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To break art down into its constituent parts with artistic instruments. The medium 
does not matter, what matters is the creative process itself. Music, literature, 
sculpture, object, film – in all those places where you can immerse yourself in a 
creative process, where you can bring out some general principle, take it under 
scrutiny, diagnose it and comment on it, Robert Szczerbowski (born 1959) 
philosophises with the object. Provoking reflections is far more important in this 
practice than creating the delusive sense that the viewer is having to do with an 
artist. In fact, Szczerbowski questions the role of the artist: “Perhaps being an artist 
is something you can only pretend?” At first sight, he appears a Renaissance man, 
and yet he eludes and evades the jurisdiction of this term. He is a man in-between, 
a man-simulacrum who puts on the mask of each musician of the art-world 
orchestra without being any of them, a man from out of the band, a man who 
plays… 

As a lost fifteen-year old, Szczerbowski reads his first serious book: Kafka’s Der 
Prozess. For the next three years he devours ambitious literature to finally make the 
conscious decision to write a novel. He works for seven years on a work of fiction of 
a universal nature – the Book of Life. On 260 pages, the book features over 70 
different literary styles imitating those of Borges, Kafka, Rousseau, Cervantes, Joyce, 
Beckett and others. The Book of Life is published anonymously. Szczerbowski – the 
initiator and medium – appears solely as the owner of copyright to the book he 
seemingly only discovered. However, it is only in his second book that the anti-
author’s fundamental tendency fully comes to light – the passion to study and 
manifest the given medium’s form, to experiment with the creative process. The 
majority of the attributes of a literary work have been reduced here. There is no 
author, no title, not even a cover. The book has a surrogate cover, an errata page 
explaining what the title should have been. The page are numbered in brackets, 
only as a matter of convention, because all are simultaneous. This is a work of 
fiction verging on  concrete poetry: there is neither a plot nor a time nor a place. A 
simulacrum – a text pretending it has written itself. 

After this book, Szczerbowski decides that language is a good thing for saying 
“good morning” or “give me this or that” but it fails completely in serious matters. 
He abandons it as a tool and switches to objects (for the same reason he gives up 
philosophical studies). Yet the problem of language and its function remains 
topical. Szczerbowski creates works like Hermetic Writings, The Alphabet, or The 
Torah in Machine Language, which operate simulations of artificial programming 
languages. 



Szczerbowski’s 1998 presentation at the CCA Ujazdowski Castle called Two 
Exhibitions. A Retrospective for the End of Time is an ironic commentary on the 
world, including the world of art. A mystification towards both the title of the event 
and the event itself. The works shown at its “retrospective” had never been 
presented in public before, except at a fictional “first” exhibition where they hadn’t 
been even unpacked, and the only proof of their existence was a catalogue. 
Hermetica, in turn, is an apology of fictionality combined with the scientific 
paradigm. Objects from alternative realities asking, in the perspective of today’s 
technological-digital era, about the possibility of a spiritual culture. The 
amplification of illusiveness, the necessity to constantly refer to existing art were 
highlighted in Still Life and Venus Without Qualities (Zachęta 2000). A tailor’s 
mannequin rendered in marble and a framed sheet of steel pretending to be a 
canvas painting resembling a tarnished mirror were variations on Marcel 
Duchamp’s ready-mades and the 17th-century trompe l’oeil. Szczerbowski relishes 
in mixing ready-mades with his own dreams. That which exists, complete, is turned 
inside out with the help of imagination in order not only to provoke a reflection on 
the given object’s form and function but also to create a new object in another 
dimension. Szczerbowski is a transformer – he appropriates and processes, but he 
does not comment. 

It is not the final product that matters. “When I complete a work, it simply ceases to 
be of interest to me. What matters is the process itself,” he says. But his works are 
not happenings or spontaneous acts of creation: they are rendered in minute 
detail. Some, like the Fractal Paintings, take years to complete as Szczerbowski 
laboriously repaints the fractal images generated by a machine. For that time, he 
becomes a painter or rather pretends to be one. 

Szczerbowski pays even greater attention to the analysis of the image in its own 
world when it comes to film. The cold, unemotional composition makes the 
impression as if works like Multicinema, Motion Picture or Pop Corn were 
generated in the world of imagolandia. It is a narrative about the histories of 
images, like in children’s stories about toys that come alive. It is picture-story, an 
image generated by another image. The author, the human medium and 
simulacrum in one, is again, paradoxically, excluded from this world. 

Szczerbowski believes art should above all stimulate, provoke thinking. Even if it 
does so for just one person, it has been worth it. And the objective is not to reach 
mutual understanding but rather temporary consensus, to drift together for some 
time in the same rhythm. Then let everyone develop and contract in his own 
direction. Closed within, unrecognisable, like the Working Model For Self, shown at 
the exhibition on Witkacy at the Ujazdowski Castle (2004). This counterpoint to the 
well-known portrait of Witkacy multiplied in mirrors is a perfect explication of 
Szczerbowski’s views. Four mirrors reflecting themselves in each other: form itself, 
pure space, without any content – this is the true self: pure reflectiveness. Leaving 
things unsaid, evading clear-cut definitions is also the subject of the painted Self-
Portrait. 



A philosophising artist? Or perhaps a philosopher who practices art? Both, to a 
degree, but at the same time neither. Szczerbowski is on a quest for general 
principles, embraces and looks at things as widely as he can, but at the same time 
he is disgusted by final judgements and categorical statements. He has come to 
doubt word-based philosophy and philosophises with the object. Creative activity 
in the field of art enables him to speak about things in a way that categorises 
nothing, and even to contain inherent contradictions in a work. To paraphrase 
Baudrillard, Szczerbowski “does not believe to the least degree in the subversive 
value of the word. He pins his unshakeable hopes instead on the irreversible 
impact of form.” 


