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Marked Ground: New Work by Wlodzimierz Ksiazek

by Robert Knafo

The works by Wlodzimierz Ksiazek featured in
this edition of SV are now on exhibit at Alpha
Gallery in Boston until January 4, 2006. More
exhibition information at

www.alphagallery.com/artists/ksiazek.html.

| remember first seeing Wlodzimierz
Ksiazek's paintings at a now-gone 57th
Street gallery in the early 90's, and being
impressed with work that seemed to be
tethered to Abstract Expressionism and its
European counterparts, but that somehow
defined its own contemporary orbit. I'm
not a fan of art that seems to me to lash
itself blindly to the mast of a bygone era.
But Ksiazek's works quietly refused to be
discounted as nth-generation gestural
abstraction. Some intriguing way that his
work both evoked and departed from that
tradition kept me interested.

Above: The artist’s studio in Rhode Island, with works in progress,
December 2005. Following page: the oil on canvas shown above at
right in studio; 66x80”, 2005.






To a man (and a few women), the Abstract
Expressionists were all pictorialists: they
were engaged in making pictures, and so
operated essentially along two dimensions.
Ksiazek's paintings by contrast generate a
state of ambiguity between the idea of "pic-
ture" and that of ground. These paintings
operate along a different axis, or a supple-
mental axis - not just X and Y but also Z.

Ksiazek's compositions typically present a
sense of large-scale, architectonic structures
inflected by more provisional and incidental
traces. Many of the visual incidents and
features in Ksiazek's compositions, the for-
mal and chromatic discontinuities that catch
our eye and compel our attention, are read-
able as absences and removals - they are
very literally incisions and excisions, scratch-
es, tears, and gouges, the diverse interrup-
tions of some upper layer and the revela-
tions of a lower. By the same token, just as
many incidents and features read as accre-
tions, overlays, incrustations, slips and drips
and spatters.

Qil on canvas, 40x30". 2005.
66 x 80". 2005.

Following page: Oil on canvas,






Dominant architectonic rectangles and angu-
lar, irregular polygons rise or sink in these com-
positional fields like so many continental
shelves from a baseline stratum. Because they
also serve to organize the space along the
usual two pictorial dimensions within the bound-
ing rectangle of the canvas, these large organ-
izing elements impart a sense of pictorial struc-
ture, of picture, all the while acting as so much
scaffold or anchorage for an accretion and
modeling of a field or ground, an entity with
three-dimensionality - a thing that is not exactly
"sculpture”, but nonetheless something like a
bas-relief, with surface and depth and layers
and thickness and texture.

Ksiazek's works above all register as deeply
marked ground, and usher in a constellation of
associations that one might imagine in connec-
tion with surface and ground - "earth,” "depth,"”
"strata," "excavation,” "building,” "plan,” as well
as "body," "skin," and "memory." These fields,
equally fraught on the surface and under the
skin, readily evoking an anthropomorphic surro-
gate, a stand-in body, are marked not by just
any vocabulary, but one that speaks of self-rev-
elation and hard passage.

Installation views, Alpha Gallery, Boston, December 2005. Following
page: the artist in his studio, December 2005.






Because of this three-dimensionality, or corpo-
rality, the metaphorical or symbolic resonance of
Ksiazek's works have ultimately less to do with
their pictorial organization or composition - with
our sense of them as pictures - and more with
their registration as marked ground, as the skin
of some recordable and mutable body shaped
and impacted over time and experience. That
quality serves to explain why over the course of
the artist's exhibition history writers have written
about Ksiazek's works as if they were alternately
surrogates of bodies, or of minds. Their varie-
gated, accretive, variously textured surfaces
read as marked ground, and of course "body"
and "mind" are perhaps the marked grounds
most familiar to all of us.

Ksiazek's works remind us that we imagine
that memory has depths, to be exposed or left
buried; that it is composed of larger, embedded
structures (culture, childhood) as well as provi-
sional and incidental marks and traces (yester-
day's breakfast, say). Equally to the point,
Ksiazek's paintings play upon the ways in which
we ascribe to memory corporal attributes, and to
the body mnemonic attributes - we imagine that
memory can be "strong," "weak," or "scarred,"
for example, just as we might imagine that a
body "remembers."
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Above: encaustic, 23 x 24”. 2005. Following page: Oil on
canvas, 60 x 80”. 2005
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Ksiazek's marked grounds are simultaneously
mindscapes and bodyscapes; or, to coin an awk-
ward but more pointedly apropos word (and one
that reconciles and renders moot this duality), they
are Ksiazekscapes - another way of saying that
they’re symbolizations of the artist's own experi-
ence and memory. Ksiazek effects this symboliza-
tion through a language seemingly possessed of a
kind of universality, insofar as it is capable of
speaking not only of "him" (the artist) but also of
"me" (the viewer) - insofar as we can see reflected
in this work not only his but our own memory of
experience, and our own experience of memory.

Ksiazek’s work insists on the power of gestural
abstraction to mean something new, to resonate
with a certain contemporaneity. Does it succeed? |
think so - | think it feels current to me essentially
because it ultimately manifests itself as so many
various states of ambiguity, irresolution, and con-
flict. The orbit the work defines always keeps it in-
between - in-between mediums and genres, in-
between picture and ground, in-between suffering
and pleasure, scar and balm, in-between deep
structure and free form - in-between the bedrock of
history and culture and the slip of being, living, and
remembering.

Installation view, Alpha Gallery, Boston, December 2005.
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