
more
a 

journ
al 

fo
r c

rit
ica

l w
rit

ing 

ab
ou

t w
or

ks
 fro

m th
e H

or
se

cro
ss

 

perm
an

en
t c

oll
ec

tio
n o

f c
on

tem
por

ar
y 

ar
t a

t T
hre

sh
old

 ar
tsp

ac
e

ISSN 1755-0866 | Online

Issue 9  | Mar 08 

Izabella Gustowska  
Life is a Story. 
The Scottish Episode 
 

Pub
lis

he
r

Hor
se

cro
ss

 A
rts

 Lt
d,

 P
er

th
, U

K

www.h
ors

ec
ro

ss
.c

o.u
k

Text and images, 2009  © artists, writers and Horsecross Arts Ltd

artspace



Threshold artspace launched in September 2005 in Perth, UK. 
It is home to Scotland’s only permanent collection of contemporary 
media art with 60 works acquired over 2 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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Life is a Story. The Scottish Episode (2009) was commissioned by Horsecross and acquired for the Horsecross collection of 
contemporary art at Threshold artspace. The work was premiered as part of Izabella Gustowska’s first solo exhibition in an UK 
public institution at the Threshold artspace showing from 7 March until 4 April 2009. The eponymous exhibition was curated by 
Iliyana Nedkova and Urszula Śniegowska as part of Horsecross’ Scottish Tides-Polish Spring: a three month celebration of 
Scotland’s vibrant cultural connections with Poland. 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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‘We are what transpires, what has 
been forgotten.’  Izabella Gustowska, Moment (1990)

Scottish Tides  |  Polish Spring
It has not been an easy task to select the artists for the project Scottish Tides 
– Polish Spring at Threshold artspace, Perth. After all, the co-curatorial remit 
was not merely to find those Polish artists for whom Scotland would be a 
particular inspiration, but, also, those who enjoy a formal challenge. We sought 
artists who do not treat the video medium cinematically, as ‘an easy way out’; 
who are not afraid to venture beyond the projection box; who would enhance 
their artistic idiom through the specific ambiance of the Threshold Wave area 
of the artspace – a frieze consisting of twenty two 40-inch screens, imbedded 
in the ceiling of the artspace.

As a stream of screens, the Wave is on the one hand, a juxtaposition of 
many images, which – as in the work of Nam June Paik – can combine 
to form an entity; on the other – quite the reverse of the composition to 
be found in the work of this influential artist – a horizontal structure, which 
imposes consecutive viewing from left to right, both when the screens 
form a continuous imagery (which is facilitated by the curatorial 
programme controlling the sequence of the artworks which appear on the 
screens) and also when the same motif resurfaces on all the screens. In 
the latter case, the work is splintered onto the individual screens, while their 
steel frames suddenly become more noticeable. 

Life as a Story. A Story as Life 
Urszula Śniegowska
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Izabella Gustowska
Izabella Gustowska was one of the artists who seemed like a definite choice. From the beginning of her 
artistic activity, Gustowska has transcended the technical limitations of the media employed: she would 
add photographs to graphics, or place photographs on a previously painted canvas; she would combine 
video with performance or build video into metal constructions. Most recently, Gustowska has used 
video projections in a paratheatrical* setting.

The artist’s early cycle Women (since 1976) deserves attention. The three-dimensional painterly photo-
graphic works on canvas, just like the numerous works from the series Multiple Portrait (1985 and ex-
panding since) also employ screens, together with photographs of women, touched up with paint. ...99... 
(7 Days of the Week) (1987) is the first performance in which the artist combined both photographs and 
screens. Dream (1990) was an in situ installation employing mixed media on canvas, neon and screen. 
What is more, it transpires that Gustowska has been long attracted to spatial linearity. The early cycles, 
including Women and Relative Similarities (1979-90), do point to such a conclusion. These works were 
‘presented in rows of stroboscope sets, as it were, imitating time intervals’1, so that the general effect 
was that of an old-fashioned film. Green, Red and Blue Dreams (1993) is another example of such a 
tendency. This was a multimedia installation comprised of 16 objects combined to form a horizontal 
prism of 200 cm x 60 cm x 15 cm, placed in rows, as if intended to be viewed in linear order.

One can trace similarities to the artist’s lightboxes as well as the image on the screen cut so as to form 
a narrow strip in the multimedia installation Tango – a Play of Appearances, I, II and III (2003). In the work 
Wonderful Life (2003), the video image is similarly framed. The unrealized project based on the idea of a 
uninterrupted (linear) projection on the four facades of the courtyard of the Ujazdowski Castle Centre for 
Contemporary Art was another attempt to implement the dream of taking control of space through 
continuous projection. Later, the artist used this idea in the smaller presentations Communication on 
Line I and II (2003, 2004). The dance-like movement of the women featured in the work (from a little girl 
to an old woman) has been used to emphasise the narrative and linearity and the need to follow the 
work from left to right, which is programmed deep into our subconscious. 

In her paratheatrical spectacle She (2008) as part of the Malta International Theatre Festival, Gustowska 
adapted the ruined interior of Poznan’s Old Abbatoir and populated it with deliberately selected ghost-like 
actresses together with characters from video projections. Finally, Gustowska’s retrospective exhibition 
Life is a Story, shown in the National Museum in Poznan in 2007 created an immersive environment, 
which could be described as ‘a total work’² in public space. 

Izabella Gustowska 
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Life is a Story. The Scottish Episode
The subtitle of Gustowska’s Horsecross commission Life is a Story. The Scottish Episode (2009) also alludes to the 
linearity of sequels. It is a videowork for 22 channels, which through its very external form highlights both of the 
motifs present in the artist’s oeuvre to date and the structure of the narration frequently employed. The story begins 
with the epilogue. Shots of twenty two female mouths spitting out a crystal ball appear at each of the screens. The 
story ends to the tune of a ticking metronome, accompanied by the vibrations of the oscilloscope, which are both 
shown for a few seconds on the first and the last screen. In the meantime, a series of different life episodes appear 
on the remaining twenty screens all showing simultaneously: a white ghostly figure, a duck on a pond, a girl on a 
bicycle, a spiritual séance, a jug of tea, a running Dalmatian dog, an embracing couple, a baby, an eye, a tempestuous sea, 
a woman singing, a little girl, a woman playing with a child, children engaged in boisterous play, a sleeping cat, a 
plate turned upside down, a beach – a palm tree shivering in the breeze, some swans, a woman…

Significantly, this sequence of images includes the eponymous Scottish Episode, itself, inserted as a tongue-in-cheek 
visual association with the Scottishness of the Threshold artspace: foaming beer spilling out of a mug featuring a picture of 
a Scot in traditional attire. The key image of the ball reappears to close the cycle; this time – rolling over the smooth 
surface of a table. The work shows simultaneously on all the screens as unfolding chapters of life events, which take 
place between birth and death, between the linear beginning and end of life. The episodes could also be viewed 
as a single-channel film projected on a large scale at the Threshold Stage. Moving in time rather than in space, the 
same images ‘take place’ between the beginning and the end of a story. This movement is symbolised by the ball 
and the mouth which frame the work. It is precisely this interaction and the tension between the linear narration of 
the work presented at the Threshold Wave (from left to right) and the vertical at Threshold Stage (from the first to the 
last second of the video loop) which ideally fulfills the tensions which determine both the depth and the breadth of 
Gustowska’s work. 

The circularity of the video image in Life is a Story. Scottish Episode further enhances the tension; circularity which 
collides with and, in a way, contrasts with the sharp, rectangular limitation of the monitor screens framework, and 
the elongated shape of the whole frieze. All the elements of the video are limited to the circle, which itself emphasises 
the ‘rounded-off’ quality of the story told via the twenty fragments. They are the content of the story – they are what 
comes out of the women’s mouths. It is the two elements of linearity and transgression recurrent in Gustowska’s 
work, which here negate the rectangular confines of the Threshold Wave framework of the video image. 

The Precursors of Life is a Story. The Scottish Episode
Even the hand-painted photographs comprising the early artist’s work Relative Similarities were stretched onto 
canvases of irregular shapes in order to move away from the constraints of rectangularity. Even when Gustowska first 
began to use screens in her work, she would remove them from the frames so as to break up the angularity of the 
device with the flowing shape of the projector. In the mid 1990s, Gustowska started to use large metal objects, often 
with built-in monitors, which detracted from the ‘undesirable’ rectangle of the screen. That was the case with the 
ellipsoid lightboxes used in the work L’Amour passion (2001-2005), as well as those used in Passion and other 
occurrences (L’Amour passion) (2000) – the ambiance and theme of both can now be seen as precursors of Life is 
a Story. The Scottish Episode.

Life is a Story. The Scottish 
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Recently, the artist has moved away from mechanical devices in favour of an interest in spatial projection directly 
onto the walls of interiors and buildings. These are either strips or circles which encompass the entire space of the 
gallery (or another adapted space). Gustowska employed circular projection for the first time in the now destroyed 
work Tout autour (1999), where the title itself is a reference to circularity. Love-Rose (2005) champions the same 
shape, although in this video work the image is fragmented as if in a kaleidoscope. In the video My Europe (2004), 
young people play inside a circle, as if on the face of a clock, although here the circularity has a different origin. Yet 
other forms of circular projection appeared in the expanded structure Relative Features of Similarity III – Dream Ia – Ib 
(2006). Here, the circles were reminiscent of ‘memory bubbles’, pointing to the past and the present, which remained 
in constant, slow motion, as if bouncing off walls. 

Life is a Story. The Scottish Episode, however, is most closely related to two previous works, which exist both as 
installations or single-channel video pieces: The Art of an Easy Choice II (2006) and The Art of a Hard Choice (2006). 
Both were featured in the selected artist’s videoworks accompanying Gustowska’s first solo show in the UK at the 
Threshold artspace. Both consist of circular projections, each containing a mini-story, told or implied. The artist used 
found film footage as well as photographs she had taken herself thus drawing the attention to yet another theme of 
human life: how the world of films and celebrities seeps into our unconscious, putting an enormous amount of material 
at the artist’s disposal. In this diptych, Gustowska has also used the element of a crystal ball spat out, or ‘born’ by 
a female mouth. The association with the beginning of life is inescapable – life equals story. The female mouth as a 
crucial element first appeared in Gustowska’s work in mid 1990s, in the cycle The Women of the Spring (1995), which 
featured female fountains as life givers, alluding to the archetypal mother figure. Similar connotations can be found in 
Fountain (Spring I) (1995) or in the self-portrait Spring (me) (1996).

Lead Characters
It is for these reasons, among others, that ‘the female mouth is the most important [lead character]: whether uttering 
words, covered in lipstick, dripping with water, or spitting out a crystal ball. The mouth functions not only as a body 
part, but also as an instrument of culture. It speaks, but it also performs an irrational series of somatic movements, 
spitting out water and the ball with obsessive repetition. The mouth fills the entire field of vision, changing the surface 
of the image into a hole, making the film carnal, placing our gaze not only in the eye, but right inside the very gut. That 
is where the water flowing out of the mouths comes from – from the cavernous inside of the body; it is there that the 
crystal ball was born. The work of the body and of culture intertwine. Life is a story told by the mouth, which is also, 
from the inside, an entry into another, moist universe. All the images seem to swirl inside the ball, from where they are 
projected onto the environment, and the ball is born out of the whispering woman.’3 It is worth noting that some of 
the mouths presented in Life is a Story. The Scottish Episode belong to the artist herself.

Showing just the mouth, thus fragmenting the body, is a device that Gustowska employs frequently. It is accompanied by 
acoustic fragmentation. In the video installation Whisper (1999), fourteen mouths projected on monitor screens built 
into transparent or metal objects, utter texts difficult to comprehend. In the Horsecross commission Life is a Story. 
The Scottish Episode, the images are coupled with truncated, fragmented sounds: a cat purring, a few notes from a 
tango, the smashing of a plate, laughter – which all come to combine, in the Threshold artspace, to create a mysterious 
rumbling whisper, a swoosh, from which one would like to be able to fish out the individual texts. 

Izabella Gustowska 
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The ball, particularly when rolling onto the table top, brings connotations of spiritualism and fortune-telling. Pawel 
Leszkowicz, the most perspicacious of the critics of Gustowska’s work, has analysed the theme in the context of such 
works as The Day of the Eclipse (2000) or Time for the Séance (2000) as ‘a direct reference to spiritualist séances’, ghosts 
were meant to materialize from the ectoplasm oozing from the mouth of the woman. Recalling the words ‘We are what 
transpires, what has been forgotten’, taken from Gustowska’s performance Moment (1990), Leszkowicz  points out that the 
artist – like the medium during a séance – makes visible that which has been invisible and, with the help of the media, gives 
visual form to the intrinsically intangible psychic processes.4 The critic places the artist’s body of work in the trend of the art 
of the unconscious, side by side with another Polish artist, Alina Szapocznikow. Further Leszkowicz explains the tradition of 
the art of the unconscious as, inter alia, connected ‘with working on the past and memory, with the rhythm of the reworking 
of time past, past experiences, returning to the same motifs, enclosing oneself in the circle of repetitions, beyond time, while 
simultaneously engaging in meditative contemplation of the passing of time. This is a pursuit of the time lost, but it is also a 
constant returning, because in the unconscious there is no time.’5 Even the very recurrent titles of the cycles and individual 
works echo Gustowska’s practice from a few years, or decades, back. They become a self-quotation. To place the artist’s 
work in the Proustian tradition of introspection appears entirely legitimate here. 

Green is the dominant colour in the works analysed. Green is also the colour of the projection in all the versions of Life is a 
Story (since 2008) and The Art of Choice diptych. Green is the artist’s signature colour. Gustowska’s predilection for green 
can be traced back first to employing green in the form of green light, illuminating the exhibition space. Green appears for 
the first time as the defining colour of the video in the work Your Body Tracks your Body (1997). Ever since, green has been 
practically de rigueur in the artist’s work. Gustowska directly refers to green as the colour of life, or life-giving, the colour of 
nature, and so semantically complementing the story line, but also referring to the biological birth cycle. 

The Story of Life
‘Life is a story,’ writes Leszkowicz, ‘but one in which many plots are intertwined. Sometimes it is we who narrate or 
demonstrate, at other times, it is we who are narrated or demonstrated through external projections. Only those two view 
points are capable of fulfilling the story that is life.’6 Gustowska’s art enables us to trace the tale that the artist is spinning 
and, since life is a story, simultaneously to examine the vicissitudes of her creativity. We can thus conclude that some of 
the most important themes from Gustowska’s work at large including the unconscious, self-observation and cyclic returns, 
culminate in the commission presented at the artspace.

The first work entitled Life is a Story came out in 2002. It was a multimedia installation which made use of two exhibition 
halls, employing projection of external space into the interior while showing a film of the same title as the exhibition. The 
artist presented a similar show in 2003, in Poznan, as part of the exhibition Facing Nature, at CSW Inner Spaces. Green 
was the dominant colour in both installations. Gustowska used the same title again for the exhibition at the National 
Museum, Poznan which annexed the entire exhibition space of a large public building. The artist borrowed the title from the 
post-structural theory of Julia Kristeva, who coined the term ‘intertextuality’ – a concept which stems from the conviction 
that it is impossible to analyse a literary text in isolation. It is only through relating it to earlier texts that its meaning can be 
placed within a broader social context and that we can understand how the structure of the text had come about. If we are 
to refer further to postmodern theory, we can conclude, in agreement with Scott Lash, that ‘our perception focuses both on 
representations and on reality itself’. 7 It is, then, possible to say that intertextuality blurs not only boundaries between texts, 
but also boundaries between texts and the life experienced. 

Life is a Story. The Scottish 
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Marek Wasilewski also observes that ‘in reference to her own previous work, the artist demonstrates that her work is, 
primarily, narrating history.’8 In each of her works entitled Life is a Story, Gustowska becomes our guide among the 
leitmotifs of her creativity; she gives us a guided tour of her life – therefore, of her work. The motif of a story appeared 
as early as in Gustowska’s first work, which she presented for her graduation in the National Higher School of Plastic 
Art (today The Academy of Fine Art) in Poznan. Transition/Repetition (1971-2) consisted of works on canvas, a 16 mm 
film and works on paper. It dealt with memory and family history. From the formal point of view, by employing such 
diverse techniques in an especially adopted interior, Gustowska created a sui generis environment. 

Now, the artist is planning a feature length film. While this is a more codified art form, governed by its own rules, 
including the ruthless laws of the film industry market, it is, nevertheless, a natural progression of Gustowska’s poetic, 
oneiric and narrative approach. This is how Pawel Leszkowicz comments on Gustowska’s artistic inspiration, ‘it’s a 
matter of grappling with one’s own history, one’s own past; both artistically and existentially – narration of one’s life. 
(…) The life story includes the story of one’s art. The artist has always gone back to the photographs and films 
created earlier, quoting herself in various works. Story telling, which involves interpretation of events, is essential 
about selecting threads from one’s private visual archive…’9 

According to Alicja Kępińska, ‘Gustowska interiorised electronic media, directing their performance inside our 
feelings.’10 It might be a novel experience for the artist to see her work at the Threshold artspace, at the heart of Perth 
Concert Hall, where the viewers also include casual music fans, passers-by, or those intending to visit the restaurant 
situated downstairs, but an experience which confirms the universality of her work: everybody can find 
a fragment of himself or herself in her work, even if rushing past it, even if just for a split second. 

Gustowska tells stories. This is not typical for a video artist proper, but she tells stories in a poetic manner. The 
construction of her work is similar to that of the construction of a poem: the continuous element (the content) is 
punctuated by the refrain. The level element of the Threshold Wave screens is broken by the circularity of the images. 
Secondly, the (simultaneous) horizontal run of the images, i.e. the metronome/life episodes/oscilloscope, merges with 
the ‘vertical’ element of the sequence of images: ‘ball/stories/ball’. It is for this reason that the metaphor of Gustowska’s art 
as life, as an evolving narrative from a story to a poem, gains legitimacy. The (horizontal) feminine element merges 
with the (vertical) masculine. The structure, additionally, carries connotations of flowers coming up through the snow 
in the spring and the life force of Mother Earth, the life-giving source of all life. 

What Iza Kowalczyk calls ‘the cyborg quality’ in Gustowska’s art, ‘breaking down the divisions into the male and the 
female, the internal and the technological’11, we could call a life-giving unity of the masculine and the feminine. And 
this is what Scottish Tides – Polish Spring has brought to the UK. 

Izabella Gustowska 
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Notes
*  The term ‘paratheatre’ was coined by the Polish  
 theatre director Jerzy Grotowski (1933 –1999). It  
 refers to private, nonperformance oriented physical  
 processes of group dynamics usually involving 
 rigorous kinetic and vocal techniques. Withoutan
 audience, the focus shifts away from the external  
 ‘pressure to perform’ and towards more self-created 
 pressures of performing actions with enough 
 commitment to transform and refine the instrument  
 (of the self).
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