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Market

There is a metal fabricator’s workshop in Warsaw — little more
than a few rusty sheds flanked by piles of corroding material —
where the door handles, balustrades, window frames, and other
furnishings for several of the city’s Soviet-style housing blocks
were produced. When Monika Sosnowska approached the

men who labored there, the factory had been officially closed
for nearly two decades, a casualty of the teetering socialist
economy. The meeting would spark a bold new phase for the
workshop. A place where the utopian aspirations of an earlier
era had once congealed into mundane architectural elements
would reemerge as an unlikely site for the production of objects
at once vividly original and haunted by a broken and receding
paradigm.

Though it appears to hover alimost weightlessly, Sosnowska’s
newest sculpture, Market (2013), consists of over 1,100 pounds
of bent and welded steel. Commissioned and designed
specifically for Pérez Art Museum Miami’s double-height
project gallery — with its soaring, 30-foot-high ceiling — the
work confounds perception, its contours shifting continuously
as one navigates the room’s tight parameters. Its shape is
contradictory: unified yet fragmentary, contained yet volatile, it
contracts as it expands, by turns imposing and as delicate as a
tangled spiderweb.

The strong sensorial impact that the sculpture engenders is
characteristic of Sosnowska’s work. Over the years, her output

has oscillated between surreal, tableaux-like installations and
discrete objects made from steel, concrete, and other materials
associated with gritty industrialization, which are often large
and customized for the galleries in which they are displayed.

Sosnowska has a penchant for transfiguring immaterial space
into an almost palpable element. This central aspect of her
work results, in part, from an engagement with the lineages of
modernist geometric abstraction, particularly the rich legacies
of the Polish postwar avant-garde, including those of such
figures as Henryk Stazewski and Katarzyna Kobro. Her work
relates, at the same time, to her manner of processing the
subjective experience of the built environment she calls home.

With its vast industrial zones, abandoned or repurposed Soviet-
era buildings, and reconstructions of historic neighborhoods
destroyed during World War Il, the Polish capital is defined as
much by its turbulent history as it is by its central position in
the still-unfolding narrative of a new, post-Communist world
order. Sosnowska’s work is imbued with the distinctive urban
landscape and material culture that have arisen as a result of
this paradoxical condition.

Market specifically references the skeletal steel structures that
became increasingly common throughout Warsaw following
the collapse of the Communist system, springing up amid
unregulated bazaars where black-market merchandise —

knockoff designer sportswear, bootleg CDs, and other
products imported from China and Vietnam —is openly bought
and sold. Arising first in the vicinity of the city’s main train
station, where itinerant merchants from Eastern Europe and
Asia instinctually flocked, the bazaars then brashly invaded

the spaces in and around derelict public sites, such as the now
demolished Stadion Dziesiecioleca (10*"-Anniversary Stadium),
which came to house the largest open-air market in Europe.
Made from found scrap metal and often welded together

by the same individuals who use them as kiosks to sell their
goods, the armatures exemplify the chaotic process by which
the architectural vestiges of Poland’s failed former self have
been cannibalized and transformed into pure articulations of
vernacular urbanism, hiding in plain sight while impinging on the
local topography in significant ways.

The structures also embody the kind of spontaneous, untaxed,
and unsanctioned street-level commercial activity that is
increasingly seen less as a societal pariah than as a crucial
factor in determining a given city’s economic viability. While
this sort of phenomenon invariably arises in response to local
specificities, it resonates with global trends. From Singapore to
Sao Paulo, the inability of official systems to cope with dramatic
urban growth, together with the unprecedented mobilization

of capital unleashed by a combination of globalization

and neoliberalism, has contributed to the development of
vibrant, informal economies that hum beneath the radars

of metropolitan authorities, particularly among the vast and
growing populations of urban poor that comprise majorities
in the developing world. Amid the general failure of official
institutions to absorb the aftershocks of recent history, the
cresting informal sector has provided new paths for survival
and, arguably, resistance.

Market evokes the realities of economic instability and the
precarious new forms of urbanism that have come to define
our time. Though it neither illustrates nor confronts these
forces directly, it redoubles our role as witness to the dramatic
intensification of the 21st-century city, transposing it into a
radical aesthetic encounter.

René Morales
Curator
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