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 I remember a song about an angel from childhood that got a lot of airplay in 1993. It began with the words: I 

have only one wing / It’s almost like an angel’s /But you have the other wing / It grows from your shoulder. I remember 

that the radio was in my grandfather’s room. It was a big, rectangular Unitra, with a beautiful sapphire tuner. This tuner 

had cities: Moscow, Paris, Warsaw, and Bucharest, which always struck me as the most mysterious-sounding. There 

was also a tinny speaker that looked like it was made of wall-to-wall carpeting. It had salt-and-pepper parts sticking out. 

Whenever I think of this color combination, it still makes me think of that contraption.  

 When I look at Unitra radios on the Internet today, none have sapphire tuners. They are huge, clunky, made of 

cheap plastic and plywood. But I remember it was the most interesting device in our house. 

 My grandfather’s room no longer exists. Over time I see that I remember it less and less. However hard I try to 

remember more details, I mainly recall the radio with the sapphire tuner, which maybe never even existed. Recollection 

is a process that submits to no regime.  

 What Remains of a Rembrandt Torn into Four Equal Pieces and Flushed Down the Toilet takes us through one 

such recollection process. It was held in September 2017 in the Tri-city area by the artist/curator duo of Alice Ciresola 

and Simone Basani, working with Dana Chmielewska, Joanna Czajkowska, Julianna Graczyk, Katarzyna Pastuszak, 

and Agnieszka Sprawka. 

 The performance, which was part of the framework of the Łaźnia Centre for Contemporary Art residency 

program, and was held for five days in the State Art Gallery in Sopot, was structurally complex. It was a process 

involving several parallel individual and collective memory activities. 

 The mysterious-sounding title was borrowed from an essay by Jean Genet – a difficult work that eludes simple 

interpretations, much as, according to Genet, a work of art avoids them. “A work of art should exalt only those truths 

which are not demonstrable, and which are even ‘false,’ those which we cannot carry to their ultimate conclusions 

without absurdity, without negating both them and ourself. They will never have the good or bad fortune to be applied. 

Let them live by virtue of the song that they have become and that they inspire.”1 Genet points out the impossibility of 

an ultimate understanding of a work of art, of the illusion, or even the delusion, that is produced in contact with it. He 

sees the work of art as hovering between aesthetics and what is physical, low, and tangible. This is how he sees 

Rembrandt’s pictures – as simultaneously sublime and down-to-earth, not definable by simple categories. Trying to 

access the real faces and bodies of the people Rembrandt depicted, with their physiology and tangibility, he points out 

how easily a figure is depersonified. Looking at a portrait, we do not pair these images with particular people. 

Rembrandt did not give personalities to his sitters. He more fit them in the frame, the context for them to function. 

Genet lifts them from their context and places them in another. This time it is the context of their existence. 

 What Remains of a Rembrandt Torn into Four Equal Pieces and Flushed Down the Toilet is also an essay on 

the impossibility of the universal. Genet mentions a moment when he met another person, a man in a train. He first 
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describes the commonality of existence and similarity to the other person. Being one and the same, we melt into one 

another. Genet sees himself in the stranger. Yet, as he writes a few paragraphs on, this deeply existential feeling does 

not resist the pull of the physical. What about eroticism? It is only possible when the other person is distinct from us. 

Eroticism is in the eyes, skin, hair, gestures, smell… There is not separating what is high from what is earthy and 

biological – the existential sensation of fullness from the drive – just as one cannot separate high art from the bodies 

that serve as its basis.  

 How do we move from the performance to the art gallery? It would seem that memory and the senses are key 

here.  

 Let us begin with the scene of the action, the gallery. In the context of Genet’s essay, it is the most obvious 

place for the action to take place. It is the space of art.  

 Apart from presenting art, museums and galleries are responsible for socially constructing what our society 

considers worth showing, important, and beautiful. Galleries show the cultural heritage of a country, or even the world. 

This is how a Rembrandt is shown. But what does happen if we tear it into four equal parts and flush it down a toilet? 

Or if we even suppose that we can? The priceless work becomes an ordinary object that can be destroyed, like any 

other.  

 This seemingly heretical thought in no way affects the value of the work of art. It only changes the context in 

which it functions. Similarly, the context of the gallery changes the performance within its walls. The gallery turns from 

a place that presents art to its material or participant. Its rhythm also changes. Traditionally, the gallery is a space that is 

separate from everyday life, or a place suspended between art and everyday life. The movement associated with the 

gallery space is drifting from one point to another, from artifact to artifact. Introducing a performance into this space 

brings in movement which is atypical, perhaps even unacceptable – running, jumping, lying on the floor. This changes 

how an art gallery works. 

 The same goes for the gallery visitors and employees, who become an involuntary audience in the performance 

– in this case, the solo pieces by Dana Chmielewska, Joanna Czajkowska, Katarzyna Pastuszak, and Agnieszka 

Sprawka. Each used movement and narrative to describe a place that no longer exists. These were authentic 

recollections tied to a period or event in their lives. This walk down memory lane was preceded by a work made with 

Simone Basani. It was a process based on the “community drama” method. The work method, created by Basani, 

involved a joint recollection process, incorporating various performance tools, sometimes entailing a negotiation 

process, as well as sharing and exploring various spheres of memory. As a result, every artist in the performance created 

her own story, which she repeated and recreated for several days. Thus the gallery space itself underwent a temporary 

transformation. Other spaces grew out of it – courtyards, houses, apartments, places now long gone. Each space was 

created through word and movement.  

 Memories remain in bodies and minds. Often a smell or a sound triggers an image. In much the same way as I 

tried to describe my grandfather’s radio at the opening of this piece, audiences were conducted through memories of 

places and events. Joanna Czajkowska and Katarzyna Pastuszak spoke of their family homes and places tied to their 

childhoods. Dana Chmielewska told a story of visiting where her grandfather worked. Agnieszka Sprawka described a 

place in Manchester where she spent only one night.  

 None of these places now exist in the form in which they were remembered. Speaking about them means 

conjuring them out of oblivion, partly reconstructing them, differently, in the moment of the telling. Even if a 

recollection is often repeated, it is different every time. So it was here, too. The memories of these places, repeated day 

by day, acquired new dimensions, and sometimes meant something different. This is how we tell our lives – the story is 

never the same twice. We always find out something new, even if the differences are in the nuances. The accentuations 



or intonations can differ, or just a lilt of the voice. Though we listen to Katarzyna Pastuszak speaking about her 

childhood on Grunwaldzka Street in Gdańsk several times, the story will always contain new details, as the memories 

contain various strands. Selection is in the nature of a narrative. One can remember everything through the senses, yet 

one always decides what to speak about, and what significance it has.  

 There is no such thing as a perfect memory. Memory fails us, and is sometimes limited by our self-imposed 

blockades. Sometimes what we remember can be cast into doubt. This was visible when Joanna Czajkowska recalled 

living on Heweliusza Street in Gdańsk. The recollections were powerful – about how her mother did not return home in 

the evening during Martial Law. While listening, I picked up her childhood emotions and matched them to my own. I 

also remember evenings when my mother came home very late, though that was an entirely different political 

landscape. For every one of Czajkowska’s statements, however, there was a loud “no” from Katarzyna Pastuszak, who 

interrupted her and called every statement into question. Perhaps something did nto happen, perhaps a child cannot 

recall such things. When Pastuszak interrupted the storytelling, she also interrupted me remembering myself. I 

happened to know that street quite well, I spent part of my childhood there. I could describe similar events that took 

place on Heweliusza ten years afterward. Whose emotions are stirred during a performance? The ones in the story or the 

viewer’s? Whose is a memory of a place? The question returns, mainly, in the context of the forceful “no,” calling 

everything into question.  

 Coming back to Genet, we might say that recollections have a sort of physicality. Much as figures in a picture 

are more than images, other people’s memories are more than their descriptions. Though they can be universal – each of 

us has had similar experiences, we remember a space in a similar way – memories will always include elements that are 

accessible only to their owners. What smells were in those family homes? How cool were the tiles in the bathroom 

Agnieszka Sprawka described? Is what was pleasantly cool for her just as pleasant for me? What does it mean that 

something is beautiful, old, squeaky? These words mean something different for each one of us. We no longer have the 

chance to feel the experiences the artists describe. We never did. We understand the words, but based on our own 

experiences. Sensory memory is remarkably subjective. It is the physicality of recollections.  

 Since these spheres are off access, our perception is limited. Genet explains this on the basis of Rembrandt’s 

pictures. The Jewish Bride is not, then, the sum of the faces of all betrothed women. It is something more. Behind the 

figure on the canvas is a body, with all its physiology – warm, probably soft, perhaps trembling at the thought of the 

impending nuptials. Certainly a body that digests, defecates, lives. As Genet puts it, “The Jewish Bride has an ass.” This 

is a symbol of what the picture doesn’t tell us. The Jewish bride remains abstracted from her real context, known only to 

her and the people in her real existence outside the portrait; she becomes transparent, she becomes a figure in herself. 

This impossibility of making contact Genet describes means that we shall always only see what our eyes allow us to. 

We see a reality closed in a picture frame, and the frame of our experience.  

In a performance, our perception and sensations are restricted. We stand facing a narrative and movement that 

communicate images and emotions. Body memory plays quite an essential role here. The body, which is a tool for 

creating metaphors in dance, is taken more literally here. The bodily mechanisms of recollection are mobilized through 

movement and replicating gestures from the past. Here is the body as Genet would have seen it. It is tangible, making 

legible movements and gestures. It is also a body marked by the past – by scars that store a map of a place that no 

longer exists. Katarzyna Pastuszak showed this by drawing a map left on her body after a childhood spent in the 

apartment on Grunwaldzka Street. This is another level of tangible memory. 

 At the same time, other performance activities were being held in the gallery space. Angels of history appeared 

in the corridors of the State Art Gallery, reminding us that all things must pass.  

Walter Benjamin wrote this about the angel of history: “There is a painting by Klee called Angelus Novus. An 



angel is depicted there who looks as though he were about to distance himself from something which he is staring at. 

His eyes are opened wide, his mouth stands open and his wings are outstretched. The angel of history must look just so. 

His face is turned towards the past. Where we see the appearance of a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe, 

which unceasingly piles rubble on top of rubble and hurls it before his feet. He would like to pause for a moment, so 

fair, to awaken the dead and to piece together what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise, it has 

caught itself up in his wings and is so strong that the angel can no longer close them. The storm drives him irresistibly 

into the future, to which his back is turned, while the rubble-heap before him grows sky-high. That which we call 

progress, is this storm.”2  

The angel of history is suspended in time. He is an attempt to stop what unceasingly drives toward the past and 

is consumed by it. This drive is a destructive force – everything is constantly becoming the past. Benjamin’s angel of 

history is most often interpreted as an attempt to salvage the transitory, or to understand the past. It appears this is 

precisely how we ought to see the angels of history that appeared in the gallery. They were turned toward the past, 

carried into the present, as if trying to preserve what inevitably had to pass. 

In some interpretations, however, the angel of history is also an expression of our deepest anxieties, which 

most of us never succeed in rationalizing, neither through philosophy nor through religion. This anxiety is profoundly 

atavistic. While nature accepts the passing of time, allowing the past to flow in its destructive tide, as rebirth is inscribed 

in the logic of nature, man panics and tries to stop time, repeating for millennia: “Not everything must die!” Yet what if 

memory cannot be frozen? Then we build increasingly complex systems for containing it – museums, galleries, 

textbooks, and monuments, to commemorate and give meaning to our existence. This is why, when Dana Chmielewska 

speaks of why she does not remember, and then recounts stories which, it turns out, she remembered differently from 

how they really happened, the first thought that pops into our minds is that she remembered badly. Does this definitely 

mean, however, that what she recalled did not occur? Where is the line between true and false? How do we know that 

the memory of an emotion has to stick to the facts? 

In Benjamin the angel of history symbolizes our attempts to remember, not to fade away. He looks into the past 

in our name. The angels moving about the gallery space in elegant, ethereal poses during the performance, like models 

on the runway, singing pop tunes about angels, were also an attempt to refer to transitory things. Pausing for a moment 

by the angels softly singing “There Must Be an Angel Playing with My Heart” took me back to a moment I associate 

with that song. I remember Annie Lennox on MTV in the mid 1990s. I remember the song and the video. But do I 

actually recall an angel playing with my heart? That song takes me to another one, also on MTV at the time: “I Will 

Never Know, Cos You Will Never Show.” That was one of the first sentences I learned in English. Today those words 

from the Cardigans song have an entirely different significance for me, as a grown woman. Much as there are no better 

or worse memories, there are no better or worse cultural texts. On an emotional level, these are pretexts taking us into 

highly private regions of our memory. The angels in the gallery are no longer specific performers, they are mediums, 

communicating what is between the present (the gallery space we occupy) and our memory.  

In between all these processes in the State Art Gallery, people spied on each other. On the one hand, we, the 

viewers, spied on the performers in the remembering process. On the other, they spied on us. What Remains of a 

Rembrandt Torn into Four Equal Pieces and Flushed Down the Toilet was a performance within a performance, part of 

which was “stranger watching.” This time, visitors’ behavior was recreated and reflected for the models themselves. 

Stranger watching is not parody. It is a kind of gentle confrontation, a mirror for reflecting what we unconsciously 

communicate to the world. This sort of interaction also dredges up how we are remembered. An unconscious turning of 
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the head might suddenly reveal itself to be a characteristic gesture. Regardless how much we might want to control our 

image, this shows itself to be impossible. An entirely different truth about us lingers in people’s memories.  

Where, then, is the line between true and false? What scripts are set in motion when we recall past events? 

What memory is engaged when we participate in someone else’s recollection process? These are the questions that we 

are left with after What Remains of a Rembrandt Torn into Four Equal Pieces and Flushed Down the Toilet. Taking the 

audience through a very private recollection process, we are compelled to delve into our own past, our ties with places, 

and the emotions that remain in our memories.  
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