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The rulers of Poland have set snares in the thicket of history. At any moment, we can be trapped by meanings and symbols, become ensnared with intrigues, treacheries and tricks, and fall into the barbaric hands of narration and interpretation. It is easy to get lost in the murky forest of history, even if we venture into it on horseback, with an owl on our shoulder and a gun in the hand, with a map and a navigator, in a grand robe and brandishing a shield; at the very first crossroads, a poisoned arrow might reach us. In order to get one’s bearings on this bloody battlefield of memory, identity and awareness, one has to get lost first: this is the declaration made by the authors of the performance entitled just like the famous cycle of Jan Matejko’s paintings: The Gallery of the Polish Kings. This declaration is uttered before the premiere at the Chamber Stage of the Stary Theatre. The authors’ work, largely relying on improvisation, has brought a surprising and visually and intellectually ravishing and intriguing effect. Just like any other outstanding work of art, it has divided the viewers into ardent enthusiasts and bitter critics.

The action takes place at the Wawel Castle, in the historical seat and the cathedral and necropolis of the Polish kings which, during WWII, was transformed into the residence of the Nazi governor, Hans Frank. It takes place simultaneously in the theatre and on the stage, as well as behind the scenes and in the vaults. Yet primarily, it is also shown on the screen, because a substantial part of the performance is filmed (live) and displayed on huge canvass covering almost the entire stage. Sometimes, the screen is raised and such sudden break and refreshment of the reception at the crossing of two types of illusions (film and theatrical) is very important in this performance.

The idea of the formally innovative performance, which measures its strength against the historical myths that are overpowering us, Poles, does not consist in following the linear course of a skillfully constructed plot. It requires a free flow of imagination, following the course of sometimes astonishing events, as we are attacked and seduced by the images appearing on the stage. Nevertheless, as accurately noticed by Joanna Targoń in her text entitled “Wawel and Valhalla” (Gazeta Wyborcza daily, Kraków, 78/2013): “At the beginning, there is something of a plot:  Hans Frank (Krzysztof Zarzecki) wakes up the Polish rulers in the vaults of the Wawel Castle – the first Piasts and the Jagiellonian dynasty. The crowned group, getting out of wooden coffins, turns out to be a bunch of conspirators, who just use their royal pseudonyms; their task is to take the arrases out of the castle. At the top, in the chambers, Frank throws a party where election kings are guests. The mole of the conspirators is Anna Jagiellonka (Anna Radwan-Gancarczyk). Yet this plot is just as shady as the arras – an ordinary carpet which the conspirators are folding with difficulty. Soon, it is discarded.

Therefore, who are these people taking part in, as they say, “some sick fantasy of one Nazi?” Phantasms put together from historical facts, modern reflection, free imagination and unorthodox approach to history. The presence of Hans Frank results in the fact that stories of persons foreign in the Polish history are brought to life. Rycheza, the first queen of Poland, was German (this role and the role of Casimir the Restorer is played by Małgorzata Gałkowska), Prince Mieszko I (Justyna Wasilewska) received baptism from the German Virgin Mary (the wife of Hans Frank, played by Marta Ojrzyńska, transforms into her), who promised access to the civilized Europe to him. King Henry de Valois (Adam Nawojczyk) is constantly away – at Vichy: after all, it is the middle of WWII. Super-Piast (Krzysztof Zawadzki) in an insane monologue of three rulers: Henry the Pious, Vladislaus the Short and Casimir the Great – shouts out that in 1944, Germans examined his body (bodies) and determined its (their) Nordic affiliation. Frank presents King Vladislaus Jagiełło (Roman Gancarczyk) who is his main adversary here, with the plan of establishing an anthropological garden, where representatives of nations conquered by the Germans could be represented. All of this takes place under a huge, naturalist beating heart (of Polishness), among chairs set on the stage according to the design of Stanisław Wyspiański, an artist of the Young Poland who, with his obsession with the Wawel – the Polish Acropolis – and exhumed Polish kings, is maybe not even the patron of the performance, but yet another spirit conjured in it. 

Garbaczewski’s performance is not dignified, but ironic, kitsch, funny, even though at the same time strangely serious. How to deal with history which is constantly revealing it ugly face? How to treat the gallery of the Polish kings: as models, monuments, corpses or ghosts? Maybe – as it happened with Vladislaus of Varna (Wiktor Loga-Skarczewski), the king who died during the battle with the Turks at Varna – they should just be reduced to their nicknames? In the finale, Jagiełło kills Frank and his wife – but maybe even death is a fantasy, because Frank’s wife, shot many times, continues to stumble and cannot fall down and die. Thereby, Frank goes into the sphere where the kings stay. “In three generations, you may appear in dreams to somebody as an idea. Ominous and tempting one,” Jagiełło tells him. 

The subversive theme of the performance, postulating going beyond the typically Polish dualism: “hero” or “traitor”, which makes us trapped in the constant and idle clinch of mutual accusations, is accurately analyzed by Joanna Wichowska in a text entitled: “Heart of the Nation at the Wawel Castle” (dwutygodnik.com No. 105/2013): “Krzysztof Garbaczewski assembles the underground labyrinths of the Wawel Castle behind the scenes and under the scene: we can see them on a huge screen, in the frantic, shaky frames (excellent work of Robert Mleczko and Marek Kozakiewicz, who is also the co-author of the set design) which never betray their full topography. Walls and floors of the cellars are covered with esoteric signs. From the ceilings, ropes and cables are hanging. There are coffins everywhere, along with dust and stuffy air. The kings want (and have to) face the national ethos: if they are in the underground – this is also metaphorical. The action takes place during war, so they set up a defence movement against the occupier (…). On the revolving stage covered with a screen (…), an entrance to the ditch was assembled and a white and red barrier. The camera catches a glimpse of the piano. Garbaczewski provides us with a meaningful set of symbols to which the Polish collective subconscious reacts automatically. And as if this was not enough – the stage is dominated by a gigantic, hyper-realistic and breathing heart. A heart torn out of the chest of a king, a ruler or a poet and built into a wall of one the cathedrals. Overgrown and overburdened heart of an imagined community. Its rhythmical contractions are accompanied by loud crunch of the machinery – pumping of the national blood takes place with a significant effort. A paper plane is also present. It is perched at the edge of the proscenium. Its microscopic sizes make the joke almost imperceptible. This tiny gesture may however be interpreted seriously: as an attempt at restoring the proper size to the history of the Wawel and thence the Polish history (…).

The alternative is viciously simple: either desperate diversion actions to protect various – material and spiritual, historical and metaphysical – deposits of Polishness or balls with senators and governors. Either defence of the bulwarks of Europe, of civilization, of Christianity and what not – or treachery. Between these extremes of Polishness, where there should be normality – there is emptiness. The fact that we are still able to breathe is the result of a habit. Garbaczewski, under the pretext of unraveling informal historical fantasies, is madly demanding some more oxygen.

The intriguing and ambiguous performance, saturated with metaphors, symbols and frequently irresistibly comical in a grotesque and absurd manner, is played excellently. It draws the viewer in with a hypnotic aura and, at the same time, demands an individual and independent interpretation. It may be rejected and called gobbledygook on account of absence of the so-called clear message, but it may also be pondered upon and the reflections that it might evoke may surprise us greatly. 
Krzysztof Garbaczewski (b. 1983)
Theatre director and set designer. Studied at the Drama Direction Department of the Ludwik Solski State Drama School. Assistant to director Krystian Lupa during the eight-hour long performance entitled “Factory 2” (2008), which has a cult status and which is called the “collective fantasy inspired by the works of Andy Warhol” in the National Stary Theatre in Kraków. From the moment of his debut performance “Sports Choir” by Elfriede Jelinek in the Kochanowski Theatre in Opole (2008), he received several prestigious prizes. Directed performances: “The Lunatics” according to the sensational novel of Witold Gombrowicz, “Nirvana” according to the Tibetan Book of the Dead, “Odyssey” by Homer, “The Sexual Life of Savages” based on the writings of Bronisław Malinowski, “Devils” on the basis of F. Dostoevsky, “Star Wars” according to the “Death Star” by Maciej Cecko (inspired by the famous American film saga), “Balladyna” according to Juliusz Słowacki and “The Gallery of the Polish Kings” in the National Stary Theatre in Kraków. His shows are called theatrical performances; the director creates shows without a plot, based on the principle of free associations. He willingly reaches for film techniques, creating phantasmagoric visions, saturated with metaphors, which take place both on the theatre stage and large-size screens.
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