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Miroslaw Balka
Active in the contemporary art scene since the 1980s, Miroslaw
Balka investigates the most profound aspects of existence along
a path leading to true discovery of human sensibilities. His work
extends through connections between memory and oblivion,
collectivity and the intimate, personal life. Through the use of
everyday elements and materials like iron, wood, salt and
soap—powerfully evocative of personal rituals and memories—
Balka realizes artworks that induce viewers to reflect on history,
religion and mythology.
At the heart of his practice stands the human figure, and
regardless of the expressive form and languages he adopts,
Balka’s body is always directly or indirectly present in his works.
Even the titles of his artworks—often constituted by long arithmetic sequences—are taken after the artist’s body dimensions
(for example 190 cm, the artist’s height).
Literature also plays a central role in his work and, together with
influences such as the writings of James Joyce (1882–1941) and
the poetry of Charles Bukowski (1920–1994), some of his major
points of reference include the linguistic experimentation and
minimalist syntax of the avant-garde poetry by Paul Celan
(1920–1970) and Samuel Beckett (1906–1989).

Remembrance of the First Holy Communion, 1985; steel, cement, marble, textile, wood,
ceramic, photograph; 170 x 90 x 105 cm. Collection Muzeum Sztuki, Lódź. Photo: Maria
Prosowska
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The Exhibition
“CROSSOVER / S” is the artist’s first major retrospective in Italy,
and features more than fifteen iconic works realized by Balka
starting in the 1990s through the present day, encompassing
sculpture, installation and video. It creates an immersive path in
which “crossovers” at once symbolic, temporal and spatial follow one after the other, and where light and darkness are key
elements in keeping viewers well aware of their own presences
within the exhibition space.
Miroslaw Balka conceived this exhibition aiming to involve visitors not only visually and intellectually, but also through the
dimensions of their own body in every sense. The artist installs
his artworks using all the surfaces of the Navate—floors, walls,
the ceiling—immersing the audience in an event that is equally
experienced through the senses of touch, smell and hearing.
The exhibition brings together a plurality of narrations that connect the artist’s individual life experience with reflections that
involve collective memory, and concern dramatic events from
the past century, in particular the Second World War and the
Holocaust.

7 x 7 x 1010, 2000 (detail); soap, steel; 1010 cm (height). Centre of Contemporary Art,
Ujazdowski Castle, Warsaw. Photo: Miroslaw Balka
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Unnamed, 2017

Miroslaw Balka
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Holding the Horizon, 2016
mapL, 2009 / 2010
11 BlueGasEyes, 2004
3
7

The exhibition opens with Unnamed, a work that can only be
experienced through an action: each visitor must open the curtains that separate the Navate space from the Shed, thereby
experiencing a distinct sensation of heat since the handles set
on each curtain are preheated to the average temperature of
the human body (between 36° and 37° C). Balka uses heat to
activate an exchange between each visitor and the artwork
through a temperature that evokes a human presence.

2

196 x 230 x 141, 2007

The work appears as a “luminous trap” that disorients visitors,
almost refuting their presence. 196 x 230 x 141 consists of a blind
corridor made of recycled sheets of wood. At the center of the
structure is a light bulb which, in addition to illuminating the
inside, invites the visitor to enter into the structure. But once the
visitor has entered, the light suddenly switches off, leaving him
or her in darkness; it turns on again only once the visitor has
moved away.
When addressing the ways his works can be experienced, Balka
notes: «For me eyes are not the only important part of the
viewer—it’s the whole body.»

In its simplicity, Holding the Horizon displays a horizontal yellow
line running along a black background. Located on the wall of
the entrance to the exhibition space, the artwork dialogues with
the monumentality of the surrounding environment, and as its
title suggests, defines one of the possible horizons. The continuous, unchanging flow of the line is perceptible only thanks to the
imperfection of the shot, which reveals the fragility of the
moment described and at the same time highlights the intensity
of the gesture.
Balka began using video as an expressive media in 1998, when
compact, handheld video cameras first became widely available.
Just as with the use of daily materials and objects for his sculpture,
the artist intends the use of video camera as a potential extension
of his body. His videos are marked by a strong recognizable character: they are not edited, and remain fragmentary, made of brief
and continuously reiterated sequences on the screen, making it
impossible to define a beginning or ending. «The camera is for me
a sort of vacuum cleaner,» explains the artist. «I choose places that
I want to vacuum, I collect some dirt or other objects that I don’t
recognize and which are scattered around this place. Then, I come
home, take out the bag from the vacuum cleaner and pour all that
out onto a big table. I sift through it and choose. Later, I display
these found fragments in such a way that they will be noticed.»
The same approach can be found in all Balka’s videos, where the
immateriality of the image is often correlated with the space
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and display modalities. In the other two video projections in the
exhibition—BlueGasEyes and mapL—the artist overturns classical frontal cinematography, projecting the images on the flooring of a metallic structure filled with salt. This last element is
intrinsically connected to the materiality of the human body: in
addition to maintaining and conserving organic forms, salt is
also a symbol of purity.
Like an outsized drawing, mapL displays the floor plan of the
city of Lublin, where the places of mass murders and executions
are indicated by red and black rectangles. The shapes, colors
and discontinuous movement of the camera evoke the distinct
aesthetic approaches of Constructivism, an artistic current born
in Russia in 1917 and concerned with the elaboration of an art
with a strong social commitment. With mapL, Balka investigates
the expressive languages usually associated with the propaganda adopted by totalitarian regimes over the course of history, which appropriated abstract visual forms to communicate
ideological messages.
Set near the perimeter wall of the Navate, the double projection
BlueGasEyes, on the other hand, leads the viewer into a domestic atmosphere. The video shows two lit burners, the images of
which sometimes appear unstable and out of focus. Visual
experience of the artwork is set in direct relation with the way
the images were filmed: the heat of the flame conditioned the
resistance of the artist’s hands during filming, as a consequence
altering the shot itself. The sound produced by the burning gas
also helps to amplify the precariousness of the scene.

15 x 22 x 19 (hard skull), 2006; plastic, MDF; 15 x 22 x 19 cm. Courtesy of the artist and Galleria
Raffaella Cortese, Milan. Photo: Lorenzo Palmieri

4

Common Ground, 2013 / 2016

The installation is composed of 178 doormats collected by the artist, in exchange for new ones, from houses in poor neighborhoods
in Krakow. They are set on the exhibition floor to form a single
carpet: Common Ground is a reflection on the idea of the threshold, a recurring theme in Balka’s oeuvre. An everyday object like
a doormat, used symbolically to mark the passage and boundary between an external public dimension and an internal, private one, loses its original role as an element of transit and
comes to be seen as an impassable space; an area of separation. Through this expedient the artist takes his investigation
deeper into the meaning of the intimate, domestic dimension in
relation to potential intrusions.

12
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15 x 22 x 19 (hard skull), 2006

Located on the Navate crane at Pirelli HangarBicocca, this artwork is made up of a found object: a motorcycle helmet abandoned along a roadside that evokes the presence of the individual who last wore it. The helmet—installed with the top facing
downward—can be seen thanks to the presence of a guide who
shines a flashlight on it. This simple gesture allows the artwork to
reveal its presence to the visitor. Balka has defined 15 x 22 x 19
(hard skull) as an “absent moon,” that can be symbolically associated with the reverse image of the satellite, usually visible only
when it’s dark. It is also a tribute to Russian cosmonaut Yuri
Gagarin (1934–1968), the first man to travel into space.

6

Wege zur Behandlung von Schmerzen, 2011

Visitors are overpowered by the physical, visual and sonorous
strength of this artwork, shaped like a giant metal tank into which
a continuous jet of black-tinted water falls, producing an echo that
bounces around inside the Navate space in Pirelli HangarBicocca.
The monumentality of this installation calls for a comparison with
the other works on display, all of which are smaller in size, leading
visitors to interact differently with this installation: the verticality of
Wege zur Behandlung von Schmerzen induces them to lift their
heads and look up, while the horizontality of Common Ground
prompts them to lower the heads to look at the floor.
Presented in 2011 at the Four Domes Pavilion in Wroclaw during
the European Culture Congress, Wege zur Behandlung von
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Schmerzen was conceived by the artist as an “anti-fountain”:
the imposing structure and the black—and therefore potentially
polluted—water represent a refusal of the idea of public space,
where fountains are usually located, as a place for aggregation
and celebration.
These characteristics subvert the image of the healing fountain
as it is generally presented in literature. As Balka notes, «In
most cultures, water from a fountain is also related to healing.
In old tales young men leave the family house to search for
water from magical wells to save their loved ones from illness
and death.»
The German title—literally “Ways to Treat Pain”—reveals how the
artist reflects further on this theme, connecting it to a collective
memory of past pain that must be rendered evident if it is to be
overcome.

8

To Be, 2014

As with Yellow Nerve, To Be implies verticality and movement.
The sound provoked by a metal spring striking the floor attracts
visitors’ attention, allowing them to perceive the presence of this
mobile sculpture suspended in the space. The entire spring is in
constant, sinuous movement, progressively accumulating intensity and energy until these are discharged with one swift blow to
the floor. This cycle of alternating calm and tense moments
seems to evoke possible, hidden states of violence.
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200 x 760 x 500 / The Right Path, 2008 / 2015

A walkable structure, 200 x 760 x 550 / The Right Path invites
visitors to exit the exhibition space through a dark, undefined
corridor. The artist’s intention is that each single person be led to
question his or her own senses and physical presence: in this
case, since they cannot rely on sight, the senses of touch and
hearing take on fundamental roles insofar as they allow the visitor to perceive the form of the structure and his or her own presence in the space.
Darkness can also be understood as a throwback to the childhood memories and to the sensations and feelings experienced
in the past, which like the fear of darkness and the unknown, can
resurface at any moment. Balka has investigated these themes
in several artworks, and in particular in How It Is, an installation
he conceived for Tate Modern in 2009: an enormous, dark environment stretching out for over 400 square meters, open to the
public. When talking about this work, Polish philosopher
Zygmunt Bauman (1925–2017) said: «Darkness is the epitome of
that awesome and fearsome unknown lurking in the experience
of the city. Dark space is the emptiness, the void, the naught
incarnated: and you may suspect that it looks empty only
because your sight is poor, your power to pierce the darkness
inadequate, your imagination failing… You suspect that in a dark
place anything might happen.»

To Be, 2014; steel spring, motor; variable dimensions. Courtesy of the artist.
Photo: Bartosz Stawiarski
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10 Cruzamento, 2007

Conceived in 2007 for the external spaces of the Museu de
Arte Moderna in Rio de Janeiro, the work is made of two long
corridors delimited by steel grills that intersect to form a
cross— cruzamento in Portuguese.
Starting from an urban context, the artist readapted this sculpture for the museum spaces of the Staatliche Kunsthalle
Karlsruhe for his exhibition “Wir sehen dich” in 2010, creating a
corridor that runs for over 100 meters and crosses through the
eight gallery spaces dedicated to early German painting.
Cruzamento modifies the way the paintings are viewed by visitors, who can only access the rooms through predefined entryways, or admire artworks through the metallic grills. The spatial
layout within which visitors are forced to move highlights their
physical presence in the exhibition space and opens up new
relationships with the subjects portrayed in the paintings, primarily sacred and religious artworks.
In Pirelli HangarBicocca, Cruzamento is located at the center of
the Navate, interrupting the way the space is usually experienced and altering the established visitor / artwork relationship.
Crossing the threshold of the structure, visitors are struck by a
strong gust of air produced by five industrial fans, an invisible
“shower” that makes them aware of the transition they are
undertaking. Talking about this specific moment, the artist says:
«this is a bit like purification, you clean your body.»
Starting in the 1990s, Balka realized passageways, corridors
and walkways that lead visitors from one point to another in

200 x 760 x 500 / The Right Path, 2008 / 2015; tin plates, steel; 200 x 760 x 500 cm.
Courtesy of the artist and Dvir Gallery, Tel Aviv / Brussels. Photo: Elad Savig

the exhibition space, functioning both as thresholds and as
elements of suspension. Even Cruzamento gives shape to a
sort of ritual of transition, underlining the act of walking and
viewing and, as is the case with 250 x 700 x 455, ø 41 x
41 / Zoo / T, visitors experience the artwork both from inside and
from outside: they observe and are observed, thereby playing
a dual role.

12 105 x 25 x 25, 2008

Made up by a brick supported by a metallic pole, this sculpture
embodies a recurring practice in Balka’s artworks, the use of
found objects and everyday items. With 105 x 25 x 25, the artist
highlights the history of brick and the context into which it was
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inserted in the past; the object has assumed its present characteristics thanks to the hands that have modeled it and the wall that
hosted it, becoming at once the symbolic origin of a construction
process and a reliquary of the past. As the artist notes, «the history
of materials is more important than the history of art… For me the
problem of art is not one of imagination, or the invention of the
new. It is rather a way of abstracting that which is well known, the
familiar and the useful.» By using the measurements of the object
as the title of the artwork, Balka focuses on a simple, fundamental
aspect so that the title is not a brief explanation, but rather transmits its individual history.

13 400 x 250 x 30, 2005

An assemblage of materials—metal and wood—forms this installation, similar to a large mobile platform set on the floor. Visitors
are invited to walk on it but, as they cross through it, 400 x 250 x 30
reveals its inherent instability. Resting on a single hinge, each
movement unbalances the structure, challenging the equilibrium
of the people crossing it as well as producing a sonorous, rhythmic sequence. Balka creates an experience that highlights man’s
fragility and vulnerability, involving the body, its movements and
our senses. Visitors are induced «not only to look, but to pay
attention to their own movements and their own body.»

14 7 x 7 x 1010, 2000

Developed vertically within the exhibition space for a total height
of over 10 meters, the sculpture was realized by gathering together

Miroslaw Balka
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hundreds of used soaps that belonged to Warsaw inhabitants.
By using common household objects that are part of every person’s individual daily rituals, the artist highlights the collective
dimension of daily actions, connected with personal intimacy and
physicality, as part of care for the body: each individual leaves his
or her own traces by touching the soaps that gradually degrade
until they ultimately disappear. With 7 x 7 x 1010, Balka evokes
anew the memory of the previous owners of these little bars of
soap, alluding to their presence in the form of bodily traces, connecting it to that of each visitor, who associates the artwork with a
routine at once familiar and private, as well as collective.

15 250 x 700 x 455, ø 41 x 41 / Zoo / T, 2007 / 2008

Exhibited for the first time in the courtyard of the Irish Museum
of Modern Art in Dublin for the artist’s solo exhibition, 250 x 700 x
455, ø 41 x 41 / Zoo / T consists of an octagonal metallic structure,
the lines and diagonal angles of which remind viewers of a
building’s skeleton. A light bulb provides feeble lighting for the
artwork and defines its edges, while a recipient filled with red
wine stands on the floor. The visitor is placed in relation with the
ambiguity of the artwork: thanks to its cage-shaped form it
stands as a physical barrier even as it invites the visitor to dare
to come inside and explore its components. The artwork is a
scale reproduction of a zoo built in 1943 in the Treblinka extermination camp, commissioned by the commander of the SS as
entertainment for his family and other officers. The top part
hosted a dovecote, while foxes and other large-sized animals
were hosted underneath. Working from the few black and white
photographs of the structure that survive, Balka reworked the
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measurements of the original zoo in combination with those of
his own body: the height of the structure, for example, corresponds to the maximum height the artist can reach raising his
arms over his own head.
250 x 700 x 455, ø 41 x 41 / Zoo / T is dense with meaning and
crucial themes of Balka’s poetics. Red wine—one of the most
iconic symbols of Catholicism, associated with the blood of
Christ—is present in a constant flow. The recirculation of liquid is
a recurring motif in the artist’s practice, and reminds visitors of
the organic functions of the human body. Through the use of
specific materials and symbols, the artwork evokes an imaginary connected to the most paradigmatic and tragic moments
of European history, and the Holocaust in particular. Without
imposing an imagery, the artist invites visitors to reflect upon
and physically experience places and moments that no longer
exist, underlining one of the most paradoxical aspects of life in
an extermination camp: the concept of entertainment.

16 Primitive, 2008

The monitor displays a looped video of a disturbing portrait of
Franz Suchomel, one of the guards at the Treblinka extermination camp, who ceaselessly repeats the same two words:
“Primitive, yes,” referring to the conditions of the camp compared with those of Auschwitz. Balka shot this scene from the

Previous pages
400 x 250 x 30, 2005; steel, plywood; 30 x 250 x 400 cm. © Miroslaw Balka.
Photo: © Stephen White. Courtesy White Cube

250 x 700 x 455, ø 41 x 41 / Zoo / T, 2007 / 2008; steel, light bulb, red wine, pump;
250 x 700 x 455 cm. © Miroslaw Balka. Photo: © Stephen White. Courtesy White Cube

documentary film Shoah by French director Claude Lanzmann
(1925) while onscreen. In the original—more than nine-hourlong work, about which writer and philosopher Simone de
Beauvoir (1908–1986) wrote «I could never have imagined
such a similar blend of horror and beauty … A pure masterpiece»—the director interviews Suchomel and films him with a
hidden camera, getting the guard to tell the truth and describe
the violence in that camp. Balka’s intervention, which intentionally “steals” an excerpt of the original video (in turn filmed
with a hidden camera by Lanzmann) is a reflection on the
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appropriation and utilization of images: here the guard’s face
is enlarged until it is life-sized, creating a dramatic, direct
confrontation with the viewer.

17 Soap Corridor, 1995

In 1993 Balka was invited to represent Poland at the 45th Venice
Biennale. Among the works he realized for the occasion was
Soap Corridor, one of his most iconic artworks. While in the
Biennale spaces the artist covered the walls of the entrance
corridor to the Polish Pavilion with a thin layer of soap, for
“CROSSOVER / S” he is presenting a new version of the artwork,
creating an environment whose dimensions are modulated
according to those of his own body.
At first glance, Soap Corridor looks like an empty space, but
passing through it visitors smell a powerful odor produced by
the material covering the walls. Soap is a central element in the
artist’s practice, and assumes multiple meanings: it is the first
consumer product with which we are cleansed from the moment
we are born, but also the last the body comes into contact with,
marking two crucial moments of existence.
Reflecting on time and the experience of this artwork, Balka
defines this corridor as «a space among spaces that only has
two functions: to lead you forward, or lead you back.»

Miroslaw Balka
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18 Yellow Nerve, 2012–2015

Installed in the Cubo, this artwork is almost imperceptible for visitors so as to highlight the enormousness of the space, interacting
with its size and verticality. Yellow Nerve is a thin yellow cotton
thread that runs down from the ceiling all the way to the floor,
turning slowly. With this work Balka intertwines a delicate physical connection between the human body and the thread: the visitor’s movement through the space creates subtle air currents
which in turn influence the artwork’s movements and position,
underlying its fragility. Yellow Nerve can be connected with
themes of memory and history.
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The Artist
Among the most interesting figures on the international art scene
of the last thirty years, Miroslaw Balka investigates the precariousness of human existence and the nature of the individual
through his artworks. Memory, the body, private mythology connected with objects and daily rituals are all themes on which he
has based his work starting from the very outset of his career.
Born in 1958, Miroslaw Balka grew up in Otwock, a city located
25 kilometers outside Warsaw; a place charged with memories
of the atrocities committed during the Second World War, and in
the nearby Treblinka extermination camp in particular. The
context in which the artist lives, his personal history and the connections with the collective memory of his home country are
constantly alluded to in his work. The resonance of this connection was further amplified by Balka’s decision to set up his studio inside the family home in Otwock.
After graduating in nuclear physics, in the early 1980s Balka
decided to take a sculpture course at the art academy in Warsaw,
and in 1985 presented a thesis project Remembrance of the First
Holy Communion. This was an action that involved transporting
a group of teachers and students into an abandoned house on
the outskirts of Warsaw, inside which a sculpture representing a
boy posing for a photo on his first communion was set; the work
comprised a red tailor pillow that participants were invited to
poke with pins. The unfamiliarity of the situation Balka recreates
28 x 33 x 11, 33 x 43 x 16, 28 x 34 x 11, 1990; wood, steel; 28 x 33 x 11 cm, 33 x 43 x 16 cm,
28 x 34 x 11 cm. Courtesy of the artist and White Cube. Photo: Jerzy Gladykowski

28

Pirelli HangarBicocca

gives the route the connotations of a «journey from the present
toward the past» in which the rite of first communion marks the
passage toward Balka’s personal and artistic maturity.
During his studies at the academy, Balka met the artists
Miroslaw Filonik and Marek Kijewski, with whom he founded
the collective Neue Bieriemiennost in 1986, which would remain
active until 1989. The group’s name was created by blending the
German word Neue (New) with the Russian word Bieriemiennost
(Pregnancy), reflecting the political, ideological and spatial
divisions of the period, a time split between the “communist
block” and Western European countries. Actions organized by
the artists’ collective were born with the aim of circumventing
national political propaganda. As Balka notes, «In socialism one’s
social life had different value. Meeting people was a means for
one’s private résistance. The fact that we would meet, party, go
crazy—this was our Resistance against situation. It really meant
something. The city was a cold grey body. And we were able to
make the world a colorful place.» Presented in galleries and
independent spaces, their exhibitions reflected the spirit in which
the group was founded, and often took the form of events that
unfold during the course of a single night or over several days.
During this period the artist was involved in actions like
Boomerangs of Peace (1986), realized for the 41st anniversary
of the end of the Second World War at Galeria Dziekanka,
Warsaw. During his performance Balka threw forty-one casted
plaster boomerangs filled with sand, coal dust and ash against
a wall, on which shots portraying landscape views were projected. Also during those years Balka’s practice included a
number of sculptural creations of a figurative nature, including
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Fireplace (1986) and St. Adalbert (1987). In these works, the relationship between action and sculpture calls into question the idea
of artwork as a finished object, interpreting it more as a gathering of elements in a process that does not end with its presentation to the public. As the artist explains, «It was about movement—
a movement which transformed our sculptures. Our actions
transformed the sculpture, transformed the exhibition.»
At the beginning of the 1990s Balka detached himself from the
figurative language that had characterized the early years of
his artistic activity, moving on to ordinary, more abstract
forms. With the exhibition “Good God,” held in 1990 at Galeria
Dziekanka, the passage toward the dematerialization of the
body was complete. The project is characterized by the use of
poor and austere daily objects that give life to a barren landscape, immersed in a rarified, melancholic atmosphere and
pervaded by strong religious sentiment: a piece of wood (an
old shelf) is set on the floor at the entrance to the space, and
seems to allude to a kneeling bench; a little further on stands
a wooden bed, with a cement mattress and electric pillow,
while in the back an L-shaped vertical panel reminiscent of a
cross is set on the wall.
Abandoning figurativeness in its most explicit and conventional
configurations, the artist started investigating new forms of representation. He initially created objects in wood and metal, the sizes
of which refer to his body in an evocation of his presence; then
introduced more fragile, precarious organic materials like salt,
ash and soap as symbols of the perishability of artworks, which
are subject to the passage of time, just like memory and life itself.
Traces, odors, substances and temperatures substitute the body
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and open up a rarified language that oscillates between presence and absence, between desire and impotence.
Balka started using the proportions of his own body as a standard model through which to relate to the space: these measurements become the titles of his artworks, and seem to underline
once again the centrality of the human experience, as an essential condition and limit for knowledge and observation of reality.
In 2013, in the exhibition “Touch me / Find me” at the Kiasma
Museum of Contemporary Art in Helsinki, Balka took the path of
dematerialization of the body he has been practicing for two
decades to its extreme. For the occasion, the artist presented no
object, but heat, in particular the 37° C of the human body as an
element hidden in the walls of the exhibition space in order to
evoke human presence. Visitors were invited to touch the walls
in order to locate the warm areas. As the days went by, these
warm areas became increasingly visible thanks to the fingerprints and human traces left by the passage of people’s hands
on the white wall.
Balka’s work evokes a universe made up of direct experiences,
composed of immediate relationships between gestures and
objects, and where the elements utilized originate in the artist’s
private memory, but become charged with values universal to
all humanity. The individual events Balka draws upon for inspiration are interwoven with themes connected to Poland’s recent
history, as well as collective events from the past like those of the
St. Adalbert, 1987; fiberboard covered with earth, wood, jute, neon, metal, earth gardening, oats; 360 x 274 x 30 cm. Collection Muzeum Sztuki, Lódź. Photo: Miroslaw Balka Studio

32

Pirelli HangarBicocca

Second World War. This is precisely what happens in 2008 with
190 x 90 x 4973, a long wood walkway that winds its way along
the perimeter walls of the exhibition space, enclosed by lateral
walls set at the same height as the artist but open above.
Without any visible destination, visitors who cross through it
embark on a claustrophobic route that seems to lead along a
pathway of purification. The artwork harks back to the
“Schlauch” in Treblinka, the path that led to the area in which
prisoners were forced to undress before being led to the gas
chambers. The sense of confinement and the explicit control
within the artwork evoke the presence of a superior power
capable of cancelling any and all freedoms.
Beginning in 1998 Balka started a new series of artworks realized with a video camera. This media allowed him to record
simple, immediate images of reality, and in the artist’s own
words is used as a sort of “vacuum cleaner” for daily life: long
shots taken by Balka are first selected into short excerpts, then
projected in a loop on different surfaces and materials, for
example salt or architectural elements. Among the most significant works of this period, Bambi (Winterreise), 2003, displays
images of a small herd of deer standing inside the perimeter
fence at the Auschwitz concentration camp. The video’s title is a
clear reference to the 1942 Walt Disney film (the same year the
Wannsee Conference took place).
In 2009 the artist further investigated the themes of history and
memory with his project How It Is, part of the Unilever Series
commission exhibited at Turbine Hall in the Tate Modern in
London. The enormous metallic structure—a parallelepiped 13
meters tall and 30 meters long—hosted a large dark room,
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accessible via a ramp. Walking through the vast installation,
visitors were immersed in darkness, leaving light behind. The
environment was conceived to offer an experience—at once
personal and collective—in which contradictory emotions of
excitement and apprehension, terror and curiosity were
blended together, drawn forth by the awareness of the presence of other people who had been rendered invisible by the
lack of light, and the closeness of which was perceptible only
through the sounds made by their bodies.
Sudden, unexpected changes, amnesias, omissions and the
dark passages of history all lie at the heart of Miroslaw Balka’s
reflections. Through his work, the artist captures the fragmentary nature of existence. As he says, «Contemporary time does
not exist, we cannot catch the continuous. As we move ever into
the future we are always based in the past. This is the state of
my sculpture … Everything we touch is coming from the past, it’s
our access to death. For me the important thing in my art is to
try to catch that consciousness of life.»
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Selected Exhibitions

190 x 90 x 4973, 2008; plywood, scaffolding, ash; 190 x 90 x 4973 cm. © Miroslaw Balka.
Photo: © Todd-White Art Photography. Courtesy White Cube

Miroslaw Balka (Warsaw, 1958) lives and works in Warsaw and
Otwock, Poland. Since 2011 he runs the Spatial Activities Studio at
the Academy of Fine Arts in Warsaw. His work has been included
in several exhibitions at international institutions, including:
Muzeum Sztuki, Lódź (2015); Freud Museum, London (2014);
National Centre for Contemporary Art, Moscow, WRO Art Center,
Wroclaw (2013); Akademie Der Kunste, Berlin and Centre for
Contemporary Art, Warsaw (2011); Museo Nacional Centro de Arte
Reina Sofía, Madrid (2010); Modern Art Oxford, Oxford and
University Gallery, University of Massachusetts, Amherst,
Massachusetts (2009); National Galleries of Scotland, Edinburgh
(2008); Irish Museum of Modern Art, Dublin, Museum of Modern
Art, Rio de Janeiro (2007); Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen,
Düsseldorf (2006); Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo, S.M.A.K.,
Ghent and Galeria Zachęta, Warsaw (2001); IVAM, Centre Del
Carme, Valencia (1997); Tate Gallery, London (1995); Van
Abbemuseum, Eindhoven (1994); Museum Haus EstersKunstmuseen Krefeld, Krefeld and The Renaissance Society,
University of Chicago, Chicago (1992); De Appel Arts Centre,
Amsterdam (1991).
He participated in numerous international exhibitions, such as
Venice Biennale (1990, 1993, 2003, 2005, 2013), representing
Poland in 1993; Sydney Biennial (1992, 2006); SITE Santa Fe
(2006); Liverpool Biennial (1999); São Paulo Biennial (1998),
documenta IX, Kassel (1992). He also realized several public
sculptures, such as the monument to the victims of the Estonia
ferry disaster in Stockholm (1997). In 2009, Balka presented
How It Is, the 10th Unilever Series commission for the Turbine
Hall at Tate Modern, London.

36

Pirelli HangarBicocca

Miroslaw Balka

This publication accompanies the exhibition “CROSSOVER / S” by Miroslaw Balka

Pirelli HangarBicocca

Lenders
Centre of Contemporary Art, Ujazdowski Castle, Warsaw; Colección Fundación
Botín, Santander; Colección Verme; Dvir Gallery, Tel Aviv / Brussels; Galleria
Raffaella Cortese, Milan; Gladstone Gallery, New York and Brussels; Juana de
Aizpuru Gallery; Miroslaw Balka Studio; White Cube

General Manager
Marco Lanata
Operations Manager
Paolo Bruno Malaspina

And all those who preferred to remain anonymous
Acknowledgements
Gaia Badioni, Amaia Barredo Vales, Paloma Botín, Steven Burridge, Emanuela
Corrado, Raffaella Cortese, Federica Cretti, Juana de Aizpuru, Laurence
Dujardyn, Federico Elia, Francesca Fedeli, Paolo Feltri, Katie-Marie Ford, Sara
Gallotto, Berta Giménez-Arnau, Francesca Girardi, Barbara Gladstone, Giulia
Grappoli, Maurizio Guarnero, Begoña Guerrica, Alexandra Hays, Julian Heynen,
Cristina Hong Sang Hee, Désirée Iezzi, Ania Jagiello, Nathan Jenkins, Jay Jopling,
Paola Lomolino, Małgorzata Ludwisiak, Simone Menegoi, Claes Nordenhake,
Karolina Nowicka, Francesco Panetta, Capucine Perrot, Riccardo Ragazzi,
Iolanda Ratti, Valeria Riva, Anda Rottenberg, Marco Secondin, Yotam
Shalit-Intrator, Lauren Smith, Barbara Sokolowska, Claudia Sorhage, Stefano
Vittorini, Georgina White-Aldworth, Agata Zubel
Special Thanks to
Urszula Kuczyńska and Magdalena Gemra from Miroslaw Balka Studio
Texts by
Lucia Aspesi, Alessandro Cane, Fiammetta Griccioli
Graphic Design
Leftloft

Artistic Director
Vicente Todolí
Curator
Roberta Tenconi
Curatorial Assistants
Lucia Aspesi, Fiammetta Griccioli
Music and Sound Performance Curator
Pedro Rocha
Cultural and Institutional Programs
Giovanna Amadasi
Institutional Development and Relations
Ilaria Tronchetti Provera
Partnership Development
Fabienne Binoche
Head of Communication and Press Office
Angiola Maria Gili
Press Office and Digital Communication
Alessandro Cane
Communication
Francesca Trovalusci
Educational
Laura Zocco

Editing and Translation
Buysschaert&Malerba

Registrar
Dario Leone

Printed: March 2017

Head of Production
Valentina Fossati
Installation Supervisor
Matteo De Vittor
Installation
Cesare Rossi
Event Organization and Bookshop
Valentina Piccioni
Project Manager
Paolo Miano

37

38

Pirelli HangarBicocca

1 Unnamed, 2017; velvet, heating
cables; 300 x 900 cm. Courtesy of
the artist

10 Cruzamento, 2007; steel, steel
mesh, 5 ventilators; 200 x 1320 x
2200 cm. Courtesy of the artist

2 196 x 230 x 141, 2007; steel, wood,
light bulb; 196 x 230 x 141 cm. Colección
Fundación Botín, Santander

11 BlueGasEyes, 2004; video,
color, sound, 3 mins 37 sec; looped;
2 screens, steel, salt, 2 x (10 x 126 x
170 cm). Courtesy of the artist and
Gladstone Gallery, New York and
Brussels

3 Holding the Horizon, 2016; video,
color, silent, 1 min 35 sec; looped;
LED screen, 200 x 800 cm. Courtesy
of the artist
4 Common Ground, 2013/2016; 178

doormats; 600 x 600 cm. Courtesy of
the artist and Juana de Aizpuru Gallery
5 15 x 22 x 19 (hard skull), 2006;
plastic, MDF; 15 x 22 x 19 cm. Courtesy
of the artist and Galleria Raffaella
Cortese, Milan
6

Wege zur Behandlung von
Schmerzen, 2011; steel, water container,
pump, tube, black water; 900 x 500 x
500 cm. Courtesy of the artist
7 mapL, 2009/2010; video, color,
silent, 45 sec; looped; screen, steel, salt,
10 x 400 x 300 cm. Courtesy of the artist
and Dvir Gallery, Tel Aviv/Brussels
8

To Be, 2014; steel spring, motor;
1100 cm (length). Courtesy of the artist
9 200 x 760 x 500 / The Right Path,
2008/2015; tin plates, steel; 200 x 760 x
500 cm. Courtesy of the artist and Dvir
Gallery, Tel Aviv/Brussels
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18

17

16

12 105 x 25 x 25, 2008; concrete,

steel, brick; 105 x 25 x 25 cm.
Private Collection, Stockholm

15
13

13 400 x 250 x 30, 2005; steel,

14

plywood; 30 x 250 x 400 cm.
Colección Verme

12

14 7 x 7 x 1010, 2000; soap, steel;
1010 cm (height). Collection of
the Centre of Contemporary Art,
Ujazdowski Castle, Warsaw

11

15 250 x 700 x 455, ø 41 x 41 / Zoo / T,
2007/2008; steel, light bulb, red wine,
pump; 250 x 700 x 455 cm. Exhibition
copy courtesy of the artist, of a work in
a Private Collection

10

9
8

16 Primitive, 2008; video, color,
sound, 3 sec; looped; monitor, 38,5
x 32,5 cm. Courtesy of the artist and
White Cube

7
5

17 Soap Corridor, 1995; plywood,

paint, soap, steel; 250 x 1100 x 900 cm,
120 cm (width). Courtesy of the artist
18 Yellow Nerve, 2012–2015; thread,
motor; 2200 x Ø 0,12 cm. Courtesy of
the artist and Dvir Gallery, Tel Aviv/
Brussels
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Entrance to the exhibition “CROSSOVER / S”
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Pirelli HangarBicocca is a non-profit foundation, established in 2004,
which has converted a former industrial plant in Milan into an institution for producing and promoting contemporary art.
This dynamic center for experimentation and discovery covers 15,000
square meters, making it one of the largest contiguous exhibition
spaces in Europe. It presents major solo shows every year by Italian and international artists, with each project conceived to work
in close relation to the architecture of the complex, and explored
in depth through a calendar of parallel events. Admission to the
space and the shows is completely free of charge, and facilitators
are on hand to help the general public connect with the art. Since
2013, Vicente Todolí has been the foundation’s Artistic Director.
The complex, which once housed a locomotive factory, includes an
area for public services and educational activities, and three exhibition spaces whose original twentieth-century architectural features have been left clearly visible: Shed, Navate, and Cubo.
As well as its exhibitions program and cultural events, Pirelli
HangarBicocca also permanently houses one of Anselm Kiefer’s
most important site specific works, The Seven Heavenly Palaces
2004-2015, commissioned for the opening of Pirelli HangarBicocca.

With the patronage of

Technical Sponsors
BlueGasEyes, 2004; video: color, sound, 3 mins 37 sec; looped; 2 screens, steel, salt, 2 x (10 x
126 x 170 cm). © Miroslaw Balka. Courtesy Gladstone Gallery, New York and Brussels. Photo:
Andreas Suess
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