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Why We Have Wars:

The Art of Modern-Day Outsiders

Museum of Modern Art in Warsaw
February 19 – May 1, 2016

Opening: February 19, 2016 at 7 p.m.
Artists: Damian Czeladka, Stanisław Garbarczuk, Władysław Grygny, Marian Henel, Konrad Kwasek, Mikołaj Ławniczak, Tomasz Machciński, Władysław Matlęga, Justyna Matysiak, Iwona Mysera, Radosław Perlak, Pisarka M. H., Daniel Stachowski, Maria Wnęk
Curators: Katarzyna Karwańska, Zofia Płoska

The exhibition “Why We Have Wars” presents works by fourteen artists-outsiders who confront the urgent questions of the contemporary times.


Who are outsiders? They are people who operate outside the contemporary art circulation – individuals without a degree in arts, without affiliation to institutions, the market and the conventions of the art world. The approach of such artists is a factor that distinguishes them also in the broader landscape of the so-called non-professional art in Poland, because they mostly tend to pursue their creative practice to manifest opposition and dissent. They are also “outsiders” in the traditional understanding of the term – individualists, often perceived as “different” (sometimes because of their distinct interests and unconventional way of life, sometimes because of disability or illness), who may even live on the margins of the society (such as homeless or incarcerated people). Therefore, a feature that unites all the artists is their individuality and the independence that characterises their artistic concepts. These are strong artistic personalities for whom art is an existential must.
The exhibition features political and social commentaries, works that refer to living conditions or existential situations, as well as more intimate voices that relate to the questions of identity and love. A common theme of works is the point of reference that they find with media representations of the world, often emanating fascination with popular culture. Some projects become ambiguous, as their authors create their own codes to describe the world.

Contestation practices developed by outsiders inspire reflection on what it means to be critical today, both with regard to art and institutions. Critical approaches in contemporary art have lost their significance in comparison with the 1990s, while museums are facing the question of the extent to which they continue to operate as open and democratic spaces of dispute. The show not only provides insight into artistic strategies and points of view of members of social groups other than art academy graduates, but also demonstrates a major emancipatory role that artistic practice can play.

In the Polish context, art created by self-taught artists is often referred to as “so-called naïve art” (A. Jackowski), or more broadly as “naïve art in a non-naïve society” (K. Piwocki). In the face of major crises of the contemporary era, the distinct critical voices of outsiders appear rather as non-naïve – in a naïve, technologically advanced society, but certainly not in a wiser world.
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