
ENPerhaps the first thing you notice 
about Joanna Piotrowska’s imag-
es is how they elicit a sense of 
unease. And this even though her 
black and white photographs,  
16 mm films, and two-channel video projection 
are starkly elegant, classical, even. They pic-
ture such things as empty animal enclosures
(no beast in sight), a single finger pointing 
somewhere on the body (a vital point, in fact), 
two men in their underwear (lying on the 
floor of their family home), or an arm out- 
stretched to display or play with a metallic item 
whose purpose seems enigmatic (A toy? A 
weapon? A torture device?). Each of the artist’s 
still or moving images on its own conveys  
a sense of inscrutable peculiarity. Collectively, 
however, their discomforting effect is not  
only cumulative, but exponential. 

For her first institutional solo show in Swit-
zerland and her largest exhibition to date, the 
Polish-born, London-based artist presents 
a selection of newly made and existing art-
works. Their vastly differing scales and  
distinctive themes come together in what may 
appear as a random mix, yet they are united in 
their probing of the everyday drama of human  
relations: the subject of Piotrowska’s sustained 
interest. These works record rather simple  
gestures of care, self-protection, or control, but  
they do so in a way that is curiously evocative 
and psychologically charged. And while to 
describe her works as documentation of perfor-
mances seems inaccurate (inasmuch as this 
suggests public acts resulting in documents that 
would be mere traces after the fact), a perfor-
mance of sorts is arguably at the heart of most 
of them. For unlike photographers who cap-
ture images of the world “as it is” or as they see 
it, Piotrowska deliberately triggers situations  
between individuals that then can be recor- 
ded on camera in an attempt to understand 
human behavior, societal norms, and the rules 
that govern how we live together. The con- 
ceiving, casting, and orchestrating of these 
situations is as integral to her art as is the  
precise cropping of an image or the fastidious 
hand-printing of each silver gelatin print. 

Among her new photographs are those that 
document empty zoo enclosures: man-made 
spaces built for the express purpose of  
containment and the domination of animals.
Piotrowska photographs these vacated struc-
tures, creating images that are haunting in their  
emptiness. One notices that the compounds 
act as both protected habitats for animals 
as well as places of imprisonment, and they are 
often modelled on our own domestic archi-
tectures (with eating, sleeping, and play areas, 
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All new works commissioned and produced by Kunsthalle Basel  
with the support of The Lewis Baltz Research Fund 2018. 
All works, unless otherwise noted, courtesy of the artist  
and Southard Reid, London

ROOM 1

1
Stainless steel, double sided 
mirror, 2019
Silver gelatin hand print
73 x 58 cm

2
Enclosure XXX, 2019
Silver gelatin hand print 
mounted on canvas
200 x 160 cm

3
Untitled, 2014 – 2018
Silver gelatin hand print
30 x 24 cm

4
Untitled, 2014
Silver gelatin hand print
21.8 x 28.8 cm

5
Untitled, 2019
Silver gelatin hand print
21.5 x 16 cm

6
Untitled, 2019
Silver gelatin hand print
30 x 24 cm

7
Untitled, 2014
Silver gelatin hand print
51 x 41 cm

8
Animal Enrichment, 2019
16mm film, color, sound
3 min. 8 sec., in loop
Courtesy of the artist;  
Dawid Radziszewski, 
Warsaw; and Southard 
Reid, London

9
Vital Points II, 2019
Silver gelatin hand print
30 x 24 cm

10
Vital Points I, 2019
Silver gelatin hand print
30 x 24 cm

11
Vital Points IV, 2019
Silver gelatin hand print
30 x 24 cm

12
Enclosure XXVI, 2019
Silver gelatin hand print 
mounted on canvas
160 x 200 cm
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ROOM 2

1
Untitled, 2019
Silver gelatin hand print
33 x 27.5 cm 

ROOM 3

1
Untitled, 2019
Silver gelatin  
hand print mounted  
on canvas
160 x 200 cm

2
Untitled, 2016
Silver gelatin  
hand print
67 x 50 cm
Courtesy of  
the artist; 
Madragoa, Lisbon;  
and Southard  
Reid, London  

3
Untitled, 2019
Silver gelatin  
hand print
24 x 30 cm

13
Untitled, 2019
Silver gelatin hand print
21.5 x 16 cm

14
Untitled, 2015 
Silver gelatin hand print
51 x 41 cm

15
Mouse Teeter, 2019
Silver gelatin hand print
73 x 58 cm
Courtesy of the artist;  
Dawid Radziszewski, 
Warsaw; and Southard 
Reid, London

16
Animal Grabber, 2019
Silver gelatin hand print
58 x 73 cm
Courtesy of the artist;  
Dawid Radziszewski, 
Warsaw; and Southard 
Reid, London

17
Untitled, 2019 
Silver gelatin hand print
16 x 21.5 cm

18
Frowst I, 2013–2014
Silver gelatin hand print
130 x 160 cm

19
Untitled, 2014
Silver gelatin hand print
41 x 51 cm

20
Spindle, 2019
16mm film, color, no sound
Endless loop
Courtesy of the artist;  
Dawid Radziszewski, 
Warsaw; and Southard 
Reid, London

21
Enclosure XXVIII, 2019
Silver gelatin hand print 
100 x 80 cm

22 	
Untitled, 2019
Food coloring, pinewood
6 parts, each 270 x 4 x 4 cm

2
Little Sunshine, 2019
2 channel HD video, b/w, sound
6 min. 9 sec., in loop
Courtesy of the artist;  
Dawid Radziszewski, Warsaw;
and Southard Reid, London

Untitled, 2014
Silver gelatin hand print
51 x 41 cm
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none of which are so defined in nature).  
By focusing her lens in this way, Piotrowska 
knowingly creates images that reveal human 
privilege, control, desire, and fear, rather  
than pointing to anything bestial, in fact. 

Relatedly, another body of new photographs 
and one of the exhibition’s two 16mm color 
films concentrate on the display of, and enga- 
gement with, seemingly obscure, cryptic 
objects. Removed from their context, these 
might appear to be devices for human use, 
whether for health care or sexual pleasure. 
However, the pictured feeding devices, toys, 
prodding tools, and other gear are actually 
meant to either entertain an animal that has 
been forced into captivity or to attend to  
it while keeping it at a distance. Still, like the 
photographs of empty zoo enclosures, these 
images speak about the desire to domesti- 
cate animal life while imagining its needs  
according to human principles. These themes 
are refracted by colored wooden spindles 
punctuating the exhibition space and they 
alternately signal the balustrade of a domestic 
stairwell and the bars of animal cages. Their 
variegated stains derive from the food coloring 
used in animal chews (which usually endow  
the chews with the colorful hues attractive to 
humans while keeping them safe for animals  
to ingest), again linking human and animal in 
an ambiguous bond.

These new works are shown alongside a gather-
ing of older photographs, one of which,  
Frowst I (2013—2014), is based on the theories 
of German psychotherapist Bert Hellinger 
(1925—2019), who spatially reconstructed  
family constellations believing they could  
expose interpersonal dynamics. Informed by 
this therapeutic method, Piotrowska photo- 
graphed the interaction of various kinfolk with-
in the domestic environments in which they 
grew up, including the two brothers so oddly 
lolling about in Frowst I. The resultant image, 
like so many works in the show, gives form  
to otherwise invisible social tensions. 

A number of photographs track Piotrowska’s 
long-standing interest in portraying adolescent 
girls acting out gestures of self-defense,  
inspired by a 1980s study on psychology and 
development in women. The photographs  
of these pubescent teens depict movements 
that are frozen and isolated so as to appear  
both cryptic and suggestive, although they 
actually show defensive or aggressive postures. 
The interlacing of intimacy and disquiet  
suffuses the images with an inexplicable charge. 
Semantically related are a set of close-cropped 
photographs that reveal a hand pointing to a 

spot on the body. To study these is to realize 
they each indicate a vital point, one of the most  
sensitive areas of the body, responsible for life 
and death. When self-defense is taught,  
these zones are often the focus, both because 
they most need protection and because  
they are the most efficient sites of attack. In 
short, they are the very locus of human physical 
vulnerability.

In the exhibition’s second gallery, a black and 
white, two-channel video portrays a group of 
people in a public park, partaking in a series 
of simple actions whose logic remains mysteri- 
ous. The actions are provoked, in fact, by a 
traditional game (named, like the video, Little 
Sunshine) in which a player wins if he or she 
makes the other participants smile or laugh. By 
introducing children to skills such as how 
to be a team player, how to be competitive, and 
how to submit to rules, games are generally 
intended to teach everyday social behavior. This
particular game, however, discovered by the 
artist during her research into games and the 
ways in which they are integral to a function- 
ing society, asks of its players to rupture social 
norms by causing the betrayal of emotional 
composure. 

Throughout her oeuvre and so compellingly  
manifest in this exhibition, the artist deploys 
various means to apprehend the self—in psycho- 
physical interpersonal relations as well as in 
the individual, material body, with the latter 
serving as a setting for personal histories and 
social dynamics. Gestures of care and pro-
tection are juxtaposed with a sense of threat, 
violence, and of being controlled; all captured 
by the vigigilant gaze of the camera’s eye.  
And if across the exhibition, vacant animal  
cages mirror back at us something all too  
human, the double meaning of the show’s title, 
Stable Vices, underscores this. In the world of 
animals, the term names the undesirable habits 
that equines, especially horses, often develop  
as a result of being confined in a stable; outside 
of this context, it might be read in another 
sense: describing consistent or habitual human 
vices. Pointing her finger at the hierarchies  
we erect as a society—between the human and 
the animal, self and other, family member  
and stranger, victim and perpetrator—almost 
as if these were our own vital points, Piotrowska 
advances a captivating investigative study of 
behavior and relationships. The results picture 
the human, without creating portraits in the 
conventional sense.

Joanna Piotrowska was born in 1985 in Warsaw; 
she lives and works in London.



The exhibition is generously supported by the Adam Mickiewicz 
Institute, with production support from The Lewis Baltz  
Research Fund 2018, and with additional support from  
the Volkart Foundation, Foundation Anne-Marie Schindler,  
and Muzeum Susch. Presented in collaboration with  
Culturescapes.

	         	  

	
Stiftung
Anne-Marie
Schindler

The art education project Hyperlink is made possible with  
the kind support of Swiss Arts Council Pro Helvetia.

Kunsthalle Basel/Basler Kunstverein is generously supported  
by the Canton of Basel-Stadt.
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Dawid Radziszewski, Phillida Reid, Bacsa Simon, Tracey Skea, 
David Southard, Martin Stoecklin, Alex Tepen, Mercedes 
Vanmeerhaeghe, Meret Vischer, Melina Wilson, Magdalena 
Wiśniewska, Thomas Zander, Verena Zollikofer, and as well 
North London Darkroom and Tapi Carpets. 
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Southard Reid, London

GUIDED TOURS THROUGH THE EXHIBITION

Every Sunday at 3 pm guided tour, in German,
except on Sundays when the curator’s tour takes place

Curator’s tour with Elena Filipovic, in English
27.10.2019, Sunday, 3 pm

Guided tour, in English
7.11.2019, Thursday, 6:30 pm

EDUCATION / PUBLIC PROGRAMS

Hyperlink
28.11.2019, Thursday, 6:30 pm
	 Presentation of the art education project 
	 Hyperlink as an augmented reality tour through 	
	 Joanna Piotrowskaʼs exhibition, made in  
	 collaboration with creative coder Sarah Buser.  
	 The virtual tour will be available at the front desk 	
	 from 29.11.2019 for the duration of the exhibition, 
	 in German.

In the Kunsthalle Basel library you will find a selection of  
publications related to Joanna Piotrowska.

Follow us on Facebook and Instagram and share your  
photos and impressions with #kunsthallebasel.

More information at kunsthallebasel.ch


