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It will come back, it can’t have disappeared forever,
that’s impossible, it's been here for so long ... it was

that frail ... slightly stooping ... evanescent ... silhouette
that brought it for the first time, they came here togeth-

er and it remained more deeply implanted here than its
bearer.

— Nathalie Sarraute’

Drawing has long accompanied the sculptural practice of
Mirostaw Balka. He has not always acknowledged the significance of
draughtsmanship vis-a-vis the rest of his ceuvre, but the time is ripe for
a first comprehensive presentation of the ongoing dialogue between his
expressions on paper and his more widely known dimensional work.
The sculptures of Batka have reached international acclaim with expo-
sures in institutions and biennials throughout the world, but the draw-
ings have so far been more guarded and for the most part concealed
within the confines of the studio. Many have now come out of their
boxes to converse from within their newfound frames amidst a more
public setting. From their loose status as unhinged sheets the drawings
take on the presence of objects behind glass: “This is a new discipline
for me;” admits Balka, “it’s exciting to see them become safe.” The
theme of survival resonates in all of the artist’s work, but the rendering
of “what remains” is especially poignant and symbolic with regards
to his drawings. A fire in his studio in 1993 left him with hundreds of
charred sheets and the first cognitive appreciation of a body of work he
had previously regarded (or disregarded) as mere collateral materials.
The salvaged drawings, with burnt edges and hardly distinguishable
subjects, and their subsequent display in vitrines at the Lannan Foun-
dation in Los Angeles in 1994, marked a turning point in his artistic
practice. They are now fragments of his graphic memory, not unlike the
verbal attempts to recover a forgotten word in the opening paragraph
of Nathalie Sarraute’s novel Here: words and images come together to
form a disjointed puzzle of the past.



...leftovers from the material world or settlement structures
shelter or swept away
bonfire

burning the remains...

— Mirostaw Baltka, in RMMBRNC, 2015°

Batka began to navigate the space of the page from the age of
ten, when he drew in the blank margins of newspaper sheets. These
sketches occupied the most immediately available surface to him at the
time, but they also anticipated some of the underlying characteristics of
his art. His precociously inquisitive and visually astute forays into the
socio-historical sphere developed into what Georges Didi-Huberman
has described as “the anthropologist’s vocabulary,” and research work
that “involves a kind of archacology.”™ More formally, the doodles
announce a relationship with space and place that continues to be
profoundly important for Balka. He developed a dimensional and
personal understanding of space that spans from these delineations on
snippets of paper to the orchestration of vast and intimidating areas like
Tate Modern’s Turbine Hall.’ It is fitting that this exhibition, with the
particularly intimate nature of Balka’s presentation, should take place in
Poland, his home and country of birth. For the Muzeum Sztuki in L6dz,
an institution of historical importance that has endorsed the avant-garde
since its foundation around 1930, Balka has chosen works that most
attest to his persona. The absence of labels allows a seamless flow from
work to work so that his drawings become an integral part of what
could be considered a single, singular sculpture.

Balka inherited a conception of creation that has been con-
nected to the object in the round in his family for at least two genera-
tions. Both his father and grandfather were stonemasons and tombstone
carvers for whom the act of making involved hard materials and chisel-
ling tools. For him, drawing too became one of the tools that accompany
the thinking process and production of the sculptor. It enabled him
throughout his academic studies, beginning at the Nucleonic Techni-
cal School in his hometown of Otwock with a period portrayed in a
handwritten timetable dated 1977. The sheet is loaded with remarks
and sketches that took the student beyond the subject matter taught.
Thereafter, at the Nuclear Research Institute in nearby Swierk, he
worked in the drawing studio and made illustrations for the institute’s
periodical Rezonans. “I would get a text and make pen-and-ink illustra-
tions for it,” he recalls, “they were the only images in the magazine.”
His relationship to space thus began within the architecture of the book
and the pages within.
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Batka’s approach to draughtsmanship evolved when he moved
on from his technical education to a degree in fine arts in Warsaw.
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The dark container-like structure that delved visitors into a disturbing
sensory experience in How It Is does not appear in these studies, but the
places he visited prior to its making and the images the piece conjured
in his mind do.

Irregulartrapezoid of 2008 delineates the outer perimeter of
Treblinka extermination camp, north-east of Warsaw, which was torn
down by the Nazis in 1943 and is known today primarily through the
recollection of survivors and aerial photographs. The irregularity of the
form reflects a line shaped by differing memories rather than concrete
evidence. Its interior 1s shaded in grey and brown, like the haze, which
is all that remains of a site that saw some of the most horrific crimes of
the twentieth century. Balka seldom moves beyond these muted mono-
chromatic tones in his drawings. Many are rendered in a rusty-coloured
ink, not unlike the Braunkreuz paint that Joseph Beuys repeatedly used
on paper. Indeed Batka’s draughtsmanship can be compared to Beuys’s
prolific production of drawings, in terms of his choice of organic
materials and skin-like tones but also with regards to his use of paper
as a platform on which the figurative and the conceptual spontaneously
meet.

Balka’s drawings can be reductive, but his basic forms are
Charged with message. A seated figure with a downturned head 1s
defined with single strokes of brush and brown ink for the body and
two small dabs of pink wash for the eyes in his interpretation of a Pieta.
Arms from an unknown entity recede from the top edge of the paper.
_The Christian iconography Batka grew up with assimilates discretely
Into his visual language, here in particular in relation to a scene of
Mourning that all human beings can relate to. However, this stick figure
belongs to the now as a graphic and universal description of man.



In my earlier works | employed the body in the very
literal way ... After some time | satisfied my hunger for
the form of the human body. | took interest in the forms
that accompany the body and in the traces the body
leaves: a bed, a coffin, a funeral urn.

— Mirostaw Batka®

A notable characteristic of Balka’s drawings is the fact that the
artist continued to draw the figure even after he completely removed
representations of the human body in his three-dimensional work in
1989. From then on, the figure is alluded to only in abstract form in
his sculptures, but it continues to appear in his works on paper. As he
admits, “the drawings represent what I am thinking, not what I am do-
ing.”'* Text and typography are also integral to Batka’s works on paper.
His verbal list of references for How It Is, jotted across a blank sheet,
can be considered in the same realm as his drawn images."" Like them,
it streams through subjects and reads like a poetic lexicon of sources:
Totems, Plato’s caves, Holes, Whale, Hell Visions, Hades, Courbet’s
Origine du monde, Memling, Blake, Shells, Noah’s Ark, My cellar en-

trance, Malevich, Jonah, Mecca...

He refers to his installations as “sentences”; and over
the years a recurring vocabulary of materials has ap-
peared within his distinct formal syntax.

— Andreas Huyssen'?

The second type of drawing that is distinguished within Balka’s
ceuvre 1s less explorative and more finite and mechanical in character.
These works are generally on a much larger scale, often made in pro-
portion to the artist’s own body (as opposed to the palm of his hand),
and could be better described as two-dimensional sculptures. Batka has
referred to himself as a “conscious sculptor and unconscious draughts-
man,” but the works on paper in question should perhaps be categorized
as conscious drawings."” Modulor/AF/1994, 2015 is among his most
recent examples of this type of work. Its first iteration, exhibited at Dvir
Gallery in Tel Aviv, is composed of six sheets of grey cardboard that
are pinned directly and inconspicuously to the wall. From afar, it might
seem simply like the shadow of a vertical wall, but at closer examination
a fine grid of ruled lines in graphite pencil appears across its surface.



Measurements are inscribed throughout. One set of lines relates to
the anthropometric scale of proportions devised by the architect Le
Corbusier as the Modulor."* Based on the height of a man with his arm
raised, the Modulor was conceived as a universal measuring scale for
modernist design and architecture. Le Corbusier began to develop it in
1943 during a period that saw the spread of modernism across Europe
and America, and, as Balka reminds us, at a time that concurrently
witnessed the atrocities of World War I1. This unorthodox confluence
of events 1s represented in Modulor/AF/1994 by the intersection of the
architect’s scale with measurements based on the markings of Anne
Frank’s height, made by her father on the wall of the house where

they hid from the Nazis between 1942 and 1944. The dimensions of a
teenage girl whose growth was halted by death at the Bergen-Belsen
concentration camp 1n 1945 are juxtaposed with those of a six-foot-tall
male figure whose flexed arm is eerily reminiscent of the Nazi salute.

In this factual and “anti-gestural” piece, the artist’s hand is
masked by the use of the ruler. It can be described as a drawing because
of the materials he used to make it, notwithstanding its anonymous
line. There is an ephemeral quality to drawing in as much as graphite
can be rubbed out, and card can be torn or disfigured with water, or
burnt. But, like skin, paper is also extremely resilient; it ages and scars,
but it can resist the tests of time. Paper, in fact, has borne the weight of
history. So much of our past has reached us on paper, and however hard
perpetrators have tried to eradicate the memory of certain periods or
people, there is often a witnessing record that falls through the cracks

— like the markings on wallpaper that are now preserved behind plexi-
glas at the Anne Frank Museum in Amsterdam.



The mechanical drawing for me was the best form for
that dry conception of art.

— Marcel Duchamp®

This type of drawing by Balka can be aligned to a tradition of
modernism that spans from the mechanical configurations of Marcel
Duchamp and Francis Picabia to the work of American artists bound to
the grid from the 1960s such as Sol LeWitt and Agnes Martin. Batka’s
work. however, is a form of loaded minimalism in which each line is
tied to a person, a place, or a moment in time. Their significance creeps
up quietly and discretely if the viewer even notices them. In its second
iteration in Lodz, Modulor/AF/1994 was drawn directly onto the wall of
the gallery and its web of intersecting lines could easily be missed. The
question of survival arises again here: we can only surmise about what
will remain of the work when the exhibition 1s dismantled.

The corporeal character of Batka’s drawings is due to the intrin-
sic quality of the mediums and the indexical traits of his compositions.
Charcoal resembles residual matter like ash and dust, and like them it
is soft and iridescent and can be lifted off the surface beneath it with a
blow. When it is layered densely on paper it can be as deep as soot, as
in Balka's threatening portrayal of a Soviet tank engine in 734 D, 2013.
Burnt holes appear in the place of nipples in a drawing of female busts
that Balka claims to have made with a magnifying glass.'® And flesh
is alluded to in the greasy, amber-coloured band that runs across the
width of 13cm AE 2015, a work for which Batka chose myrrh oil and
frankincense to mark Anne Frank’s 13 cm. of growth between 1942 and

944.'" Here, the medium swells beyond the outlines of the band.

"The notions of trace and erasure are also evoked by Batka's
choice of materials for his large-scale drawings. The precarious graph-
ite pencil outlines of three extermination camps in his monumental
triptych Mapping T: Mapping B; Mapping § of 2008 are emphasized with
charcoal, a thicker and more powdery medium than graphite, then sta-
bilized with fixative in what the artist has described as a “tower of pro-
tection.”™ Balka has jokingly surmised that if Willem de Kooning had
framed his drawing, Robert Rauschenberg would not have been able to
erase 1t to create what is now famously known as his Erased de Kooning
l)mfwzm;' (Erased de Kooning Drawing, 1953)."” As Rauschenberg recalls,

“it was a drawing done partly with a hard line, and also with grease
pencil, and ink, and heavy crayon. It took me a month, and about for ty

erasers, to do it. But in the end it really worked. I liked the result. 1 felt
it was a legitimate work of art, created by the technique of erasing.™

Rauschenberg’s own fmmmg of the piece, which includes its label made
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not know that on the 19™ of August 1942, seven thousand Jews were

rounded up at the train station of Otwock and deported to Treblinka,
where they died in a single day. Now, the battered terrain and fallen
tombstones of the town’s former Jewish cemetery leave a hammered
impression of what once was a thriving community.” In the case of
de Kooning’s drawing, the original image can be vaguely deciphered
within the patina and the shadows of the rubbed sheet. By erasing the
drawing, Rauschenberg emphasized what was once there Batka too

tries to recover time in his drawings by making the invisible visible.

All these things have a background that is not visible.

— Marcel Duchamp?®
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