character of
the whole enterprise, secondly the model artworks placed in the room are all large scale abstract
paintings, and can be interpreted as testament to the fact that a particular type of practice was tied
to the idea of the international settlement for artists.

The possibility of decontextualising the project and its ready adaptability to new conditions
cannot, however, blur the specificity of Bogusz’s idea, which was, after all, rooted in Mauthausen.
The artist made a point of this in a letter addressed to his deceased friend the Spaniard Emmanuel
Mufioz, a fellow prisoner and co-creator of the settlement (reproduced in the 1979 catalogue):

Dear Mufoz, at last I am showing publicly the whole vision of our International Artists
Settlement. We did not have time to consult on the placement of individual studios or
the whole spatial and urban concept before the liberation of the camp (9 May 1945).
I did this without your consultation immediately after the liberation, when it was possible
to move around the space in its entirety. I remember your enthusiasm when you saw the first
sketches on scraps of paper. I think it was in the spring of 1944 ... Months passed, and we
‘created’ our settlement. This vision enabled us to survive.'®
The settlement of artists erected on the terrain of the former camp reveals the extent to which
Bogusz's thinking was rooted in his war-time past. In the next part of the letter, the author describes
the placement of the houses for artists which were to be built near the so-called Russenlager, the
part of the camp constructed especially for Russian prisoners of war, beside the quarry that was
a site of forced labour and the death of many of the prisoners of Mauthausen camp. According
to Bogusz, this area of the settlement, which was on a hill, was to consist in houses for writers
and musicians, meeting rooms, exhibition rooms, and even an amphitheatre. The whole could be
connected with the lower area by a system of terraces. The administrative centre of the settlement
was planned in place of the administrative centre of the camp, the construction office (Baubiiro)
where Bogusz himself worked as a prisoner. Among other tasks, he was to work on technical
drawings of the camp’s planned extensions."” The driving of cars was to be forbidden within the pale
of the settlement, and the passage between different buildings was to be made simpler by mobile
walkways. A few humble drawings presenting the vision of the settlement show a fascination with
modernist architecture, featuring long, spiral walls fitted with windows opening out onto the
woodland in the middle.
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The drawings produced by Bogusz are decidedly different from many other works produced
in concentration camps, above all because they are not documentary in nature: they do not
speak directly of life in the camp but are the record of a dream of a different life in the future.
However, in order to fully grasp the meaning of Boguszs imaginary houses, one has also to
try to imagine them in the context of the place on whose ruins they were to be constructed:
Mauthausen concentration camp.

Marian Bogusz spent three years in Mauthausen. In February 1941, he was transferred
there from prison in Poznar. He was twenty-one at the time and had some experience in the
artistic field, acquired over the course of his studies at the Poznan State School of Decorative
Arts and Artistic Industry (Pafistwowa Szkota Sztuk Zdobniczych i Przemystu Artystycznego).'®
He had already begun drawing, mostly portraits of his fellow prisoners, in Poznai Fort no. 7.
He spent his first year at Mauthausen working in the quarry but was then allocated to work in
the camp administration in 1942, in the construction office, where he was allocated work on
technical architectural drawings associated with the expansion of the camp. Bogusz used his
position to help other prisoners.” In 1943, the Nazis organised a craft workshop at the camp,
engaging several artists, among them Bogusz. During working hours, the artists had to produce
items ordered by the camp personnel. Besides affording the prisoners a significant improvement
in their material conditions, their artistic work also gave them access to materials, which they
used in their illegal work.

Information concerning this period in Bogusz’s life is piecemeal: with the exception of the
above-cited information collected by Janina Jaworska, there are no further recollections relating
to the period spent in the camp. After the death of the artist in 1980, one of his friends described
the atmosphere when Bogusz spoke of his camp memories, while admitting that there was no
audience for these stories at the time and that they were not taken very seriously:

During the evening chats we had in the studio of our artist friend, Bogusz recounted things

that I have only begun to believe to have been true now, many years later. For at the time I put

down much of what he said to the Schnapps to which he was partial ... at the time, I quite
mistakenly thought that some of what he was saying was just general drunken fantasy. For
instance, that for his twenty-second birthday he received four crayons as a gift from an SS man
from the concentration camp personnel: red, blue, green and black, as well as a drawing pad
of good quality card.”
At present, we can only collate the recollection above with Boguszs works. The four colours
referred to can be seen in the watercolours created in around 1943 in Mauthausen. The work
entitled Without Hope (Bez nadziei) depicts a man, who in a gesture of resignation buries his head
in his hands, resting on a table. The palms of the figure’s hands are unnaturally enlarged, making
the figure seem massive and indifferent. The colours, applied in thick brushstrokes, underline the
all-encompassing sense of weight and merge into a dark, muddy mass of shades. Dark blue and
green are the dominant colours. The colours flow into one another, creating stains, which are
disturbingly reminiscent of the colour of murky, polluted water. The work translates onto paper
and transforms into the language of colour a mood of exhaustion, despair and hopelessness in an
extraordinarily suggestive way.

The association of the colour of the picture with the colour of the murky water is
connected to the context of the forced labour carried out by the artist, for, as of 1943, working in
the camp artistic workshop, Bogusz specialised in painting seascapes in oil, ordered by the guards
in the camp.” He received an additional portion of food for every painting produced.” The Italian
painter Aldo Carpi, who was sent to Mauthausen in 1944, recalled that there was often a brutal
struggle to get work in the workshop. For example, when his fellow prisoners found out that Carpi
was a professor of painting, they began to fear for their positions, since losing their job would
mean being ‘allocated to work outside the camp, and so to be sentenced to death’.?* One of the
prisoners took Carpi’s food and paints for this reason.

Bogusz recalled that, along with other artists, among them the aforementioned Munoz,
and the Czech artist Zbynek Sekal, they would go through rubbish bins in search of newspapers
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and books containing reproductions of artworks. Next, they would cut out pictures and put them
together in book form: ‘In this way we made albums, among others of Holbein and Rembrandk,
with text in Polish, Czech and German ... Poetry was often included in these albums’, recalled
Bogusz.” Another Pole joined this group of artists in 1944: Zbigniew Dtubak, hiding behind the
adopted name Andrzej Zdanowski, who was transferred to Mauthausen from Auschwitz.?®

Bogusz, Dtubak, and Sekal co-organised several ‘exhibitions’ in the camp.” Small works
by artists, affixed to a blanket, were presented on the wooden bunks of several barracks. Artists
also produced small posters for the exhibitions. One of these, designed by Bogusz on the occasion
of DlubakK’s exhibition in March 1945, represents the silhouette outline of a prisoner holding a
hammer in one hand and a palette in the other. The double character of the figure is additionally
highlighted by the use of a red background on the right-hand side of the drawing. In the context
of the camp, the hammer can be read as a reference to prisoners working in the quarries, who split
blocks of granite with similar hammers. The drawing may therefore relate to the double status of
the artist-prisoner. The colour red, meanwhile, may be an allusion to political engagement in the
leftist movements active in the camp, in which both Bogusz and Dtubak were involved.?®

Similar tropes, weaving together Socialist rhetoric glorifying the proletarian struggle with the
situation of the prisoner in the concentration camp, are evident in another series of works produced
by Bogusz in Mauthausen: illustrations for the famous proletkuls-style poem entitled “The Ballad
of the Stoker’s Eyes’ by the Czech poet Jifi Wolker.”” Wolker’s work, focussed on describing the
struggle and exploitation of the working class, resonated in a new way in the context of the
concentration camp. It became a space, or even a certain framework, within which one could also
perceive a reflection of the prisoners’ struggles.

The poem ‘The Ballad of the Stoker’s Eyes’ tells the story of Antoni, the boiler-room
worker referred to in the title, who loses his sight as a result of exhausting work and devastating
health conditions. Throughout the poem, the author stresses that the modern conveniences that
the bourgeoisie benefit from are paid for by the exploitation of the working class, and that this is
inscribed in the comfort of modern city life. Antoni works at night, while other inhabitants of the
city sleep:

The factories have gone quiet, so has the street

The stars have gone to sleep round the moon

And in the city there’s only one place

That has not closed its eyes so late...

In this house work roars night as it does day

And at night you hear the engines

THE STOKE-HOLD IS HUNGRY

The flames call

FOR COAL TO STOKE!

And men rush in their effort of labour

Not counting the long years of suffering,

They melt their hatred in the flames of the stoke-hold

Into the red lights of the street-lamps...%°
The disturbing blurring of boundaries and the unification of man and object returns as a theme
in subsequent verses of the work, and the reification of the bodies of the workers develops in two
main directions: the workers turn their bodies into tools, becoming machines, or else the products
of their labour, such as electricity, contain elements of bodily suffering. The worker forced into
inhuman labour is thus a contemporary Prometheus, engulfed in his effort, and like the Greek
god has to pay the highest price for the gift he delivers to mankind. In the end, Antoni loses his
sight, and the electricity produced by the work of his muscles illuminates the streets and houses
of the city:

Along with the coal,

Antoni throws part of his eyes into the furnace

He makes the flames red with his own blood
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It’s well known:

The result was born of man,

Of man too, light on earth.”
Bogusz made ten small drawings illustrating the individual verses of the poem.’* As in the poem, the
motif of the eye serves as a linchpin. In the opening drawing of the series, we see a collage composed
of images of the city and eyes. The next drawing, entitled House (Dom), shows an empty room,
at the centre of which there is a table with a lamp shining above it, and the form of the lightbulb
resembles a pair of eyes. The poetic metaphor of Antoni, who ‘melted his eyes into the blueness of
the flame’, is illustrated rather literally, and yet the great strength of the work lies precisely in this
literalness.* In one of the last illustrations, the reality of the camp seems to enter into the space
of the poem with ever greater force: an emaciated figure, reminiscent of a skeleton, can be seen in
the picture, with arms outstretched in a gesture of helplessness, revealing black holes of empty eye
sockets. ‘I am blind’, announces the sentence written beneath in capital letters. I have nothing,
adds the gesture of the hopelessly dangling hands. The effect of Boguszs drawings relies on their
simplicity and synthetic character. The motif of blindness and of the injured eye was echoed in
later works, such as the 1947 drawing entitled Covered Eyes (Przestonigte oczy), in which the artist
represented himself in the form of a bust, once again exchanging subject and object positions.
His left eye is covered from above by a hand that seems to be none other than the hand of God.*

Of all the surviving works by Bogusz from the period when he was in Mauthausen, none

refers directly to camp life. Those described above undoubtedly come closest to documenting life
behind barbed wire, such as Exhausted (Zmgczony) or Withour Hope, but even these drawings do not
contain direct references that would immediately identify the figures represented in them as camp
prisoners. Bogusz did not talk about his experience directly, but as though only when the occasion
presented itself, while getting to the bottom of other stories. Georges Didi-Huberman claimed that
images produced in concentration camps are only legible from an appropriate ethical perspective,
which—in spite of all—allows for the unknown to be situated in time by the use of other words and
images.” Looking askance, rather than looking directly, positioning pictures in unlikely contexts
or creating new constellations out of them, is the ethical challenge with which Didi-Huberman
presents the contemporary viewer. In light of these considerations, the story about the worker losing
his sight in Wolker’s poem, as interpreted by Bogusz, contains the experience of the concentration
camp and is perhaps also a testimony of the powerlessness of the author of the drawings, who was
unable to recount directly on the one hand, while, on the other, was unable to remain silent. The
mutual dependency between Wolker’s and Bogusz's narratives is not a straightforward relation based
on substitution, in which one story takes the place of another, but rather they are told together,
seeping into one another. The illustrations for Wolker’s poem were provided with an inscription,
legible at first glance—‘Mauthausen 1944’ —whose presence on the margins of the drawing has
the effect of making it immediately lose its innocence. If we read the poem askance, from the
perspective of Mauthausen, the story of the exploitation of the workers refers to the key question
of forced labour in the socio-economic system constructed by the Nazis. Together with the Third
Reich’s war effort, which engaged a majority of men in battle on the front, there was an increased
need for workers able to strengthen strategic branches of the German economy such as farming
and heavy industry. This was why, over the course of time, the SS began to transform itself into an
organisation that incorporated genocide into its modern business model.*® All these factors were
woven together in relation to the problem of architecture in Bogusz’s aforementioned utopian
vision. The Mauthausen camp was not only strongly associated with German industry, but, more
importantly, its operation was directly linked to the ambitious architectural projects undertaken
by the main architect of the Third Reich, Albert Speer. Building materials, particularly granite,
marble, and limestone, were prized ideological markers in Nazi aesthetics, as they evoked imperial
splendour and suggested associations with ancient Rome, coveted by the Nazis.”” Construction was
one of the most dynamic sectors in the Third Reich’s economy.*® According to research carried out
by Paul Jaskot, under Adolf Hitler’s government, the construction trade developed at a faster pace
than the economy as a whole.” This was also why it came to be a strategic focal point for combatting
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unemployment: ‘In 1932, two million marks were invested in the construction industry, a figure
which had increased to nine million by 1936, with the number of employed workers [rising to] two
million’.** As a result of such a swift increase in production, by 1936 it was a shortage of workforce,
rather than unemployment that became the burning problem, which was resolved during the war by
the exploitation of the prisoners of concentration camps for forced labour.*! The need for building
materials rose accordingly.”? The system whereby building materials, mostly stone, were delivered
by concentration camps such as those in Flossenbiirg or Mauthausen had been institutionalised
at the time of the founding of Deutsche Erd- und Steinwerke Gmbh (DEST) in 1938.% The
company was responsible, among other things, for producing and managing stone extraction. The
organisation’s report of 1940 claimed that the main objective of DEST was to put the prisoners
of concentration camps to work producing building materials.** The growing need for stone was
doubtless the cause for the sudden visit made by Heinrich Himmler and other high-ranking Nazis
to the quarries surrounding Mauthausen almost immediately after the Anschluss of Austria in 1938,
and the decision to establish a camp there.” The granite and marble quarried by the prisoners of
Mauthausen and Gusen was to provide material for Speer’s monumental projects, such as the Nazi
Party Rally Grounds in Nuremberg and the planned remodelling of Berlin.

The architecture of Mauthausen was itself a means of prisoner oppression. The camp’s
monumental stone ‘security’ gate expressed the crushing ideological message of fortified architecture
with a show of symbolic force. Moreover, the prisoners were forced into deadly work on the
construction of the camp. In collages published shortly after the liberation of the camp in 1946,
Mauthausen survivor Simon Wiesenthal represented it from the perspective of a prisoner, whose
sensitive and mindful gaze transformed the stone blocks of the camp tower walls into the skeletons
and skulls of murdered prisoners.” As in Wolker’s poem, here too, objects become the bearers of
human suffering.

In aesthetic terms, the architecture proposed by Bogusz in his International Artists’
Settlement, light, modern, and functional, was the decided opposite of the oppressive, fortified
architecture of the camp. Faith in modernity was, for the artist, not only an aesthetic but also
an ethical credo. The modern architecture proposed by Bogusz—sparing in its expressive means
and, above all, open to the surrounding nature—implied liberation from the weight of history.
The settlement was planned in such a way as to both stimulate creativity and sensitivity, as well
as to facilitate the construction of new interpersonal relations. In this respect, Bogusz's project
relates to the modernist utopias of the beginning of the twentieth century. It was just this sort
of architecture—modern, constructed of steel and glass, making it possible to cut oneself off
from the past and to begin life anew, from zero—that was also the object of reflection in Walter
Benjamin’s essay ‘Experience and Poverty’, published in 1933. Benjamin compared two types
of interiors: the excessively comfortable bourgeois salon, oversaturated with meanings; and the
modern, transparent home, representative of an architecture that enables one to liberate oneself
from the stigma of past habits, fulfilling Benjamin’s reading of Brecht’s dictum: ‘Erase the traces!’.*
More than a decade later, Bogusz harboured similar dreams, though he took as his negative point
of reference the oppressive architecture of the camp in Mauthausen, rather than bourgeois home
furnishings. Considering the project for the artists’ settlement from a contemporary point of view,
marked strongly by debates about the forms of representation appropriate to concentration camps,
the imposition of life and creativity in a place of death and genocide—this Brechtian ‘erasure
of traces—may seem inappropriate. But one can also see the project from another perspective.
The situation of the settlement for artists on the site of the former concentration camp connects two
archetypal functions of architecture: as tomb and as home.” An ambivalence connecting death and
life can be seen in all Bogusz's camp work.

Though the power of the artist’s imagination recorded on sheets of paper is striking,
one nonetheless wonders how it was possible to dream the dream of a modernist utopia in a
concentration camp, a place whose existence erased the very meaning of utopian thinking,
for many. In recalling, by way of his sketches, the dreams of the pre-war avant-garde, Bogusz
was pursuing dreams that were not so much anachronistic as universal (notably predating the
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avant-garde itself): dreams of emancipation.”” And even if we find traces and echoes of the past, often
already defeated postulates of the first avant-garde, these were not simply the same propositions,
for the reality in which they came into being was entirely different. Nevertheless, it is significant,
particularly from the perspective of the later development of the artist’s creative practice, that it
was specifically the language of modernity that became the language of emancipation for him.

In the aforementioned letter to Munoz, Bogusz wrote of the project:

These everyday conversations awakened an imagination that was distant from the daily roll-call,
the smell of the crematorium. It was a tank, which made us resistant to psychic breakdown and
being flattened into a state of slavish torpor and bestiality. Leaving nothing but the chimney.
But we did not forget how to think. We were ‘superhumans’, because we had our own internal
life, our own idea ... and they could not destroy it, even though they destroyed life physically,
because, within our idea of an international artists’ settlement was man, humanity—thinking
about everyone.”®
Seeking to describe the role that art played for concentration camp prisoners, Brett Kaplan coined
the term ‘esthetic survival’.’! The scholar cited, among others, the example of Charlotte Delbo,
who, while a prisoner in Auschwitz, exchanged her ration of bread for a Moliére play. Delbo was
worried she might lose her memory, and so she read the play as many times as it took for her
to learn the entire text, which she would then recite in her mind during the camp roll-calls.”?
In a manner similar to Bogusz’s case, artistic activity was not only a way to break out of the brutal
routine of camp life but also a space for establishing one’s humanity.

Alain Badiou has cited Warlam Szalamow: man, as opposed to the horse, is an example
of an animal whose strength of resistance lies not in his fragile body but in his determination to
remain who he is, which is ‘something other than a mortal being’.>® In the framework of Badiou’s
philosophical conception, man ‘goes beyond the condition of the animal’, remaining faithful to
the event, in so far as the event is understood to be a supplement that cannot be inscribed into
the framework of the given situation (the French Revolution or the music of Arnold Schonberg
are examples of events for him).” Fidelity to the event means the pursuit of the ethics of truth,
whose principles the French philosopher formulates in the following terms: ‘Do all that you can
to persevere in that which exceeds your perseverance’.”

Bogusz remained faithful to art, to the postulates of modern art, and it was in accordance
with these that he sought to reorganise post-war reality after his return to Warsaw, through the
House of the Polish Army (Dom Wojska Polskiego) and the newfound institute the Club of
Young Artists and Scientists (Klub Mlodych Artystéw i Naukowcdw), which became a platform
for understanding and discussing questions of modern art. One of his best-known works of this
period is entitled 7he Joy of New Constructions (1948); it radiates what Mieczystaw Porebski once
called the Cubist ‘joy of constructive activity’.>

In 1948, Felicjan Szczgsny Kowarski, an artist connected to the older generation of Polish
post-Impressionists, set out to work on the unfinished series Ghetto (Getto). One of the surviving
sketches from the series, entitled On the Threshold of the House (Na progu domu), represents a
ruined brick house with empty window panes hanging down from their frames, with a broken-
down door, which can be seen as a kind of inverse of the utopian visions of Bogusz. Impeding the
entrance is a dead body lying on the threshold of the house, represented in abrupt foreshortening,
all but reduced to a stain. The picture is constructed in such a way that the viewer somewhat
instinctively adopts the position of the person entering the house. But it is unclear who the victim
lying on the floor might be. Is it the owner of the house, or a casual passer-by? And who, then, is
the person standing on the threshold: a returning inhabitant, or a new occupant? Faith in a new
world, indispensable in the construction of homes, was an expression of the victory of life over
death. Kowarski’s drawing is a reminder that all new houses are also the houses of the dead. In this
sense, it complements the vision of Bogusz, whose imagined settlement of artists was to be erected
on the site of the death of the prisoners of Mauthausen.

Translated by Klara Kemp-Welch
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