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Edith Jerdbkovd, Jan Albert
Sturma:

Primeval Forest, Garden and
Wadll

Translation: Marta Darom Curatorial text for the exhibition Primeval Forest,
Garden and Wall (17/10/2024-26/1/2025, PLATO).
Ttumaczenia: Izabela Szulc

Primeval Forest, Garden and Wall is the second exhibition organized in the
Keyhole space that focuses on various forms of gardening as well as art related
to plants. The motivation for the exhibition was the archive of photographs
and negatives of Lech Wilczek (1930-2018): while researching materials for the
(previous) exhibition Escaped, Found a Hideout, Still on the Run, I came across
the archival photographs of Wilczek’s garden in Dziedzinka, in the Bialowieza
Forest, where he lived with Simona Kossak in an interspecies family with
domesticated and wild animals. While the story of the zoologist, ecologist,
activist and ethologist Kossak (1943-2007) is known to the informed public (a
feature film on her life in the forest will come out in cinemas this year), the
activities of her partner Wilczek — a graduate of the Academy of Fine Arts in
Warsaw, an observer and documentarist of the animals, plants, and people in
his surroundings — are not. Just like the biotope of his garden where flora and
fauna species were interconnected and functioned together, his photographs
show his longing for a complete and interconnected image of the world and
the individuals who create it. Wilczek’s photographs received acclaim in
Poland and elsewhere. In the 1950s and 1970s, he published books on
mushrooms, hamsters, aquarium fish, ravens, tawny owls, and badgers, while
also writing articles for the monthly Przyroda Polska. Commenting on
Wilczek’s first book Oko w oko, Adam Mazur and Lukasz Gorczyca wrote:
“Unlike the most famous photographers of nature of the Polish People’s
Republic, such as Wtodzimierz Puchalski and Zdzistaw Wdowinski, Wilczek
was not a hunter. He represented an environmental attitude that was rare
among his photographer colleagues.” Both Wilczek and Kossak were
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environmentalists. Contemporary witnesses from Bialowieza say that Wilczek
was more connected to the locals, while Kossak fought for the rights of the
primeval forest — fighting in the media, fighting with authorities, and
sometimes even with the locals. She wanted to save the wolves, lynxes, bison,
and other animals that humans push out of the forest (or indeed any)
landscape.

Wilczek’s enthralling garden photographs that I found in the archive were like
a revelation to me — to start with, the garden was in the protection zone of the
primeval forest! I invited field biologist and landscape ecologist Jan Albert
Sturma to co-curate the exhibition with me. Sturma is also an opponent of the
wall — the anti-migration barrier, over five meters tall and 186 km long, that
Poland is erecting along its border with Belarus. The wall is a major
humanitarian and environmental problem: it significantly limits the
movement of rare species, including bison, moose, and lynx, even though the
Biatowieza Forest is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and part of the European
Natura 2000 network of protected areas. As I sorted through the photo
archive stored in the house of Simona’s niece Joanna Kossak located in the
middle of the primeval forest, Lech’s photographs clashed with the reality
outside the windows, laden with begonias. The view of Polish Army soldiers
and vehicles patrolling in front of the house and driving through the entire
forest de-romanticized any interspecies dreams of the garden in Dziedzinka.

The exhibition explores the theme of the artificial construction of borders
with which people separate one nature from another: the nature of the Polish
primeval forest from the nature of the Belarusian primeval forest, the nature of
the artificial garden from the nature of the original forest. In Dziedzinka,
Wilczek created the garden organism while he observed the primeval forest
organism which surrounded the garden. The garden in Dziedzinka was not
created merely to please people; it was also a source of food for insects, birds,
reptiles, mammals, the organisms living in the soil, and the many plants that
thrived in it. For Wilczek and Kossak the garden also served as a place for
scientific observation and photo documentation. The garden was a collective
work made up of the many gardens and front gardens of Bialowieza and its
surroundings. On the way home from his Warsaw studio (where Wilczek
created and maintained a garden with a pond for the inhabitants of the house),
gardeners were happy to give him gifts of plant offsets and bulbs, as did people
from Biatowieza. In return, he would give them something from his garden
paradise. Wilczek had a talent for getting young people interested in
gardening, especially students from the local forestry school who would come
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and help him in the garden while learning gardening. This is how Mirostaw
Jerzy Chyra, who became friends with Wilczek, succumbed to the passion of
gardening — just like Chyra’s son Jarostaw later on. Together they organised
the book Ogréd Puszczy towards the end of Wilczek’s life. The book will be
published this year and we are honoured to have its pilot version in the
exhibition.

The garden in Dziedzinka is of interest to PLATO for many reasons. Its
concept is close to the permaculture principles which influence the PLATO
garden, and both gardens weave together artistic, gardening, environmental,
educational, and ethical goals.

Biophilia (people’s innate tendency to seek a connection with nature and other
forms of life) has been replaced by biopolitics (power over the lives of others).
When Kossak and Wilczek moved from Dziedzinka to Bialowieza in their old
age to live there permanently, the authorities ordered them to destroy the
garden, including the beehives and the shelters for their animals. Kossak and
Wilczek understood that plants from the garden could spread into the virgin
forest and agreed to the garden’s destruction. A part of the garden has survived
in the gardens of the village and Chyra’s garden. But recently, other authorities
have approved - about a kilometre further on — a construction that is far
scarier for the life of the primeval forest than a garden: a wall embedded in the
ground and so tall that almost no man or animal can dig under it or climb over
it. The wall divides plant and animal species into those that can get over itand
those that have no chance. From a biological perspective, migration is

a natural thing, necessary for the life of organisms and to preserve healthy
genes. However, the political division of the world interprets it with increasing
consistency as unnatural and uses it as a tool for power struggles and a fight for
votes. Jan Albert Sturma has invited illustrator, director, and screenwriter of
documentary and popular science-themed films, Jan Hosek, with whom he
collaborated on the film Planeta Praha, to be co-curator of the exhibition. The
result of the collaboration is a wall with Hosek’s drawings and Sturma’s texts
that divides the Keyhole space and points out the traumatizing effect such an
unsurpassable obstacle has on the forest animals. The viewers are welcome to
get actively involved on one side of the wall and express their opinions, thus
symbolically supporting the efforts of many humanitarian and environmental
activists who are active in Bialowieza, in government offices, and in the media.
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