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Think 
(Like) 
Things  
On the 
works of 
Michal 
Budny

Jan Verwoert It’s this thing. Not that one. This 
one. It has to be this one. I like it 
like it is. I like it like this. But not 
just like this. There is more to it 
than just that. There always is. 

Let me try and explain: What I 
like about certain things is that 
in what they are they show that 
they may too be something else. 
Not anything else. But something 
else. Something else that, while 
maybe only being possible, not 
quite actual, is still real enough. 
This is philosophical: it’s an old 
debate. What is a thing? Some 
say it is what it is, actually (a rock 
is a rock). Others say it is what it 
can be, due to its inherent capac-
ity to become something, poten-
tially (if a tree didn’t have to grow 
first to one day become a tree, it 
wouldn’t be a tree to begin with). 
What I am trying to argue here 
that in certain moments, in re-
gard to certain things, both may 
be true. With certain things we 
feel what they can potentially 
be, when we realize what they 
actually are – just as we grasp 
what they actually are by real-
izing what they can potentially 
be. The experience of seeing the 
actual potential of a thing is an 
experience of real virtuality.

Yet, I would insist that the ex-
perience of real virtuality is spe-
cial. We won’t have it just like 
that with any thing. It is an ex-
perience related to a thing that 
means something to us, a thing 
we cannot take our eyes off, a 
thing that we want to touch be-
cause we desire to feel what it 
can be and experience its po-
tential. Driven by curiosity we 
unfold, unravel and unpack this 
thing (unpacking is the process 
of analysis). Often enough – alas! 

– the thing disappears when we 
unpack it. All that we are left 
with is the packaging material 
itself. The only way to get back 
to the thing then is to take the 
packaging and stick it together 
again to create something that is 
like the thing but like the thing 
with its potential unpacked and 
restored (restoring the unpacked 
is the process of synthesis). 

When the unpacked is restored, 
what is restored to the thing is 
its secret. But now that secret is 
an open secret: people can now 
see that it is there, the secret of 
the potential of the thing. They 
might not know how to spell out 
what it means. But this is per-
haps because there is nothing 
there to be disclosed BUT the 
presence of a potential, that is: 
a real virtuality. And you need to 
be open enough to experience 
such a potential to take it for 
what it is.

It is for this reason that I like the 
things that Michal Budny makes: 
I like the way in which they make 
me see what he likes about 
things – how he looks at them, 
how he unpacks them, takes the 
packaging and folds and glues 
it together so that it takes on 
its own shape and becomes a 
thing with a secret, a thing that 
makes me feel the presence of 
a potential and thereby gives me 
the very real experience of a mo-
ment of virtuality: an insight into 
what a thing is by virtue of what 
it can be.

One of these insights is: any geo-
metrical object could become a 
building, no matter how weirdly it 
is shaped. But it doesn’t have to. 
Still it has the potential to. Budny 

Kompozycja miejska (4), 2007
tektura, farba akrylowa
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Bez tytułu, z serii Origami, 2007
tektura, farba akrylowa
18 x 22 x 26 cm

Untitled, from the Origami series, 2007
cardboard, acrylic paint
18 x 22 x 26 cm 

makes you see this potential as 
a potential. He does so by creat-
ing things that could be models 
without purposefully building 
models. The things he makes are 
not designed to serve a purpose, 
as models are, to demonstrate 
how something will work, func-
tion and look like at some point 
in the future, once it’s built. As 
they serve no purpose his works 
are no servants to any master(-
plan). They are free to be what 
they are. And since they are no 
representations, stand-ins or 
placeholders for something else, 
they are what they are, here and 
now. You can indeed see how 
and out of what material they 
are made. Unlike digital simula-
tions or standard slick architec-
ture presentation models, they 
do not hide the reality of their 
materiality. It’s cardboard. That’s 
what it is.

But then again, it’s not that sim-
ple either. Because by virtue of 
being what they are and looking 
like they do, they will remind you 
of something: something like a 
building, for instance, or some-
thing like a monument, some-
thing like a space in the city... 
This is a fact then, it is a mate-
rial property of Budny’s works 
that, while they represent noth-
ing, they are still reminiscent of 
something. This is why they are 
like models without being mod-
els. But this is not merely a mind 
game. The effect, and the affect, 
that the indeterminacy of their 
identity produces is the sensa-
tion that things do not have to 
be just what they are. They bear 
the potential in themselves to be 
something different – to be dif-
ferent as such. To grasp the im-
plications of this experience of 

difference quite simply means 
to realize that world doesn’t have 
to be the way it actually happens 
to be. Like those things, it could 
be different. It was different. 
It is going to be different. As a 
sphere of real virtuality and actu-
al potentiality the space of remi-
niscence that Budny opens up 
in his works therefore make you 
feel – and think through – the 
possibility of difference. 

In a social and political situation 
where a new form of capitalism 
asserts its power by reshaping 
entire cities according to its log-
ic of consumption and office ad-
ministration so forcefully that we 
are forced to believe that there 
is no alternative, that this is how 
things must be from now on, the 
simple realization, that, no, they 
don’t have to be, and, yes, they 
can, were and will be different, 
is truly liberating. The gesture of 
abstraction that Budny performs 
by translating and transforming 
architectural shapes into things 
that are not models but could 
be, is an act of breaking with the 
realities imposed by the powers 
that be and an act of pointing to 
the existence of the actual po-
tential of difference.

Yet, even though it very often is, 
Budny’s work does not have to 
be (understood to be) primarily 
about architecture. Via the form 
of the architectural Budny touch-
es on something sensual and 
existential, something sensually 
existential, existentially sensual, 
if you will. He touches on some-
thing like skin. First of all this is 
because the material he uses is 
in a way a bit like skin, it is the 
packaging, the wrapping, the 
outside that contains what’s 
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Bez tytułu (nad talerzem 1), 2008
tektura, farba akrylowa

2 części, 5,5 x 35 cm, 29 x 35 cm

Untitled (Over the Plate 1), 2008
cardboard, acrylic paint

2 parts, 5,5 x 35 cm, 29 x 35 cm

inside. But skin is also not just 
skin. Clothes are the second skin 
just like façades are the skin of 
a building. Creating things from 
cardboard, the material for wrap-
ping things, in this sense is a 
little reminiscent of creating an 
architecture of skin, of clothes, 
of surfaces, of façades. 

The Lloyd’s building in London 
and the Twin Towers in New York 
are(were) exemplary pieces of 
modern architecture precisely 
because, unlike most other of-
fice towers, that have a central 
structural support at their cen-
tre (mostly the staircases) the 
structure that supports(ed) the 
building is(was) built into the 
façade. It is their skin that holds 
this kind of building up. The ben-
efit of this technique is that the 
interior space of the building is 
undivided and uninterrupted by 
structures. Between floors, the 
inside of the building is one large 
empty volume.* 

It is precisely this sense of an 
empty volume being created 
through a structure held up by 
their own skin (i.e. packaging) 
that so many of Budny’s work 
create. An empty volume, or a 
negative volume, if you will, is 
an inside turned outside, filled 
with nothing but a sense of 
potentiality of how it could be 
– but doesn’t have to be filled. 
To grasp the potentials of nega-
tive volumes is one of the key 
challenges in the medium of 
sculpture. It’s a material as well 
as philosophical challenge, be-
cause it makes us see that the 
question of what actual poten-
tials and real virtualities are is 
also the question of interiority 
and exteriority: What is inside? 

How do we grasp the existence 
of things inside the mind and 
the soul – those strange empty 
volumes that fill with thoughts 
and feelings, empty out when 
we forget and refill when we 
remember – when what we are 
faced with is always the outside 
of the mind: the exterior body, 
the bodily exterior?

This is the thing then maybe 
about the things that Budny 
makes: by virtue of the fact that 
they radiate a sense of actual 
potentiality and real virtuality, by 
virtue of the fact that they are 
models without being models 
and by virtue of the fact that they 
evoke the experience of empty 
volume through structures made 
of surfaces, like skin – it is by 
virtue of all these aspects that 
these things have something 
like a soul and a mind of their 
own. They might not move. But 
when you look at them closely 
and grasp that they are more 
than just themselves while being 
themselves will see that (just like 
the tree in the philosopher’s ex-
ample that is what it is because 
it has to grow into what it will be) 
these things are growing on you. 
As things they have some life on 
their own. They seem sentient. 
They seem to think. They seem 
to be thinking things. What can 
you do then? Sense them. And 
think with them. Think like these 
things.

* I thank Celine Condorelli for teaching me this.
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Teren, 2005
tektura, papier, taśma klejąca

100 x 70 x 10 cm
kolekcja prywatna, Berno, Szwajcaria

Area, 2005
cardboard, paper, adhesive tape 

100 x 70 x 10 cm
private collection, Berne, Switzerland



166 167

Publikacja dzięki wsparciu 
/ with the generous support of: 
Johnen Galerie, Berlin 
annex14, Berno / Berne 
Galerie Nächst St. Stephan, Rosemarie 
Schwarzwälder, Wiedeń / Vienna 
Pro Helvetia 
 

 
Podziękowania 
/ Acknowledgements:  
Andreas Furrer, Susanne Friedli  
& Elisabeth Gerber, Jörg Johnen,  
Joanna & Bernd Kaimer, Nathalie de Ligt, 
Małgorzata Winter,  
Rosemarie Schwarzwälder 

Książka wydana z okazji wystawy Michała 

Budnego „Prace” w Centrum Sztuki 
Współczesnej Zamek Ujazdowski w 
Warszawie, 16.03 - 10.05.2009  
 
This book has been published on the 
occasion of the exhibition: Michał Budny 
Works at Centre for Contemporary Art  
Ujazdowski Castle in Warsaw,  
16.03 - 10.05.2009  
 

Kurator / Curator: Stach Szabłowski 
 
Wydawcy / Editors: Centrum Sztuki 
Współczesnej Zamek Ujazdowski  
& Galeria Raster, Warszawa / Centre  
for Contemporary Art Ujazdowski Castle 
& Raster gallery, Warsaw 

Projekt graficzny / Layout:  
Michał Kaczyński 
 
Redakcja / Editing:  
Kamila Bondar, Łukasz Gorczyca, 
Michał Kaczyński 
 
Teksty / Texts:  
Jakub Banasiak (21-39) 
Łukasz Gorczyca (42-158) 
Jan Verwoert (7-16) 
 
Tłumaczenie / Translations:  
(angielski-polski / English-Polish) Izabela 
Jabłońska, (polski-angielski  
/ Polish-English) Krzysztof Kościuczuk 
 
Korekta / Proofreading:  
Georgina Braoudakis, Daniel Malone, 
Adam Olszewski, Adam Repucha 
 
Druk / Printing:  
Argraf, ul. Jagiellońska 76,  
03-301 Warszawa, www.argraf.pl

Nakład / Edition: 800 

Fotografie / Photo credits: 
Dominique Uldry / annex14,  
Berno / Berne: 12,18-19, 33, 81-85 
annex14, Berno / Berne & Raster,  
Warszawa / Warsaw: 66-69 
Centrum Sztuki Współczesnej Zamek 
Ujazdowski, Warszawa / Warsaw: 95  
Thorsten Doerk / Bielefelder Kunstverein: 87 
Galerie griedervonputtkamer, Berlin: 61 
Johnen + Schöttle, Kolonia / Cologne: 
29-30 
Johnen Galerie, Berlin: 110 
Stefan Maria Rother / Johnen Galerie,  
Berlin: 38, 53, 97 
Kronika, Bytom: 140 
Norbert Miguletz / Kunsthalle Mainz:  
28, 105, 126-127, 145-147, 149-151 
Galerie Nächst St. Stephan, Rosemarie 
Schwarzwälder, Wiedeń / Vienna:  
4-6, 10, 17, 31, 123, 125, 128-129,  
131, 160 
Raster, Warszawa / Warsaw: 14, 23, 24,  
27, 29-31, 35, 41-45, 49-51, 55, 57, 63,  
65, 70-71, 75, 77-79, 91-93, 99-103, 111, 
113-115, 139, 141, 153-55, 157, 159, 162 
Szymon Rogiński / Raster, Warszawa 
/ Warsaw: 20, 28, 46-47, 58-59, 73, 107, 
109, 119-121, 132-133, 135-137, 143 
Zbigniew Rogalski: 117 
Stefan Maria Rother: 89 
 
Korekcja zdjęć / Photo editing: 
Iwo Rutkiewicz

Imprint

Dystrybutor  
/ Published and distributed by
Kerber Verlag
Windelsbleicher Str. 166–170
33659 Bielefeld
Germany
Tel. +49  521 950 08 10
Fax +49  521 950 08 88
email: info@kerberverlag.com
www.kerberverlag.com

Kerber, US Distribution
D.A.P., Distributed Art Publishers Inc.
155 Sixth Avenue 2nd Floor
New York, N. Y. 10013
Tel. +1 212 627 19 99
Fax +1 212 627 94 84
 

© 2009 Kerber Verlag, Bielefeld/Leipzig
Autorzy, wydawcy i artysta 
 / Authors, Editors, Publisher and Artist

The Deutsche Nationalbibliothek  
(German National Library) holds a record 
of this publication in the Deutsche  
Nationalbibliografie (German National 
Bibliography); detailed bibliographical 
data can be found under:  
http://dnb.ddb.de

ISBN 978-3-86678-319-5

www.raster.art.pl 


