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Robert Szczerbowski in conversation 

with Rafał Księżyk

RK  Until recently your visual art works were like archives of a long-extinct civi-
lization. The human figure was absent from them. Now you are showing portraits. 
What pushed you in this direction?

RS  In 2002, I painted my self-portrait based on an earlier, highly pixelated black-
and-white photograph. It was quite an extraordinary work for me because 
at the time I was preoccupied with themes and statements that were synthetic 
rather than subjective. Years later, it occurred to me to juxtapose that painting 
with a recent self-portrait, which originated in a different time and reality. Today, 
pixelation is a natural and widespread procedure, you could say an omnipresent 
one. That gave rise to the concept of an exhibition called Identity, to which further 
pieces were gradually added, and the title was eventually shortened to a more 
expressive ID. Portraits make up a large part of the show. I’m not interested, 
however, in depicting the protagonists’ emotional states. These can hardly be in-
ferred from their faces; the representations are deliberately indistinct. Rather, my 
intention was to confront people with their individual identity, its different faces, 
layers, splinters.

RK  So there is the human being, but there is also more technology. For this project, 
you used a computer program to pixelate photos taken with a smartphone. A design 
was created which you then transferred to canvas. This is a hybrid of painting and 
technology. You say the ID paintings are best viewed through the lens of a smartphone 
camera. Have we become cyborgs that cannot exist without technological mediation?
RS  My paintings have been inspired not only by smartphone images, but also by 
photographs culled from my own archive and from the Web. The fact that life has 
become increasingly difficult to disengage from technology inevitably translates 
into the latter’s presence and usage in art. The role of technology has been growing 
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in all areas of human life. I guess only a civilizational collapse could reverse 
the trend. More often than not, we experience art as an image on the smartphone 
screen rather than viewing the real thing. On the other hand, virtually everything 
we do is surveilled by means of identity-recognition technologies. We are talking 
about constant monitoring online, but also outside, where facial recognition 
software gets you immediately identified if need be.

RK  The show’s title plays on the ambiguity of the word ID/id. There’s the notion 
of an “identity card,” but does the dark Freudian id have to do with it?

RS  ID cards, passports etc. are a special case, pertaining to a level where identity 
is defined in the social context. They are meant to speak to others on our behalf 
and tell them objectively who we are, but they also put us on file, completely 
ignoring our subjectivity, reducing us to dry facts.
The Freudian id that you mention, at least as I understand it, is the sphere of 
human automatisms, instinctual impulses occurring on the most individual, sub-
jective level. It is a category that defines how we are all similar, what we all share 
on the atomic level. We all consist of identical pixels, only differently arranged.

RK  The pixels that you paint remind me of Malevich’s Square. The element, 
in more or less intense shades, recurs throughout the show. This provokes at least 
two questions. How do you relate to the modernist avant-garde? And do you 
believe in the mystical dimension of art?

RS  Like everybody else, I’m more or less consciously influenced by the past; 
I have it in my blood. Therefore, I cannot help but dialogue with what others have 
done before me. To a large extent, art is a conversation between artists. So these 
connections with modernism are obvious, since we remain rooted in Western cul-
ture. For me, the black square today is the pixel. But while Malevich’s square 
was abstract and mystical, the pixel is simply the smallest element of the image, 
whether displayed on a screen, printed out, or painted. Whether it is interpreted 
solely in its technological concreteness or beyond it is up to the spectator.

RK  One shared characteristic of your practices across different disciplines is 
the destruction, or deconstruction, of the medium. You published a book shred-
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ded in a shredder and packed in a bag; with Warszawska Jesionka you released 
an album featuring superimposed recordings by several dozen twentieth-century 
avant-gardists; you divided Citizen Kane into scenes that were screened all at
the same time. So can ID be viewed as an attempt to deconstruct painting?

RS  No, the destruction of the medium in itself has never been my goal. This 
sometimes happens in the course of testing its limits and definitions, cross-breed-
ing it with new dimensions appearing, for example, in the context of technology, 
which is always the most up-to-date sign of the times. Painting will never cease to 
exist and attempts to put an end to it always ultimately become part of its history. 
It’s true that I’ve never been interested in constructing legitimate narratives in 
literature, or in viewing, let alone making, plot-based films, or in painting as such. 
Figuratively speaking, I’m more attracted to the contour of the patch and its con-
tact with what’s outside than in the patch itself. When you turn it inside out, its 
definition is usually transgressed and challenged, leaving a sense of disintegration. 
But that’s merely a side effect and it’s not what I’m after in what I do.

RK  This distorted resolution of your paintings is also an error, a communication 
glitch, an evisceration of online images. For each of them is a collection of pixels.

RS  That’s true. In my canvases, the images have been greatly compressed, so 
from up close they appear almost abstract. But when you stand back or minimize 
them, for example by taking a picture with your phone, they very clearly reveal 
their representational content. I like their double bottom. They put the spectator’s 
perception to a test.

RK  Do you feel like you’re speaking from a countercultural position? Or does all 
true art have to challenge reality?

RS  It’s intuitive and I don’t want to define myself in this respect. That said, it 
would be good if it did.

RK  Identity is the grand theme of this exhibition. But what was the key to selecting the 
images, which place next to each other various pop-culture heroes, a Facebook 
avatar, a prison mugshot, twins, a mirror nude, and people at a subway station?
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RS  The show deals with various aspects and dimensions of ID. Self-identity 
is considered and experienced differently by twin children, differently by someone 
who has been stripped of his or her rights and freedoms, and differently still by 
an orphaned person who doesn’t know their roots. Or, finally, by someone who 
is surprised that they are as they are. On the other hand, in our interpersonal 
contacts we increasingly tend to communicate and interact with people we have 
never met in real life, so we imagine, or project, other people’s virtual identities.
In big cities, in turn, individual anonymity goes hand in hand with a desire to 
stand out through affiliation with particular circles or groups. Mass media suggest 
their own protagonists and archetypal figures that we want to imitate in order to 
become more distinct and real.
In the context of identity, I’m particularly interested in the theme and motif of 
twins. I’ve been exploring it ever since I remember. It fascinates me as a mani-
festation of not only biological symmetry.

RK  Can art create a new identity that the artist projects for themselves?

RS  I hope so. Anyway, for the exhibition ID I’ve called into being a certain 
character, Harrry Banaba, as a way of playing with my own identity. He’s my 
alter ego, possibly farthest detached from the temporary self that I can call my 
own and consider relatively stable at the present moment in my life. Harrry isn’t 
my creation, for I’ve decided that if I’d created him myself, the choice would 
have always carried a trace of “myself” or a simple contraposition. The name and 
surname occurred to me in a dream one night and I took them seriously.

Warsaw, January 2020


