Zuzanna Janin
The Time of Cruel Miracles Has Not Passed Away 

In her art, Zuzanna Janin starts at what she feels closest to and discovers the hidden and non-obvious. She attempts to get to the essence of her own identity, focusing on the ulterior, in-between, in process. She balances between the visible and the invisible, the private and the public, between emotions and reflection. Never, however, does she cross the border of obviousness.

In the early 1990s, she started making silk Covers (1990-2005), which were both attempts to describe the surrounding world and reminiscences of furniture covers and the way they conceal the mystery of objects. Since then, the combination of physical and symbolic protection will become an important strand of the artist’s practice. The Covers are also a metaphor of ambivalence – an emanation of objects whose physicality has been reduced to the minimum. The next step will be sculptures made of wire. Despite the concreteness of the material used, the openwork structures head towards the loss of materiality. The artist places them in a video projection, searching for reflections, shadows, repetitions. Inviting the viewer to co-create the installation and to get inside the work. The viewer is suspended in uncertainty between the concreteness of his or her own corporeality and the work’s ephemeral nature.

These experimentations lead Janin towards the discovery of the body as a cover for a human being. The dialectics of the inside and outside, of skin and skeleton, of the permanent and impermanent, returns in body-shaped brass-wire sculptures. An out-of-proportion, huge wire Heart (2001) and Skull (1998) is not only a memento but also a homage paid to the body, the most mysterious of covers. Janin arrays the brass skeletons in candyfloss and pulls the viewer into a game: the co-creation, and at the same time consumption of art. The strategy, often employed by the artist, of embracing and appropriating, is taken to the extreme here. Janin enters the 21st century with comprehensive projects combining video, net art, sculpture, photography, drawing, collage, installation and site-specific work. Semantically, she goes further and further, all the time treading on the ground of art’s non-obviousness.


In the action I’ve Seen My Own Death (2003), Janin decided to make a controversial and dangerous gesture: a simulation, going beyond the established boundaries of art, of her own absence and an observation of the ‘world without me’. The project, which featured, among other things, the artist’s fictional funeral, became an unprecedented situation on the Polish art scene. It is a polyptych, consisting of many elements, structured around a double video work (Ceremony/Games and Masonry; 2003). The work exposes emotions, the ease with which we succumb to medial manipulation, as well as our inability to enter into the discourse of death, its standardisation and the way it is confined to cliché reports. Janin created her own, personal treaty about death and its repression from the contemporary European culture. The bridge spanning the work is the video Seven Deaths (2003/2006) about a sudden, and thus highly ‘attractive, death, interwoven with a naked figure’s barely visible dance macabre. Janin plays herself here, creating the situation of a game with time, possible only in art.

In the project In-Between (2005-2006) the artist reveals persons who played an important role also in her earlier works: her family members. The family is for her a complex structure in which difficult relationships are dominated by hidden powerful emotions, fear for a loved person. The idea of the structure is continued in the video From Here to There (2005-2006), poetic films about the building and demolition of houses, and a series of sculpture-objects bearing the common name of Passigraphy (2006). Serving as a universal language here is the attire, the element of modernity most susceptible to change. Despite its democratisation, the symbolism of the attire remains clear, and the artist exploited it by dressing five armchairs in different costumes (liberal-intellectual, mohair, business, clerical and military). Sitting in one of the armchairs, the recipient defines his or her place in the social structure, but, unlike in reality, can quickly change place. Passigraphy provokes also a reflection on the conventionality of roles, the blurring of borders and the individual’s position and freedom in the state and social machine.
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