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Threshold artspace launched in September 2005 in Perth, UK. 
It is home to Scotland’s only permanent collection of contemporary 
media art with 80 works acquired over 3 years. The artspace covers 
a number of project spaces available for artists’ interventions including 
an entrance box for interactive soundscapes; a ‘canvas’ of 22 flat 
screens dominating the artspace for multi-channel video art installations; 
an interactive playground for art games and live internet art; 
a trail of sound boxes and sensors embedded in the floor and ceiling;
an audio visual treat in the public toilets; copper-clad roof for light 
artists. All Threshold artspace locations are linked together by 
‘intelligent’ software which allows artworks to be displayed through 
curated exhibitions and experienced 24 hours a day throughout the year.

Horsecross is an independent arts 
agency delivering cultural, conference 
and community activity in Perth 
Concert Hall and Perth Theatre.  
Located within the foyer of Perth 
Concert Hall Threshold artspace sits 
on the site of the original Horsecross, 
Perth’s 17th century horse market. 
The name is synonymous with 
bustling activity in the heart of the 
city. The development of the £19.5m 
Perth Concert Hall and Threshold 
artspace was a Millennium project 
and is part of the area’s economic 
development strategy to position 
Perth as one of Europe’s most 
vibrant small cities by 2010. 

Horsecross aims to put this part 
of central Scotland firmly on the 
cultural map both nationally and 
internationally. 
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The essay Humanising Utopia: The Art of Julita Wojcik by Jonathon Blackwood was commissioned and published on 
the occasion of the commissioning, production and acquisition of Julita Wojcik’s work Domestic Modernism (2009) 
for the Horsecross permanent collection of contemporary art and its world premiere in May 2009 as part of Wojcik’s 
first solo exhibition in a public institution in the UK which was the final in a three-part series of residencies, commissions 
and exhibitions at the Threshold artspace curated by Iliyana Nedkova and Urszula Sniegowska as part of Horsecross’ 
Scottish Tides | Polish Spring: a three month celebration of Scotland’s vibrant cultural connections with Poland.

Domestic Modernism (2009) by Julita Wojcik was produced by the artist and Horsecross for Threshold artspace in 
partnership with 55degrees, Glasgow and the Centre for Contemporary Art Ujazdowski Castle, Warsaw. Supported 
by Scottish Arts Council New Work Fund, the Scottish Executive’s Homecoming Scotland 2009 and Adam Mickiewicz 
Institute’s Polska! Year. 
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The title of Julita Wojcik’s exhibition, “Domestic Modernism”, 
at Perth’s Threshold artspace, throws up an intriguing paradox. 
On the one hand, modernism, even in these days where its 
central tenets are regarded as naïve and unattainable, connotes
the pure colour of Mondrian, the rigid architectonics of J.J.P. 
Oud, the empty heroism of artistic aspirations to “lead society 
towards a better way of organising itself.” Beyond aesthetics, 
Modernism connotes a troubled relationship between 
creativity, and the conditions of modernity; above all, a 
growing urbanisation and an industrial, scientific organisation 
of the means and processes of production.
The “domestic”, on the other hand, connotes an entirely separate range of images. In contrast to the publicity-seeking 
bombast of high modernist theory and practice, the “domestic” implies a quiet, private realm, a closing of the door on 
the territory in which modernist ideas operate. The “domestic” is an area in which notions of “taste”, scorned by the 
quasi-scientific principles of modernism, chance, and the juxtaposition of private behaviours and possessions are 
only visible to those whom we invite to share in them. Domesticity, further, is a highly gendered notion, connoting in 
particular mundane, feminine labour, set against the unashamed masculinity of the urban cityscape and those who 
reflect upon it.

Julita Wojcik’s work seeks to hold the contrasting notions of “domestic” and “modern” in tension against one another, 
often producing surprising and humorous results. In what follows, I shall highlight the differing ways in which this 
paradox plays out; in state socialism’s troubled and contingent relationship with modernism, in the gap between 
idealised perceptions of female labour, and its rather dreary reality; and through unintentional humour. Taken together, 
I would like to suggest that these differing factors combine in Wojcik’s work to humanise the discredited remnants of 
the last century’s visions of utopia, and reclaim them anew for contemporary times.

The installation Domestic Modernism (2009) dominates the main area of the artspace at Perth Concert Hall, running 
over twenty-two screens. The installation functions as one, rhythmical piece. Each screen shows Wojcik painting a large 
square of colour on the balcony of a typical socialist high-rise apartment. In this case, the apartment is Gdansk’s 
Zaspa housing estate, a leitmotif throughout Wojcik’s career as an artist. 

The Zaspa estate, built in 1978, is typical of the kind of panel-block high-rise that characterised socialist architecture 
from East Berlin to Vladivostok, during the period of state socialism from c. 1948-89. The block has its origins in the 
Utopian solutions proposed by inter-war architects such as Walter Gropius, J.J.P. Oud and Laszlo Moholy-Nagy. The 
towerblocks built in the former COMECON countries were several steps removed from this Western European idealism. 
Western architects had tried to think through life in the abstract; to determine absolutely the needs of individuals in 
terms of space, transport and consumption, with vastly differing results. 

Socialist architects, meanwhile, whilst maintaining an idealistic approach to their new buildings, were heavily 
circumscribed in practice by the political imperatives of the ruling Communist parties, and the availability of materials.
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In outward appearance, these new dwelling places conformed to the dictates of “scientific socialism”, the re-building of 
society after the shattering experiences of World War Two, and the equality of opportunity and life experience for all citizens. 
In reality, housing shortages plagued socialist societies until the mid 1970s, with materials and resources diverted to prestige 
projects- for example the reconstruction of the Old Towns in Tallinn, Gdansk and Dresden (all completed by skilled Polish 
craftsmen) and public buildings such as the Palaces of Culture in Warsaw and Sofia. Meanwhile, citizens entering flats in 
newly built estates were confronted with a lack of individuality, poor workmanship and materials, and a long waiting list 
for problems to be rectified. In the former East Germany, such estates were derisively referred to as Steinwüsten (Stone 
Deserts) and the “individual” flats as Arbeiterschliessfächer (Worker’s Lockers).

However, the political constraints on the type of housing built in the socialist countries impacted little on the way individuals 
chose to decorate their interior and exterior. Domestic Modernism comments wittily on the desire of residents to personalise 
their standardised living space with objects, kitsch and images. However, in Wojcik’s installation, her character is shown 
painting individual squares different colours, suggesting that, for all the purported “individuality” of each flat, the choices that 
residents could make in socialist societies were just as limited as their “choice” in housing. At once, the painting of these 
coloured rectangles connotes the utopian ambition of Russian modernists such as Natalya Goncharova and Kazimir 
Malevich to “transform” Russian cityscapes with large scale geometric murals, in the years immediately following the 
Bolshevik revolution. Yet, at the same time, there is dark humour at the limited choice available to the individual and the futil-
ity of the labour in turning that choice into a reality. Modernism meets the Domestic here through the content – free kitsch of 
the “socialist” understanding of the modernist idea.

Kitsch offers a range of possibilities that Wojcik exploits in her work with evident relish. The kitsch element in Domestic 
Modernism echoes her earlier piece Dream of a Provincial Girl (2000), in which the artist is photographed in front of a 
wall of 64 knitted teddy bears, visualising the imaginative range and fresh consumerist dreams of the girl. We are left 
to reflect that the search for “individuality” and the construction of identity through consumption differs little, regardless 
of the political system in operation.

Wojcik’s work, typically, looks at the utopian visions of the past with an arched eyebrow. This is particularly evident 
in the humorous piece Unistic Landscape (2007) where the artist is shown reading a text by Polish modernist Wladyslaw 
Strzeminski, whilst sat in a field full of cows. Wojcik, clad in a headscarf and dress that give her the appearance of an 
“ideal socialist agricultural labourer”, reads the text seriously and with theatrical deference. Yet, in this rural setting, 
the text, with its demonstrably absent relationship to lived reality, appears absolutely absurd, more so when, at one 
point in her serious reading, the artist is obliged to shoo away the inquisitive animals as they come too close to her. 
Strzeminski, along with other Eastern European modernists such as the Estonian Märt Laarman , was heavily influenced 
by the Dutch periodical De Stijl, edited by Theo van Doesburg. It is impossible not to think of van Doesburg’s by now 
comical demonstration of how a geometrical image can be abstracted from a traditional painting of a cow, whilst 
watching this video, but the artist assures me that this is an unintentional connotation. 

It is in the gap between theory and reality, between lived and imagined experience, that Wojcik locates much of her 
dry sense of humour. That humour is turned on the experience of female domestic labour in socialist times. In Unistic 
Landscape (2007), Wojcik, as we have seen, presents herself in an idealised, “socialist” manner, yet the gap between 
that and the mundane experience of looking after farm animals on a daily basis is obvious. In other pieces, Wojcik 
turns domestic craft against modernist notions. Her knitted installation Waver (2005-6) allows viewers to experience 
a completely different perception of the longest panel building in Europe, softening the buildings lines and giving it a 
hand made texture completely absent in the real thing. 

Humanising Utopia: 
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Most notoriously, her performance Peeling Potatoes (2001), where the artist peeled a bag of potatoes in the National 
Gallery in Warsaw, aestheticised mundane domestic labour in the gallery space. All three pieces call into question the 
value we all place on “work”, how it is appreciated and the often awkward relationship with “creativity”. In addition, these 
works suggest that gender relations and the gendering of work have changed very little indeed, despite the seismic rup-
tures since 1989 elsewhere in the political life of eastern European countries .Wojcik’s humanising of defunct utopias, 
however, is not a dry exercise with limited aesthetic goals. It is possible to understand and enjoy her work purely on 
human terms, whilst understanding nothing of the cultural memory or 
realities that shape it. Suffice to mention her film Let There Always Be Sun (2004) which was also featured in her 
exhibition at the artspace – her first solo show in an UK institution. The film is titled after the Soviet pioneer anthem, 
but the experience it represents can also be understood as a universal childish playtime, indifferent to the social 
circumstances surrounding it. Let There Always Be Sun can be enjoyed for the music and the simple pleasure of a 
child flying a kite, an experience transcending the difficult-to-breach gap in upbringing between those who grew up 
in the West, and those whose childhoods were spent in the East.

It is perhaps this ability to break down this “Berlin Wall in the head” that is the most important achievement of 
Wojcik’s work to date. It is easy for Western art historians to dismiss the stories of the former socialist countries 
as being characterised by a long period of socialist realism, a much shorter history of artistic dissidence or 
non-conformism, terminated by the dissolution of the socialist system and a headlong rush to embrace Western 
aesthetic strategies – performance, video art, installation – frowned upon by Communist ideologues. The reality 
that we have been discovering in the last twenty years lays bare the shallow irrelevance of this stereotypical view.

Wojcik’s work is an important staging post in the undermining of over simplistic understandings of contemporary 
art being produced, discussed and consumed in the east of Europe. Whilst her work is deeply rooted in her own 
personal experience in Gdansk, it is presented in such a way that viewers, who could not find Gdansk on a map, 
could respond to, and understand it. After all the old “West” had a long track record of failed Utopian housing 
projects based on the tenets of interwar modernists. It had a similar gap between the exalted advertising messages 
of consumer society, and the ability of the individual to earn enough to try and catch up with those expectations. In 
humanising the defective Utopia that shaped her as a person and as an artist, Wojcik simultaneously demystifies 
her subject matter and opens it out to as wide an audience as possible. Building on the other themes in her work, 
discussed in this essay, it is fair to say that this may be the most compelling achievement in her art to date. 

Notes
(1)  See Mary Fullbrook, The People’s State: East German Society from Hitler to Honecker, Yale, New Haven & London, 2005, p. 56
(2)  Laarman (1896-1979) was the editor of the periodical Uue Kunsti Raamat (New Art Book), produced in Tallinn in 1928 as a   
 clarion call and source book for the tiny number of Estonian high modernists then active in the country. The fact that Tallinn was  
 only being electrified in the 1920s is another example of the gap between the dreams of modernist idealists and the lived reality  
 of the ordinary citizen.
(3) In socialist countries there was a nominated “Women’s Day” in which the state recognised the importance of, and contribution 
 to society demonstrated, by domestic labour. On these days, rather like Mother’s Day in Western Europe, men took on domestic  
 tasks for the day and women had a “day off”. On the following day, men would sigh with relief and realise that their domestic duties  
 would resume in one year’s time. This rather tokenistic acknowledgement of domestic labour and women’s role in performing it, it may 
 be inferred, has changed very little despite the transformation from state socialism to unfettered free market capitalism, since late 1989.
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