Matthias Grindig: Play and Punish

o

In a posthumously published notebook titled Les Principes d’an-archie pure et
appliqué, Paul Valéry cryptically observes on the headword “education”: “Holy

fear before nature. A terror that conforms to national character. Indifference to the
rhythm.”' To be honest, I do not exactly understand what his statements connect -
to. Most of all, | am unsure what the term “rhythm” is getting at here. But perhaps
precisely because of this confusion, these words exercise a peculiar pathos over- -
me. The horror of the holy fear and then that of the nation! 2

Though the intended meaning in Valéry’s telegraphic utterance remains oblique to
me, it offers a way of approaching Karolina Wojtas’s Abzgram (since 2017), initially -
perhaps quite simply because Woijtas’s photographic practice and aesthetic can,
like Valéry’s thinking, be best described as anarchic.

If we were to imagine that Abzgram was a large-scale role play, then Wojtas’s

game character’s alignment would probably be Chaotic Neutral: an unpredictable

figure largely uninterested in the rules of others and equipped with a compass that

constantly rotates in a fascinating manner, resisting identification with either the -

moral poles of good and evil, or the aesthetic poles of beautiful and ugly.” In place

of the clearly structured world of a school system that marks the starting point of

her work, Wojtas’s images, videos, and installations construct a school creation

that is exciting and dynamic, but at once also unsettling and lawless. Whereby

(correction!): first, “work” here is to be understood as unfinished working; sec-

ond, “construct” clearly sounds too rational; and third, an alternative to “creation”

would be the image of a willful, betentacled school creature, not simply because

of the weak play on words. “Tentacles are bizarre, peculiar, and overconfident . . .

Their strangeness makes them unpredictable. As ceaseless divergences, also

from themselves; as a resonant space for sensations; as a poly-perspectival con-

figuration, they are a scene of conflicting forces, multidirectional vectors, axes that,

are constantly reforming,” as Matthias Wittmann put it. “Even if tentacles behave

deviously, idiosyncratically, and almost never in mutual symmetry, their association” . b ers
is characterized by a fascinating cohesive force: ﬁ. s ‘f:/‘w/, ¥ .sz)
a cohesion in a state of dispersion.”™ . S hew by ytee

o

/{a“ﬁ""s “v/-ﬂ,-.Ann, (')1

Thematically and aesthetically, Wojtas’s photographs jump between sober images
of architecture and abstract graphic patterns, snapshots of playing schoolchildren
in costumes and makeup, stagings with overly saturated color, found black-and-
white material, and digitally manipulated images of (dis)order. One could spend
much longer searching for an appropriate categorization without coming to a
satisfactory conclusion. There are no captions to orient one in the flashbulb-lit
s confusion of individual images and small subseries, not least in writing this

; ""“‘“'---\ essay, in which |, accordingly, grope my way forward in erratic motions. What is
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Gregory Bateson’s observations on play may be directly applied to Wojtas’s

photographic practice. According to him, a more complex form of play is

not based on the premise “This is a game” but rather on the question “Is

this a game?” “Paradox,” according to Bateson, “is doubly present in the
signals which are exchanged within the context of play, fantasy, threat, etc.
Not only does the playful nip not denote what would be denoted by the

bite for which it stands, but, in addition, the bite itself is fictional.” And he
adds: “At a human level this leads to a vast variety of complications and
inversions in the fields of play, fantasy, and art.” ' So according to Bateson,
even in its most primitive form, play is not simply pretending “as if” but a
highly complex activity that establishes a sphere of understanding through
metacommunicative signals which is neither stable in and of itself nor free
from paradox: “The discrimination between map and territory is always lia-
ble to break down, and the ritual blows of peace-making are always liable to
be mistaken for the ‘real’ blows of combat.”® A playground lesson: nip too

hard, hit too fiercely, and the fun’s over.

d bitemarks in We Can’t Live— Without Each Other
demonstrate vis-a-vis Bateson is just as true for Abzgram. Here t00 there is
a complex, itself guestionable game in which the photographic fiction ofa
chaotic school creature (attention: accident! prank! tentacle!) coexists with
the represented—or, better, played—Polish school system. Wojtas’s at times
aggressive use of the flash aesthetically highlights this very paradoxical /
coexistence, which is ultimately a central problem of photographic docuy
mentation in general. As an observer, almost every image makes me newly

aware not only of the presence of the camera in the depicted “territory,” but
above all that, in the moment the picture is taken, the camera/flash/artist
triad spawns this territory together with its play-form, its “as if.” In'the cor-
ner of the gymnasium, children turn away from the garish light; the colorful
distorting mirror image suddenly throws up
Bohrer used the term “suddenness” to denote the mo
tense in modernity. He describes its “anticipatory quality
“the quality cannot be derived, however we twist it, from previous consid-
erations or from the cultural tradition.
not be anticipated nor expected. “We enter into a basic value relationship,
long before we arrive at any intellectually justifiable judgement.”’” Pow!
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makes images with aggressively luminous oversaturated colors contami-
nating their surroundings, whose lines collapse in all directions and whose

chromatic aberrations remain ostentatious|
gation of photography’s “tricks,” Wo
cations of the photographic itself.

y unretouched. In the very ne-
jtas reveals them and thus the compli-

Between highlights and red eyes a girl
in a blurry dress jumps out of the image; and when, for whatever reason, a

doll burns in a Snowy courtyard, it is no coincidence that it recollects John
Baldessari’s Wrong (1966-68), the self-portrait of the patron saint of pho-
tographic errors and artistic transgressions. If these indications are still too
vague, then perhaps a skewed image of a coordinate system contains the
emblem of Wojtas’s artistic practice. It is so gleefully destroyed in post-
production that not only do all the curves drawn on it dissolve, but also the
grid and the coordinates themselves. Central perspective and indeed any
form of standardized pictorial coordination are subverted here as mere pho-
tographic conventions, or rather are lost, as if in a kaleidoscopic, broken
labyrinth. As André Breton remarked: “La beauté sera CONVULSIVE ou ne

sera pas.”’” The remnants of my schoolboy French recoil from attempting
an equally contorted translation.

In all this there is no scarcity ex

pressed, nothing “unaesthetic.” On the con-
trary, Wojtas gathers a plethora

of photographic moments and phenomena
that reach for intensity rather than equilibrium and harmony: all the dials are

set to eleven, more is more. What the flash and the “intense” aesthetic pow-
erfully express is the presence of a photographic game that does not simply
represent what is already given. “Play is really limited to prés:enting itself,”
writes Hans-Georg Gadamer, “its mode of being is self-presentation.” ' Not
only in the case of Abzgram does the game develop unpredictably for the
players between accident and invasion. Wojtas has explained in conver-
sation that she usually waits “for something to fall down” before making a

start. That is, she does not start the game, but the game sets her in motion
and involves her,

In his book Truth and Method (1960), in which he develops his art theory
out of play, Gadamer emphatically writes: “all playing is a being-played. The
attraction of a game, the fascination it exerts, consists precisely in the fact
that the game masters the players. . . . The real subject of the game . . . is
not the player but instead the game itself.”'* This alluring loss of self and the
immersion in a gameis-also found in Vilém Flusser, who sees photographer
and camera as inextricably connected,'® as well as in the only implicitly for-
mulated game theory of Friedrich Nietzsche.® Am | creating ontological dis-

order here in a philosophical capacity, or has Abzgram already kindly done
that for me?
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7 In Abzgram, it is precisely the lens of play that is used to view an environ-
% & = ment defined by utility and productivit

y. The central drama therefore revol-
ves around the children and adolescents depicted, whom Wojtas imagines

in a world without adults, but not without adult or even divine reason or
supervision: “BOG CIE WIDZI” —“GOD SEES YOU”—warns the eye on
the wall, as a drone under the morose gaze of a portrait of a saint delivers
: a mysterious message. Maybe it’s even the same one. Over and again,
| the conflict between play and reason is played out particularly clearly on
| Woijtas’s younger brother. In one portrait his thoughts are constrained by a
; bulky cardboard structure; in another, his eyes are closed and his face is
i plastered with stickers reading “nauka,” “usmiech,” “postuszenstwo,”
“dobroé”—“learning,” “laughing,” “obedience,” “kindness.” They are
imperatives that meet his body, the behavior being demanded of him.

In Discipline and Punish (1976), Michel Foucault investigates to what extent
the eighteenth century introduced a tractability in schools, medical settings,
the military, and prisons, which was characterized by a new form of dis-
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is ngologically central. The party rejects the “pedagogy of shame,” a
term used by (ultra-)conservative parts of society to describe any form of
self-crifipal historiography not intended to bolster national identity. Zuk
summarik(es the broader position of the PiS thus: “The core of this educa-
tional model is the predominance of national history over the general history
of Europe and the world, the dominance of the national canon of romantic
and patriotic\readings over world literature and eventually nursing the mem-
ory of the nation’s past rather than looking for solutions for the future of the
whole world.”* Cultural influence is thus exerted, for example, through the
selection of “suitable” textbooks with a thematic focus on a traditionalist/
conservative world view over a cosmopolitan/liberal one, which not only
idealize and ethnically homogenize Polish history and identity, but are also
intended to patriotically shape the language and thinking of children and
young people in the same way that state-sponsored school trips do.”® These
developments are Supported, among other things, by the Institute of National
Remembrance, which coordinates nationalist teaching activities and institu-
tionalizes a crude understanding of history, for example, with regard to World
War Il. For example, “patriotic games” bear eloquent witness to the PiS’s
understanding of education. Thus photographer Hanna Jerabek in her epon-
ymous series (2017) labels the state’s gun-based military instruction of
thirteen- to nineteen-year-olds in collaboration with the Polish army and
private paramilitary companies: “Their objective is to develop survival and
military skills among the young, but many teachers aim also at strengthening
patriotic and religious consciousness, taking ‘God, Honor and Motherlang’
for its motto.”*" Ultranationalist discipline with God’s blessing supported by
an apologist “science” that advocates the “importance of the topic of iove
for the homeland in today’s world” in open-source articles.* For all its ideo-
logical appropriation, the PiS, on the other hand, has structurally neglected
and dismantled the Polish education system to such an extent that it is cur-
rently in tatters following the challenges ensuing from COVID and schooling
“the influx of childrenwho have fled from Ukraine, as well as the retirement
and departure of an elderly and underpaid teaching staff.* “We can only
empathise with the students,” writes teacher Dariusz Chetkowski, “who are
forced to learn in such bad times. They are attending a sick school, and the
-minister is refusing to take any blood tests or apply any treatment.”#

Walter Benjamin wrote of “thie law of repetition ..
rules and rhythms*of"che entire world of play.
in the exercise book. Where Wojtas’s Abzgra
problems instead of solutions, one subseries of photographs in particular
stands out. Always in portrait orientation, the images show trust games in
which children and young people form a circle by each lying down on the
knees of the student behind them. An ouroboros trust fall, only onto knees
instead of outstretched hands. Against the backdrop of PiS educational pol-

- that presides over the
" Heart after heart after heart
m usually finds new pictorial

ibly paranoid question of whether j o 2 oo

i the poss . o o st
icy, the repeated motif provokes p s 4 oS )

A I &6 s T rsu
the necessary trust in one's neighbors” (

i wb, on p Yer¥oad o
: ; ity and community S ol ‘
i i f a national identity a | |
o nable production o s e G
indicate the sustal ,b inp whether it is at the same time lt§ p b Pl o
by S Ig, or nationalist team building? With Fou Gk b
ion.*2 Child’s play
reproduction.

i as an
also be understood in the narrower sense

fhant o S
e e o by which one imposes on the body e

“exercise”: “Exercise is that technique

e autahe avd
duated. By bend- ../ .04 »
1+ i erent, bUt aIWayS gra B poadf on Knewleds ad @ 5
ks that are both repetitive and diff ise makes possible a perpetual o bt Yo B 7 v
= ior toward a terminal state, exercise his term, in relationto " e 4 '
o behaV'lortion of the individual either in relation to }? I ’ S,
cteriza i itinerary.’
C?r?;?individuals or in relation to a type of itinerary.
O ’
d the school- 43 Fouomu e
f the playground an caitt, Tieplne _ang
i j hifts the exuberance o ame time charac- Fush 16y,
If Karolina Wojtas s _ tographs, and at the s his
rd to within the school in her p-hO. i ages and the exhibition thanks I gt .,
e i penitentiaries in her imag _ reabshiaial: A T
terizes them as small per i be no coincidence tha e I i e SN
f a barred architecture, it can dily humiliation—sorry: o WZ .
i i ain gymnasiums, places of bodly T2 = F “d loeaning A"t
ways wields her camer tina.* Foucault’s sentence that ’at the ol Hinany " ofee G ”
training—and perpetual tes = Il penal mechanism” does no S Listae oer .
Il disciplinary systems functions a sma Fl)l bars. The sanction is already Hlr e ittcerlyd,
a e i the wall bars.™ Fperleng, ., )
apply to the perfidious Xele s o tion, and thus Woitas has her brother ’ z

e aeilard | he (physical) norma * under duress
mscrlbtid Ig:::itmal(glayces of pi for three quarters of an hou
recite the

no. 4 /; )
[ incom- ;  flr
haustion in the video M2£ODY. It is an absurd, ]
X

e melts "

. ///" F 7 5
| ime its own punish-
and to the point of e rather work, that is at the same time its p Ton coutr. iy
pletable task of play, or ; - —
ment. Is this still a game*

: liqué, |
e incipes d’an-archie pure et app .
When rereading Paul Valéry’s Les Principe 1o say more about Karolina

ms :
ther passage that see g
SmmblGdAEz:rosasrrj3 n:erha;)s because it is so unabashedly roman
Woijtas’s Abzgram, ; .
descending into pure kitsch:

Man, that adventure. .

He can barely be anything else. e
And he can only be so when he is g
matic, or rationalist eyes. He is a dep ,

: I | .” m i aga e, an en-
3 ’

il dventure.*
deavor—a possibility, etc. A 0 Rt Aot

olan - archie “pure ¥

hrough mystical, dog-
ther from animals or

; P4
(o Ll v
U

85




Contents

Classroom Entry Procedure ..................
Homework ......c.coevvviiiiiiiiiiiinn,

. ¢
Chapter One........cccccuu........ )

Table 1 oo 55

How to Cheat?!l. ... ... .

i WRRE. 1 |
Matthias Griindig: Play and Punish.......... p
Chapter Three.........cccvuueu...... r

Teachers SHIKE ..c.coviuiveuiiaiiaiiiinsnanan, ot

ceeeeaa114
Chapter Four.........cccvuueu....... 2

HymnEnding ..............ocooviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiin

‘ R |
Reading ............ ....... )

j i UG cane ommmmmessmsstas s s
Interview with Karolina Wojtas by Matthias Griindig

R~ 0 ¥ 4

1. The teacher arrives in front of the 2. Students are lined up ip alphabetica]
classroom immediately after the bell. order. The order of students
remains fixeq until the eng of the school

Year.

3. Students stand stj]) and do not touch

each other, Their, backpacks axre placed op

the groung next to the right leg. Their

hands are Placed along the torso, minute.

look straight ahead, go not make g tion for one minute, the teacher begins

sounds or movements. to let more People into the classroom.
He/she lets the first berson in, the first
Person enters, finds a Seat,
down. Then the next person enters the
classroom, and so on, Students who
are waiting to enter stang according to

the rules describeg under #3.

5. The teacher lets in, one by one, those 6. For these Students the teacher ap-

students who meet the requirements Speci-

Points one more minute. 1f they stily do
fied under 43, Those who 4o ROt meet these not meet the requirements, he/she lets
them in nevertheless, one by one, into

the classroom,
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