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Agata Madejska’s series kosmos (2006/07) consists of eight photographs each of 
which depicts a shiny metallic piece of playground equipment: a slide, a bent 
ladder, a round platform, another slide, a tire swing, a normal swing, a dome, a 
third slide. The objects are lit unnaturally, too bright against their dark, nearly 
nighttime surroundings. We hardly see anything at all, only the vague contours of 
steps, leaves, sand, grass. What is the source of the light shining on the equipment? 
Their silvery surfaces remind me of mercury that for a moment has formed a vis-
ible structure on the surface, only to fall apart again. In his film “Orphée” (1950), 
Jean Cocteau used mercury to represent the act of passing through a mirror. 
Behind the mirror, everything is different. Looking at Agata Madejska’s images, 
one can easily get the impression of having passed through a surface to reach 
another place only loosely connected to known reality.

Yet her photographs are of concrete places exactly as they were when the camera 
found them. Madejska works with an analogue large-format camera and gener-
ally does not manipulate the image. The series kosmos was made at twilight, the 
“blue hour.” Some of the images required long periods of waiting in order to catch 
the right moment when the last bit of daylight shone upon the metal surfaces. 
The stark artificiality of the images arises from a precise handling of the camera 
through over- and underexposure, contrast gradation, and shutter speed. It would 
have been possible to achieve a similar result on the computer, through digital 
manipulation, but Agata Madejska describes the object’s presence before the 
camera—the searching and waiting, observing, sitting tight and then catching 
the moment—as indispensable to the process. She works with existing light and 
with photography’s ability to create an image from a momentary relationship 
between light and darkness that transports clearly recognizable objects from their 
everyday surroundings into an atmosphere far removed from the everyday. The 
fact that children actually play on these things is something almost impossible 
to imagine. It makes no sense that anything at all can be done with them. The 
images show a space that they themselves have created, in which the rules according 
to which matter behaves and becomes visible are different than they are in the 
world in which we walk past playgrounds or through them, in which children 
run around and play in them. 

“Taken as a whole, space is a location one does something with.”1 In the theo-
retical differentiation between location and space, location—a “momentary con-
stellation of fixed points”2—becomes a space through acts, various practices, 
designs, paths, and meetings. Madejska’s representation of location or space is 
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preceded by a method, a particular way of approaching a place that leads to and 
results in a photograph. A long period of research is required before taking a 
photograph; work on a particular series takes over a year at the very least. When 
asked whether she finds her motifs by chance, Agata Madejska responds decisively 
in the negative; it’s never an accident. The images that arise at concrete locations 
are always the result of an immersion in a large number of images and texts that 
enter the works of a series either directly or indirectly. For instance the title of 
the series, kosmos, comes from the novel of the same title by the Polish writer 
Witold Gombrowicz. A quote that Madejska sent to me as I was working on this 
text speaks of the disappearance and reappearance of things, of the “slipshod” 
relationship to visible reality: 

[...] nothing was important in the slow vanishing that makes up a ride, 
something else was preoccupying me, something that had no flesh, it 
was the relation of the speed with which closer objects came and went, 
to the slower coming and going of objects farther away, and also in 
comparison to the quite distant ones that almost stood still—that’s 
what was preoccupying me. I thought that during a ride objects appear, 
only to disappear, objects are unimportant, the landscape is unimpor-
tant, the only thing that is left is appearance and disappearance. A tree. 
A field. Another tree. It passes. I wasn’t present. Isn’t it true (I thought), 
that one is almost never present, or rather never fully present, and that’s 
because we have only a halfhearted, chaotic and slipshod, disgraceful 
and vile relationship with our surroundings […].3 

The term “cosmos” refers both to the universe and, in Greek mythology, to the 
antithesis of chaos: harmonious order. Gombrowicz’s rambling novel is an attempt 
to make these dual associations to order and chaos palpable. The author writes 
that he likes to refer to the work as a story about “the formation of a reality,”4 and 
in Madejska’s images too, reality seems to first arise in the photograph, although 
the latter purports to represent this reality. Madejska seizes individual moments 
from the onslaught of random appearance and disappearance and sets up an 
absolute visual order in photography—an order, however, whose point of reference 
in the series kosmos literally remains in the dark. The location portrayed seems 
intangible, to have never really existed. If the image were a painting, we would 
presumably have no reason to ponder this aspect, but with photographs it’s always 
possible that the represented scene could have once looked this way, or similarly.

In the series Ideogram (2007–2009) we find white instead of black, tones of 
gray, a milky absence of color. This series also consists of eight photographs 60 cm
high and between 44 and 49 cm wide, depending on the motif. In Ideogram 001 
(2008, 60×46 cm), the sharp edge of two curved grid-like surfaces meets in the 
middle, protruding towards the viewer. The edges are soft on the gray-white sur-
face; it seems as though the form were emerging from fog or clouds—the ground 
cannot be seen. Ideogram 003 (2009, 60×43 cm) is a clearly delineated frontal block, 



while Ideogram 004 (60×45,5 cm) transforms a convex structure into a surface, a
shimmering excerpt on a monochromatic background. These are photographs of
office blocks of glass and steel; their ghostly appearance is due to their removal 
from the city context, the unreal white, and the arrangement. Not a sign of life can 
be seen, and there is no indication as to whether people have ever been present here, 
have ever lived or worked in the buildings. Madejska presents them as abstract struc-
tures, as grid orders that are either pictorially flat or create a spatial effect—less 
as real buildings with a spatial or temporal location than as forms. It’s about creating 
images in which the buildings become ghosts. 

In his book from 2010, “Das Gespenst des Kapitals” (trans. The Ghost of Capital), 
literary scholar Joseph Vogl questions the alleged rationality and logic of the finan-
cial markets. In his introduction, he writes: “Political economies have always had 
a weakness for the occult and have suspected invisible hands and other ghosts 
behind the actions of the economy.”5 Madejska’s images seem to home in on this 
eerie, invisible quality. The artist began the series Ideogram in 2007, when the first 
disturbances in the financial sector emerged with the bursting of the real estate 
bubble; she continued them throughout 2008 and 2009 as the crisis became 
global after the Lehman Brothers investment bank collapsed in September of 2008, 
thoroughly shaking the financial system and any trust in its players. Madejska’s 
portrayal of the architecture, which symbolizes large companies, banks, and their 
global transactions, creates an uncanny order that only fiction can produce. Her 
photographic representation of the buildings aims for one visual effect: the pos-
sibility that a construction that both mirrors its surroundings and excludes them 
can disappear at any time. In these images, solid matter is turned into a mirage. 
Like the series kosmos, Ideogram is also based on an observation, in this case the 
view from a moving train of glass architecture seen against a hazy sky.6 It’s as 
though Madejska, while planning the photographs, picked out an aspect of sensual 
perception and emphasized it until it dominated the image. The resulting picture 
intensifies and elevates a certain perspective on the object in front of the camera,7  
thus creating an abstraction that embodies Madejska’s preparatory textual, visual, 
and technical research. The series Ideogram removes the buildings from their re-
spective context and involves the viewer in a visual reflection on glass architecture 
and its concrete appearances and symbolic meanings, such as the insignia of power, 
progress, technical innovation, financial potency, and internationality. The title 
Ideogram refers to the development of visual symbols for such ideas or concepts—the 
images visualize their own transitoriness. 

Agata Madejska’s involvement with symbolic structurings of public space reaches 
a climax in the series The Order of Solids (from 2010, ongoing). At the moment, it 
consists of seven photographs whose titles offer no information on the location or 
the object of the image: 81–86, Here and There, Crystal Display, 46–48, Thereabouts, 
25–36, 1906. In this series, the sizes vary greatly. The smallest, two-part work 
Here and There (2011) measures 13×33 cm, while 25–36 (2010) is 220×161 cm 
in size. Madejska translates each physical experience of confrontation with the 
depicted object into the image, that is, into the space of the viewer,8 whose doubt 
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about what he actually sees in the photograph is further deepened by the varying 
ratios between the picture scale and photographed motif. 81–86 (2010, 119×163 cm) 
depicts a black silhouette in front of an even gray-white background. A closer look 
at the matte, light-absorbing black reveals contours that appear to be folds, as well 
as minimal nuances in color that end in a dark green. It becomes increasingly 
difficult to judge whether the object photographed is velvety and soft or hard and 
impenetrable. The pedestal at the bottom edge of the photograph provides a hint 
as to the size and actual properties; it suggests a monument or a sculpture in urban 
space. But a monument for what? And if it’s a sculpture, why has it been photo-
graphed from this strange perspective? Why are all clues to origin, texture, and 
the significance of the object shown omitted?

At first glance, Crystal Display (2010, 180×138.5 cm) seems to consist of a 
white surface and several surrounding trees. The middle is empty—until we notice 
a fine fog on the edges and then the water fountain, which can barely be distin-
guished from the sky/background. In The Order of Solids we see various public 
monuments, plazas, and sculptures. Unusual perspectives, changes in size ratio, 
and the precise translation of daylight into the light of photography gives them 
an aesthetic, alien quality; their concrete, solid materiality is dissolved into light 
and dark shapes that hover between stark abstraction and realistic representation.

In a pictorial sense, Madejska knocks the monuments off their pedestals by 
presenting these as voids. Her photographic redistribution of the visible and 
invisible addresses the transitive character of symbolic representations in public 
space that prevail or pass on. She uses photography as an image-generating medium 
whose products are rooted in visible reality. The creation of this reference, however, 
takes from the representation any necessity to remain true to reality; rather, it is 
a symbolic reference to space. In an engagement with the physical space and the 
camera’s possibilities of representing it, Madejska creates subjectively charged images 
of space that visualize the production of space through its form and imagination.

The sociologist Henri Lefebvre divides the social production of space into three 
mutually dependent interlocking areas: 1. spatial praxis: the usage of space, concrete 
dealings with space from the level of the everyday to the overall social level; 
2. representations of space: maps, investigations, urban planning; 3. spaces of 
representation: the space directly experienced and lived by the people who occupy 
it, experience it subjectively, describe and thereby change it. Lefebvre also ascribes 
art to this third category:

Representational spaces, embodying complex symbolisms, sometimes 
coded, sometimes not, linked to the clandestine or underground side 
of social life, as also to art (which may come eventually to be defined 
less as a code of space than as a code of representational spaces).9

In the case of the representational spaces, it’s about articulating the experience of 
space, the description and imagination that change it and are involved in the 
production of space. Agata Madejska’s photographs articulate experiences of space  
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by translating them into images. This does not entail pictorial repetition of the 
concrete location before the camera, but the attempt to repeat and create a spatial 
experience via the photographic representation. This is why it is particularly
important that the objects actually stood before the camera and were not digitally 
created on the computer: it is a mater of conveying a bodily experience using
pictorial means, of a “visualization of the absent,”10 as the philosopher and art 
historian Louis Marin writes concerning images. Madejska’s photographs show 
what has been seen on the boundary to the disappearance, point to something 
that is not directly present in the image, that withdraws from the gaze. Accordingly, 
the abstractions resist the clear decipherability of concrete settings such as the 
institutional places for child’s play in kosmos, the bulwarks of economic power in 
Ideogram, and the symbolically charged places in The Order of Solids. Before the 
camera, the locations become penetrable surfaces of projection.


