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In  the German writer Christa Wolf published a novel titled Der
Geteilte Himmel [Divided Heaven]. The plot is set just before the erection
of the Berlin Wall. The protagonists are a young couple from East
Germany, Rita Seidel and Manfred Herrfurth. He, disillusioned by this
communist country, decides to move to West Berlin. She visits him there
but is not able to stay, which leads to their split-up. “Long ago lovers
used to search for a star where their eyes might meet after they had parted.
What should they search for? ‘They can’t divide the sky, anyway’, said
Manfred. The sky? This whole arch of hope and longing, love and grief?
‘Oh yes,’ she murmured. ‘The sky divides first’”.

In Poland this book was published twice, in  and in . Several
years after the second publication, in , Ewa Partum created a collage
in which she used an image of a divided Berlin heaven (fig. ). We see the
artist standing naked next to the Berlin Wall. In her outstretched hands she
holds large letters – an “O” in the left hand and a “W” in the right hand.
Along the axis of her body she has drawn a line splitting it into two halves.
This line penetrates the space above, i.e. the wall and the sky above it. In
the upper part of the photo, on both sides of the line, the artist has placed
the words “Himmel Ost” and “Himmel West”, which provides an expla-
nation for the letters she is holding in both hands and introduces a juxta-
position of sky and body. Both seemingly seem untouched by political
divisions, yet they are very strongly influenced by them.

This collage was created for a competition organised by the Museum
Haus am Checkpoint Charlie titled “Overcoming the Wall by covering
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the Wall with paint”, in which Partum won second prize. She had already
been living in West Berlin for several months, to which she had moved
in November . She became an immigrant in a very distinct city.
Claudia Mesch, the author of Modern Art at the Berlin Wall, observed that
“Germany was one of the most important countries of the Cold War;
where global tensions manifested themselves physically and culturally in
everyday life”. This is even more true in relation to Berlin. The Berlin
Wall functioned as a kind of material manifestation of the Iron Curtain.
The Wall that had to be crossed over by someone who wanted to find her-
self in a longed-for world, and also – as Partum seems to claim in her 
collage – the wall which left its mark on the identities of those who
decided to move to the other side and who managed to do so. Crossing
the border actually results in the border becoming inscribed onto a
body/into an identity. The body becomes divided while remaining 
– paradoxically – a whole. Partum’s collage refers to the specific experi-
ence of emigration and to its consequences on identity, which will be

 Ewa Partum, Himmel West-Himmel Ost, , collage, , × , cm, 
Museum Haus am Checkpoint Charlie, Berlin. Photo © Ewa Partum
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discussed later. Making use of Mieke Bal’s concept of preposterous history,
I am referring here to this work to cast a new light on one of the most
famous performances by Ewa Partum, made slightly earlier, titled Hommage
à Solidarność, which is the main subject of analysis in this text. In her
Quoting Caravaggio: Contemporary Art, Preposterous History, Bal elaborated
the idea that art’s engagement with what came before is an active rework-
ing of it. “The work performed by later images obliterates the older images
as they were before that intervention and creates a new version of old
images instead”. In the case of Partum’s work we are not dealing with a
large time distance (Bal juxtaposes, for example, Caravaggio with Ana
Mendieta and Andres Serrano), and we have two works made by the
same artists; yet it still seems a very inspiring perspective. The collage dis-
cussed in the beginning made me notice and consider a split in Hommage
à Solidarność.

The most comprehensive monograph of Ewa Partum to date, pub-
lished in , has as its source an exhibition that was held at the Wyspa
Art Institute in Gdańsk in ; it also includes images documenting that
show. One of them shows a presentation of the above-mentioned per-
formance, Hommage à Solidarność. It is dated /, which refers to the
performance being executed twice – in  in Łódź and in  in West
Berlin. Both events were treated as one in the exhibition, which is typi-
cal for a reception of this work. The distinctness of the two versions of
the performance seems to have missed the art writers’ attention so far. This
is largely due to the fact that a main part of both events was basically the
same (although not identical) and due to the character of their documen-
tation, i.e. while the performance in Łódź was only photographed, the
Berlin performance was also filmed. This film seems to be treated as if it
documented both events. Also, the performance’s description, which is to
be found in the artist’s monograph catalogue, is a report of the Berlin
event; probably because it was written by an German art historian, Angelika
Stepken, who based it either on direct experience of the event or on the
film. In this text I will clearly distinguish between the two performances.
I will show that the different circumstances in which the performance was
executed and some of the differences resulting from them, but also, para-
doxically, the lack of differences change its meaning. Basically, this is con-
nected with the transformation of the performer’s identity who, meanwhile
(between the two executions of the performance), became an immigrant.

On the photographs documenting both performances and in the film
showing its Berlin version we can see the main part of the performance
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 Ewa Partum, Hommage à Solidarność, Gallery Czyszczenie Dywanów, 
Łódź . Photo © Signum Foundation

 Ewa Partum, Hommage à Solidarność, Wewerka Gallery, West Berlin, 
frame from the film documentation. Photo © Signum Foundation
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(fig.  and ). On a gallery wall hung a white oblong paperboard, above
which there was a short inscription (slightly different in both cases, to
which I shall return). In front of the audience there stood a naked artist.
She came up to the wall and inscribed the word SOLIDARNOść [Solidarity].
Each letter was written in two ways. First, the artist left an imprint when
her mouth pronounced a particular letter sound, and then she stuck the
corresponding black letter on the wall. The Berlin event consisted of
two additional parts. At the beginning of the performance, Partum gave
a short speech connected with the situation of Polish artists during the
period of martial law. At the end she threw flowers around on the floor,
under the inscription, and lit candles. Flowers also appeared in Łódź, yet
in a different arrangement.

Neither the presence of the naked artist nor the imprints of her lips were
new in her work. Partum already created an alphabet in which each let-
ter was accompanied by an imprint of the mouth pronouncing it, in the
early s. Later, Partum made several works under the title poem by
ewa. Among them was a sheet with a single mouthprint and the words
“Mój dotyk jest dotykiem kobiety” [My touch is the touch of a woman],
which literally pointed to the gender perspective inscribed in that series
of works. The key change introduced in Hommage à Solidarność is the
appearance of a woman formulating these specific poems, i.e. a woman
who was previously evoked only by the use of lipstick.

Nudity appeared in Ewa Partum’s art in  in a performance titled
Change. It was an extension of an earlier action under the same title (),
during which she underwent the process of aging half of her face. Now the
same procedure was repeated, but on a half of her whole body. During
the performance the artist read a manifesto which clearly articulated a 
feminist message. She spoke mainly about the fact that “a woman lives in
a social structure that is alien to her”, where she can function only “if she
masters the discipline of camouflage and leaves out her own personality”.

Partum presented the same manifesto in  at the Mała ZPAF Gallery
at the opening of her exhibition titled Self-Identification, where she also
appeared naked. She made a short performance during which she left
the gallery for a couple of minutes and tried to merge into a crowd of
guests departing from the neighbouring Wedding Palace. The exhibi-
tion itself consisted of a series of photomontages. The artist’s nude figure
was pasted into photos showing everyday life in Warsaw. Partum devel-
oped here a problem that had been introduced earlier, i.e. of the social
roles that were assigned to women in society, while declaring at the same
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time her inclination towards feminist art which, according to her, “reveals
to a woman her new role, the possibility of self-realisation”. Nakedness
can be read in this context as a state of liberation from these roles and the
willingness to start a conscious process of shaping a new identity.

Two photomontages are particularly interesting in the context of 
Hommage à Solidarność because they introduce the issue of the presence of
women in the sphere of politics. On one of them we see the artist stand-
ing at the foot of a monument to the Polish hero from the beginning of 
the th century, Józef Poniatowski, which stands in front of the Presidential
Palace (at that time it was the headquarters of the leading communist 
party). In the second photomontage she has placed her figure in front of a
policewoman. According to Ewa Tatar she chose a policewoman, not a
policeman, to point to “the false emancipation of the ‘women on tractors’
in the pseudo-socialist reality of the People’s Republic of Poland”.

In Hommage à Solidarność the relationship of a woman and politics,
introduced in the Self-Identification series, becomes crucial. The naked
artist confronted herself not only with the idea but also with the reality
of Solidarity. Solidarity as being an independent (not controlled by the
communist party) Polish trade union federation created in  and also
Solidarity understood as the broad social movement that aimed at social
and political change. The circumstances (time and place) of the execu-
tion of this performance are of great importance for the meaning of this
confrontation. As has already been said, it was first executed in Łódź in
, for the second time in West Berlin in .

In Łódź, Partum executed Hommage à Solidarność on  August ,
around the second anniversary of the so-called August Agreements
(between the communist government and workers from the shipyard in
Gdańsk that led to the establishment of the Solidarity). It was executed
during the martial law period (introduced on  December  to crush
the political opposition). The performance was organised at a gallery
called Carpet Cleaning – one of the underground art venues that had
been created after the introduction of martial law and were an essential
element of the Polish art world at that time. In April , Solidarity of
Warsaw Artists formulated a manifesto calling for a boycott of official
artistic institutions and for the creation of unofficial circulation of art. In
fact, actions of this kind had already been taken up by artists, critics and
art dealers, of which the Carpet Cleaning Gallery was an example.

The Carpet Cleaning Gallery was founded by two collectors and art
dealers, Adam Paczkowski and Radosław Sowiak. Its name comes from
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the fact that in order to get around the prohibition of a public assembly
(one of the restrictions that had been introduced by the martial law),
they registered a service company in a small apartment ( Piotrowska
Street) which officially was supposed to offer carpet cleaning but indeed
functioned as a meeting place. It was open for only a few months in 
(specifically, from  March  to  December), and during that time
 one-day exhibitions and performances were organised.

The Carpet Cleaning Gallery was one of several such initiatives that
were launched in Łódź at that time. Piotr Piotrowski describes these ini-
tiatives as the “third” culture, the first one being the official culture and
the second one the political opposition that gathered around the Catholic
Church. Such places as the Carpet Cleaning Gallery offered an alterna-
tive to that binary system. Writing about a later work, Freiheit – nein
danke from , created by Łódź Kaliska, the researcher emphasised that
for the representatives of the “third” culture freedom meant something
different than for the Solidarity movement. Piotrowski stressed that for
them the “concept of anarchy appears to be crucial, because the artists
wanted in this case primarily the rejection of authority, both political
(opposition), ideological (nationalism, religion) and cultural (institutions
and grand narratives of art)”.

For an interpretation of Ewa Partum’s performance it is important to
discuss Solidarity from the point of view of gender issues. It has been
noticed by several authors that Solidarity unified Poles by creating a new
sense of community. This community – as it is stressed – was based on
national bonds and traditional values. Maria Janion, when writing about
Polish patriotic discourse (also operating within the Solidarity move-
ment), emphasised that these are “homosocial relationships that come to
the fore, bonds of brotherhood and male friendship. […] An image is
created of intergenerational lineage transferring an ideal of a fighting
community of men”. If sexuality finds its place in this discourse, it is of
a very special kind. In regard to women it excludes non-reproductive
discourses of sexuality and sanctifies the mother as a figure of perfect
womanhood, as it does not threaten the relationship between brothers and
rather functions as its legitimacy. As a result, being a woman is not – and
was not during the establishment of Solidarity – an essential element of
political identity, and women issues were not considered important to fight
for. Among the so-called August Agreements there was one point that
referred to women – to guarantee the right to a three-year post-mater-
nity leave (unpaid). This was treated as a prerogative, but in fact it reflected
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a return to traditional values and tied women to their families, thus mak-
ing it more difficult for them to develop their careers. It is symptomatic
that the feminist art initiatives that had finally started being taken up in
Poland at the end of the s and in  – of which Partum’s works
are an example – stopped being realised at that time. We could observe
some kind of a Polish version of backlash.

Ewa Partum, when entering the patriotic discourse, did not abandon
her “feminine” perspective. On the contrary, she extended an earlier
project of speaking out publicly about political affairs as a woman. In
opposition to the tendency to de-gender political events and the responses
to them, her tribute to Solidarity was not only gendered but also eroti-
cised. The audience was confronted directly with a naked woman wear-
ing high heels and make-up and using dark red lipstick, which, even if
unintended, connotes sexualised femininity. She performed the writing
of the word SOLIDARNOść in such a way that it looks as if she was not
just leaving a mouthprint on the paperboard, but actually been kissing it.

There was an additional element in the gallery that strengthened the
above-mentioned meanings. The gallery floor was covered with flowers
and the artist treaded on them while writing the word SOLIDARNOść.
White and red carnations dominated among the flowers. These colours
referred to the Polish national flag, which underlined the importance of
references to patriotic discourse. The flower species, on the other hand,
was an allusion to Women’s Day, celebrated on March th. In commu-
nist Poland, official ceremonies would be organised during which a
flower, most often a carnation, was given to women. The carnation
could also symbolize the fact that the admiration of women had remained
superficial, incompatible with the lack of any real pro-women politics.

An alternative art milieu in Łódź that had situated itself in opposition
to the national, highly traditional discourse of Solidarity seems to have been
a good place for such a demonstration that combined patriotic and gen-
der issues. The playful demonstration of sexuality by the many artists,
for example from the Łódź Kaliska group, working there acted as a coun-
terbalance to the prudishness of the communist country and to the patheti-
cism of the Catholic opposition. They are, however, also infamous for the
misogynism of their actions – in many works they not only mocked fem-
inist ideas, but also offered objectification of a woman’s eroticised body.

However, it is simultaneously in this milieu that attempts to address the
issue of gendered identity were undertaken, e.g. in works by Adam
Rzepecki, who is the most interesting artist in this regard. To give one
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more precise example one could mention an event that took place in
autumn of . At the Studio Gallery in Warsaw, Jacek Kryszkowski
showed up at a feminist workshop and refused to leave, even though it
was an ‘only women’ event. He explained that he could stay, as he was
performing an activity considered to be appropriate for women – he was
knitting a white and red flag. According to Dorota Monkiewicz, this
action by Kryszkowski touched upon the issue of gendered identity, so
in fact to some extent it was close to feminist interests.

The ambiguous position of gender issues on the alternative Łódź art
scene did not stop women artists from addressing them. On the contrary
– it was very popular among them. In fact, two other works created by
women artists in the Carpet Cleaning Gallery – by Maria Waśko and
Małgorzata Potocka – also undertook the theme of women’s identity.
Yet Partum was the only one that addressed the problem of the rela-
tionship between gender and politics and consequently continued to deal
with it, also when she moved to West Berlin.

The circumstances of the Berlin version of the performance were different
than those in Łódź. After having moved to West Berlin, Ewa Partum made
efforts to appear on the local art scene. Her first Berlin solo exhibition was
organised in  at Wewerka Gallery. It was a gallery owned by Michael
J. Wewerka, who had opened it in . She was introduced to him by
Chrystian Skrzyposzek, a Polish writer, who had left Poland and moved to
Berlin already in . The exhibition at the Wewerka Gallery was the
first comprehensive presentation of her work that aimed at introducing
her to the Berlin audience. During the exhibition she executed three per-
formances, among them Hommage à Solidarność. This time it was exe-
cuted as part of a programme presenting the artist’s achievements. This
explains, at least partially, the previously mentioned differences in the
inscriptions above the white paperboards. In Łódź it was “Ewa Partum.
Hommage à”; in Berlin it was “Hommage à Solidarność”. The words
“Ewa Partum” were not necessary in the latter case as it was her solo exhi-
bition that created the framework for this action. The inclusion of the
word “Solidarność” resulted in the disappearance of an element of sur-
prise which – I imagine – could have been present in Łódź, where, due to
the need for conspiracy, the invitation said only “Ewa Partum will clean
a carpet”. It also changed the relationship between the artist and this word
and the idea it represents, to which I will come back at the end of my text.

What I find very important is the usage of the Polish word
“Solidarność” in the Berlin performance. In her earlier poems by ewa she
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wrote the words primarily in English, which functioned as the basic lan-
guage of communication between artists from different countries. At the
beginning of the s she ran a mail-art gallery (the Adres Gallery) and
exchanged works intensively with artists from around the world. In this
specific poem by ewa that she performed in Łódź, during martial law in an
alternative gallery and for a small group of people, writing this word –
“Solidarność” – in Polish seems to have been obvious. It had a different
meaning though in the case of the Berlin performance. An attempt to faith-
fully repeat her performance – which comes first to mind – is a too sim-
ple explanation. Perhaps her decision to repeat the Polish word, without
having it translated into German, was related to the fact that “Solidarność”
had become a sort of brand. This word referred not just to solidarity
understood as any unity or alliance, but to the particular Polish trade
union and the social movement around it. Yet it is also worth noticing
that sticking to the Polish language was an important gesture in refer-
ence to the new situation the artist was in. What was at stake was her
becoming an immigrant in West Berlin, which she referred to directly in
the collage titled Himmel Ost-Himmel West, mentioned at the beginning
of my text. Partum’s usage of the Polish language lost in such a context
its transparency and became a meaningful political sign. It also became an
audible element of the identity of the artist. Earlier, when Partum used
a foreign language, it was for her, as for other artists, the language of an
international network of artistic exchange. In the Berlin performance
the issue of language was much more strongly related to the change of
her place of residence, work and shifts in her identity. Immigrating to West
Berlin resulted in an opening up of her identity to new elements (as that
of an immigrant) and she seems to have confronted this in her perform-
ance. Earlier, in Łódź, what was crucial for her performance was a com-
bination of the roles of a woman and an artist. In Berlin she also “became”
a Polish woman living in West Berlin, and from that position she wrote
the word “Solidarność”.

Ewa Partum underlined her new situation by introducing an addi-
tional element to her performance. Its main part was preceded by a short
speech in which she talked about the situation of artists under martial
law in Poland. By this Partum positioned herself as a sort of representa-
tive of artists from behind the Iron Curtain, one that had managed to
leave the Eastern Bloc and could describe the situation out there to
Western colleagues. With this her situation in relation to both Polish
and Western artists changed.
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The first Poems by ewa, from the early s, were Art and Love. When
explaining the choice of the word “Love”, Ewa Partum said: “When an
artist wrote me a letter, I would end my reply letter with ‘Love’ or ‘With
love’. That was an expression of acceptance and contact. In this way we
showed to ourselves that we are together”. Being together, community
actions and solidarity acquired, of course, a different meaning in the early
s – both in Poland and in international relations. In the early s,
Partum belonged to a community of people from different parts of the
world. When she wrote “Solidarność” at the Carpet Cleaning Gallery in
Łódź she belonged to a community of artists who had “emigrated inter-
nally”, as is often phrased. Alternative gallery doors were the border. By
writing “Solidarność” in West Berlin she was the Other to those who were
at home. The Other who in some sense represented her country and the
idea of Solidarity.

The usage of Polish during the first part of the performance (she could
not speak good German at that time) required the presence of an inter-
preter. In the film documenting the whole event first we see the naked
artist standing between two dressed men: Michael Wewerka who intro-
duced her and the interpreter. Then, when giving her speech, she was
standing only next to the interpreter. What we see and hear in this part
of the film is a tiny naked woman speaking Polish juxtaposed with a tall
dressed man speaking German. In these scenes the binary oppositions
became very strong. Man versus Woman. Dressed versus Naked. But
also West versus East.

In Partum’s earlier performances bipolarity was not as visible, even
though the naked Partum appeared among dressed people. If one looks,
for example, at photos documenting the opening of her exhibition Self-
identification at the Mała ZPAP Gallery in Warsaw in , one sees a
naked woman among many dressed people who are close to her. She is
different, yet we do not get the impression of her being opposed to. The
bipolarity was the strongest in one of the photomontages showed during
this exhibition, i.e. the one in which she positioned herself vis-à-vis a
policewoman. We are dealing here with the opposition of “we” and
“them”, where Partum represents the “we”, the society, and the police-
woman represents the communist authorities. Their costumes corre-
spond with the roles they play. Partum’s nakedness can be interpreted
as referring to the Polish society’s vulnerability. That is also the case in
relation to the Berlin performance. The combination of the two aspects
of the performance strengthens this impression – the fact that she needed
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someone to have her words understood and the relationship between
herself and her interpreter.

For the elaboration of the latest comment, Naoki Sakai’s remarks
regarding translation turn out to be very useful. As he noted, we too often
speak of translation as if it related only to the transfer of a text from one
language to another, whereas “translation passes through and circulates
in the intervals of different instances of meaning, threading together dis-
continuous contexts”. With the title of this text, “Translation as a fil-
ter”, Sakai turns our attention to the spatial figuration of the process of
translation, which interestingly corresponds with the issue, crucial here,
of the location of the woman speaking in one language and her interpreter
translating it into another. Translation passes here as if through the Iron
Curtain. It is also important to notice that the translation as an event
takes place at a Western site and that the person that had to be translated
is an immigrant. Sakai convincingly describes Partum’s position in that
situation (without, obviously, referring to her): 

“For translation to occur, one must encounter some form of incom-
prehensibility or unintelligibility. […] translation provides a negative
moment in relation to the native language. […] to gain an awareness
of the constraints immanent in the cognitive capacity in one’s ‘native’
language, one must have the experience of othering/being othered in
relation to a foreign language.”

In Poland, during the execution of the performance in Łódź, her lan-
guage overlapped with the space. In West Berlin it became a language of
the exterior (of the region behind the Iron Curtain).

We could consider this situation also by referring to Gayatri Spivak’s
observations about the (im)possibility of the subaltern to speak. Her
notions are especially useful here as she concentrates on the female sub-
ject in a postcolonial context. It is very important to note that although
she claims that generally a woman is a subaltern in a world ruled by mas-
culine-imperialist ideology, she also underlines the necessity of taking
into account race and class differences in societal stratification. This prob-
lem has already been raised in relation to Partum’s earlier work – the
already mentioned Self-Identification – in a polemic among two feminist
art historians. As a reminder, in this work Partum showed herself stand-
ing next to other women caught in their everyday activities on the streets
of Warsaw. She was not standing in reality but her photo was pasted.
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Ewa Tatar claims that this gesture of pasting “the image of a naked
woman, a feminine subjectivity conscious of her rights, into a camera-
frozen reality that prevents that subject from expressing what she desires,
is a gesture of political negation, indicating a space of oppression”. She
considers Partum to be the one speaking for the other women (one of the
meanings of the work was to “represent”, what Spivak underlined using
the German word vertreten). Yet, as another critic Ewa Toniak noted
when analysing the photomontages, she was not truly a part of the group
of women. “The artist seems somehow absent, her face reveals no emo-
tions, her gaze, directed outside the frame of the photo, is clearly dis-
tant”. What Partum presented in this work is, according to Toniak, a
“spectacle of narcissism” (which refers to another meaning of “repre-
sent” as recalled by Spivak by reference to the word darstellen). 

We can notice this ambiguity in Hommage à Solidarność as well. What
is more, Partum’s manifesto is written in such a way that although it talks
about “a woman” in a patriarchal society, it is a single woman, and it is
an artist.

“Not fitting into the social structure created for her, she will create a
new one. This possibility of discovering oneself and the authenticity
of one’s own experiences, working on one’s own problem and aware-
ness, through the very specific experiences of being a woman in a
patriarchal society in a world that is alien to oneself, is the problem
of what is called feminist art. It is the motivation for creating art for a
woman artist.”

Partum’s situation changed together with her moving into a new context,
that of West Berlin. In Poland as a woman she was a subaltern, but a
privileged one. In West Berlin she became a subaltern in a double way
– as a woman and as an immigrant. Two aspects of the Berlin perform-
ance are symptomatic of this transformation. First, the relationship between
Partum and her interpreter. In the film documenting the performance we
see the translator standing firm. He is tall, much taller than the artist,
even though she is wearing high heels. She is much more active, as if
nervously wriggling, her body getting closer to him and drawing away.
She is addressing him partially, from time to time looking at him. He
seems to be indifferent, oddly resembling her position from the Self-
Identification series. Second, there is a difference between the two per-
formances in the relationship between the word “Solidarność” and
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Partum’s body. In the case of the Łódź performance, “Solidarność”
appeared gradually as a result of her activity of kissing/speaking. In West
Berlin the word “Solidarność” had been placed on a wall before she
started executing her performance. Her action was a visual element added
to it, which turned the artist from an active agent into an allegorical fig-
ure embodying the concept. My argument is that in such a set-up Partum’s
nudity lost the emancipatory character it had while she worked in Poland.
The increasingly important presence of such elements as corporeality
and eroticism in Partum’s activities also made her position on the Polish
art scene specific. As Grzegorz Dziamski, then a young art critic, admit-
ted, what was crucial for a reception of her performances in Poland was
the lack of the feminist discourse. It was typical for critics associated
with the conceptual art movement – Partum being one of them – to
ignore nudity and eroticism. This was possible by treating a naked body
as a sign and by “covering” it with the universalistic discourse. During an
opening of the above-mentioned Self-Identification exhibition (Mała ZPAP
Gallery), Partum’s presentation of her feminist manifesto was preceded by
a short speech by Jan świdziński, a theoretician of conceptual art, which
offered an interpretatory frame that had hardly anything to do with her
message. It was not an exceptional situation among conceptual artists to
offer this kind of theoretical introduction to an exhibition, which we
can see, for example, also in photos from the opening of Natalia LL’s
Conceptual Art, where between her highly provocative and undeniably sen-
sual work and the audience, which was asked to sit on chairs, a male
critic was standing and explaining that this work was devoted to the
problem of the relation between reality and art treated as language.

In West Berlin the situation of feminist artists was different. Definitely,
feminist discourse was not unknown and critics would not claim, as
Dziamski did, that they had no access to interpretive tools. Yet it is impor-
tant to notice the specificity of that period when Partum appeared naked
at the Berlin gallery. The year  seems to not have been a good
moment. By the s, female nude virtually vanished from contempo-
rary art. This was partially the effect of a specific “backlash” resulting in
restraining from performance and in a turn towards painting. Also, 
feminist artists, after severe critique formulated by some feminist art crit-
ics, who saw the presentation of their naked body as collaborating with
a patriarchal regime in promoting visual pleasure drawn from the objec-
tification of the female body, changed their medium. Ewa Partum also
finally decided to do this, when she noticed that a female body functions
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differently in Western and in Eastern Europe. Gislind Nabakowski
explained that this was caused by the fact that “the all-encompassing cor-
poreal representations and the obsessive urge to youthfulness propagated
by Western mass-media and the entertainment industry most certainly
threatened the individuality and identity of her ‘body as a work of art’”.

The disappearance of the emancipatory character of Partum’s nakedness
can also be considered in relation to its allegorisation. By analysing this per-
formance, Ewa Tatar wrote that “an association with the Enlightenment
allegory of Liberty occurs, on the one hand, on another with the Polish
romantic myth of Polonia”. Expanding upon her interpretation, the
author could not make up her mind and ultimately concluded that “her
[Partum’s] Polonia resembles Freedom – this that was represented by
Delacroix”. As much as I agree that both allegories are relevant to the
performance Hommage à Solidarność, I would again stress the difference
between its two versions, which was ignored by Tatar as by other schol-
ars and critics. In my opinion, we can talk about Partum as a living alle-
gory of Liberty in the case of the Łódź performance, indeed resembling
Liberty Guiding the People by Eugène Delacroix (). One could even risk
pointing out the similarities of the circumstances, i.e. a period of disquiet
after a short-lived enthusiasm of the  revolution and the so-called
Feast of Solidarity. What is crucial in that comparison is the status of
Delacroix’s Liberty. Although resembling a classical goddess, she clearly
belonged to the people fighting in . What is even more important is
the ambiguous status of her naked body. As Marina Warner observed,
“The allegorical female body either wears armour, […]; or it proclaims
its virtues by abandoning protective coverings, to announce it has no
need of them”. The ‘problem’ with Delacroix’s Liberty lay in her semi-
nakedness, and above all in the impetuousness of her movement that
uncovered her body. She did not statically represent but was an active, pas-
sionate participant of the events.

This is what we find in Partum’s performance. She was less dramatic in
her behaviour yet, as Andrzej Turowski noticed, at that time she gave
priority to “the inseparability of speech and body, favouring fervour of
speech, not the linear logic of language”. In relation to the Self-Identification
series, he noted the tension between culture in which a woman is reduced
to a series of oppressive social roles and speech inscribed in the body,
“free subjectivity”. This seems particularly relevant to the Hommage à
Solidarność that was performed in Łódź, where Partum could be seen as
Freedom appearing and acting among others, oppressed like herself.
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At the Wewerka Gallery, during the second execution of Hommage à
Solidarność, at first sight Partum looked the same and acted in the same
manner. My analysis shows, yet, that several differences introduced new
meanings to her appearance. In the Berlin context she did not belong
to the group of people gathered in the gallery. She stopped speaking
mainly on behalf of women. She adjusted to the typical situation, described
by Ekaterina Dyogot and then, after her, by Igor Zabel, of an artist from
Eastern Europe who in the West must inevitably represent the East.

So Partum in Berlin spoke for Polish artists instead of acting together
with them, it was the case in Łódź. Also, her relationship to “Solidarność”
changed – here she visually represented it instead of being its source,
which was the case earlier. All of this caused that in Berlin her figure
inscribed itself more into the tradition of the incorporated, suffering
Polonia than of Freedom. Partum remembers that some viewers were
moved by her vulnerability.

The final part of the performance executed at Wewerka Gallery was also
slightly different than in Łódź. Partum threw around a bunch of flowers
and started lighting candles. She invited the interpreter, who was stand-
ing on the side while she was executing the main part of her performance,
to join her, and at the end we see them both crouching next to each
other and lighting candles together. In this part of the performance Partum
seems to have referred to the popular form of a patriotic manifestation
during the period of martial law – the creation of crosses made of flow-
ers. It began to emerge a few months after the introduction of martial
law, mainly in front of churches, but also in other meaningful spots. These
were often the concern of women. In Partum’s performance it was also
the woman who managed the flowers, yet it was a naked woman who did
not decide to give up her sexuality in order to participate in a patriotic man-
ifestation. This was the moment when allegorisation of her figure became
weaker. What is more, at that instance the binary division as discussed
above between herself and her interpreter was also much softer.

Moving to West Berlin inscribed into Partum’s body, which remained
seemingly the same, new meanings. One could use the concept of “geo-
bodies” that was proposed by the Swiss artist Ursula Biemann to describe
it. Biemann, in her project titled Performing the Border (), concen-
trated on women’s labour on the Mexico/US border. When elaborating
on this concept, Pamela Allara referred to borders that were more rele-
vant in relation to this text, i.e. between the Eastern and Western bor-
der. Both Biemann and Allara stressed the economic dimension of the
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migration of women that turns their bodies into marketable, exchange-
able elements of the neo-liberal economic reality. Allara analysed, for
example, Tanja Ostojić’s work Looking for a Husband with a EU Passport
(-). In Partum’s oeuvre we can find actions that refer to simi-
lar issues that interested Ostojić. I have in mind here her Private Performance
– Civil Registry Office (), when she turned her wedding with the
lawyer Rolf Werner into a performance, referring to her earlier actions
executed in Poland and titled Women, Marriage Is Against You. This per-
formance, as well as Hommage à Solidarność, both from the s, did not
refer to neoliberal economics. Executed in a different socio-political sit-
uation, they pointed to other aspects of the transformation of bodies of
immigrant women, mainly those related to political freedom.

In the collage mentioned at the beginning of the text the problem of
the body being influenced by migration is addressed in a much more
metaphorical way. The same line runs through the body, the wall and the
sky. It symbolises the border which divides “this whole arch of hope and
longing, love and grief”. It refers still more to “freedom” and “soli-
darity”, not to the economic situation and the legal rights of an immigrant
woman. Yet it clearly illustrates an awareness of the processual formation
of the female subject in relation to its political spatialisation. The divided
performance – by which I mean its two versions executed on two sides
of the Berlin Wall – symptomatically refers to that process.
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