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Nikifor, Krynica

»oztuka jest przejawem zycia
pewnych warstw duszy. Jakiez
musi byé tajemne zycie duszy,
nazwanej przez nas prymitywnaq,
skoro z niej powstajq arcydzieta?
... Zamalowano w ciqgu wiekéw
niezliczonq ilo$¢ kawatkéw ptétna
i deski, a te kawateczki papieru nie
przypominaly wiasciwie nic, com
dotgd widziat”.

Jerzy Wolff, 1938

“Art is a manifestation of the life of
certain layers of the soul. What must
be the secret life of the soul, which
we call primitive, it masterpieces are
made from it? [...] Countless pieces
of canvas and wood have been
painted over throughout the centuries,
but these scraps of paper resemble
nothing that | have seen so far.”

Jerzy Wolff, 1938



NIKIFOR jest jedng z najbardziej fascynujgeych
postaci na scenie sziuki europejskiej

XX wieku. Czlowiek, ktéry spedzit dziecinstwo
w wielkiej biedzie, pod koniec zycia dostgpit
zaszczytu wystawiania swoich obrazéw

w prestizowych galeriach na calym $wiecie.
Zyskat miedzynarodowq stawe, byt pokazywany
w towarzystwie najwigkszych znakomitosci
polskiego malarstwa wspélczesnego, takich

iak Jerzy Nowosielski, Tadeusz Brzozowski, Jan
Lebenstein i inni. Dzisioj, ponad pigédziesigt

lat po $mierci, Nikifor nadal pozostaje postaciq

kontrowersyjnq i tajemniczq. To, co o tym czlowieku

mozna powiedzieé na pewno, to ze byt Lemkiem
i ,Malarzem-Artystq”, kiérym sam siebie juz we
wczesnej mlodosci niejako akonto mianowat i co

udowodnit pézniej swoiq sztuka. Zyt na pograniczu
kultury Wschodu i Zachodu i czerpalt z dziedzictwa

obu tych kregéw kulturowych.

Wiadomosci dotyczace miodosci Nikifora

sq jedynie fragmentaryczne, Urodzit sie
prawdopodobnie w 1895 roku w Krynicy Wi,
jako syn samotnej i bardzo biednej wiejskiej
kobiety, kiéra zarabiata na zycie sprzgtaniem

w krynickich pensjonatach. Matka Nikifora,
~Odocha”, ,,Onycha” lub ,Odoska”, bo réznie
ludzie zapamietali jej zdrobniate imie i malernkg
postad, nie miata swojego miejsca w zyciu.
Wraz z synem tulata sie po Krynicy i okolicznych
wsiach, mieszkajac katem u ludzi, u ktérych
akurat znalazia prace, czy u tych, ktérzy okazali
iej litosé. Nikitor odziedziczyl po matce powazne
ograniczenie zdrowoine. Betkotliwa, bardzo
niewyrazna mowa uniemozliwita mu normalny
kontakt z ludzmi i navke w szkole, do ktérej
podobno przez krétki okres uczeszczal. Mimo
to pozostat analfabetq. Jednak ludzie, ktérzy
znalezli dla niego czas i zechcieli wstuchad sie
w jego mowe, potrafili sie calkiem dobrze z nim
porozumieé. Ale tych bylo niewielu i pojawili sie
w jego zyciu pézno. Dlatego m.in, wiele pytar
dotyczgeych osoby i sztuki Nikifora pozostato
bez odpowiedzi. Piszgc o nim, musimy czesto
operowad jedynie przypuszczeniami.

Przede wszystkim nie mozna daé ostatecznej
odpowiedzi na dwa podstawowe pytania,

NIKIFOR is one of the most fascinating figures
of 20"-century European art. The man who
spent his childhood in extreme poverty, towards
the end of his life had the honour of exhibiting
his paintings in prestigious galleries all over

the world, He won international renown,

his art was showcased next to the most
outstanding contemporary Polish artists, such
as Jerzy Nowosielski, Tadeusz Brzozowski,

Jan Lebenstein and others. Today, more than
fifty years after his death, Nikifor still remains
controversial and mysterious. What can be said
for sure about this man is that he was a Lemko
and an art painter, which he called himselfin his
early youth and which he later proved with his
art. He lived atthe borderland of the Eastern and
the Western cultures and was inspired by the
heritage of both.

We have only piecemeal information about
Nikifor’s youth. He was probably bornin 1895
in Krynica Wieé to an unmarried and very
poor country woman, who made her living by
cleaning in guest houses in Krynica. Nikifor's
mother: “Odocha”, “Onycha” or *Odoska” -
as people recall the name she went by, as well
as her tiny figure - never found her ploce in this
world. Together with her son, she wandered
across Krynica and the nearby villages, staying
at various places where she managed o find

a temporary job, or with peaple whao showed
her mercy. Nikifor inherited serious health
issues from his mother. His mumbling and very
inarticulate way of speaking hindered normal
human interaction and school education, which
he is said to have attended for a short period.
Nevertheless, he remained illiterate. But those
who made fime and wanted to listen to what he
was saying, could actually communicate with
him pretty well, They were scarce, though, and
came into his life very late. That is why a number
of questions about Nikifar’s life and art have
never been answered. When writing about him,
we often have to make assumptions.

First of all, there is no conclusive information
about two fundamental questions concerning
the man'’s identity and the sources of his art.












Banachdéw obrazy Nikifora zaprezentowane
zostaly na wystawach w wielu miastach Europy,
m.in. w Paryzu, Brukseli, Amsterdamie, Wiedniu,
we Frankfurcie, w Sztokholmie, Rzymie,
Zagrzebiv, a takze w Stanach Zjednoczonych

i w lzraelu,

Pasmo sukcesdw artystycznych Nikifora,
rozpoczete wystawg w galerii Diny Vierny

w Paryzu w kwietniu 1959 roku, trwa do dzi$.
Ukoronowaniem jego kariery za zycia stala
sie wielka wystawa w warszawskiej Zachecie
w 1967 roku. Po $mierci artysty najwazniejszy
moment to otwarcie Muzeum Nikitora

w Krynicy, co nastgpito 31 stycznia 1995 roku.

Twérczosé Nikifora wymyka sie wszelkim
porzqdkujgcym zaszeregowaniom. Umownie
ten rodzaj samorodnego malarstwa nazywamy
»haiwnym”, ale akurat w odniesieniu do sztuki
Nikifora to okreslenie jest nieadekwatne. Jego
sztuka jest bowiem wyrafinowana i szczegélowo
perfekcyjna. Musimy ,,studiowaé” Nikifora,
oglada¢ wielokrotnie jego obrazy, zeby
prébowaé zrozumied zawartg w nich tresé

i symbolike. By doj$¢ do przekonania, ze nigdy
nie pojmiemy do konca tych - czasem na pozér
banalnych - malunkéw. ,,Naiwnos¢” Nikifora
polegala chyba na wierze w to, ze malowaniem
mozna poprawi¢ éwiat. Czlowiek wspélczesny,
wcywilizowany”, od razu oczywiscie usmiechem
skwituje taki pomyst. Tyle ze Nikitor dokonat
tego naprawde! ,Nikifor odniést nad $wiatem
najwieksze zwyciestwo: z wroga vczynit
przyjaciela, oblaskawit otoczenie, zmienit je
zupelnie, zgodnie ze swymi pragnieniami” -
napisal Andrzej Banach.

Stawa, ktéra przyszta do Nikifora w ostatnich
latach zycia, przerosta wszelkie wyobrazenie.
Urzgdzono mu kilkadziesigt wystaw na catym
$wiecie, napisano o nim cztery ksigzki i setki
artykutéw w kilkunastu jezykach. Wybitni poeci
poswiecilimu swoje wiersze, nakrecono kilka
filméw dokumentalnych i audycje telewizying

z jego udzialem. Zostat cztonkiem honorowym
Zwiqzku Polskich Artystéw Plastykéw. Obrazy,
ktérymi jeszcze niedawno pogardzano,

His crowning achievement during his lifetime was
a great exhibition at Zacheta in Warsaw in 1967.
After the artist’s death, the quantum leap was

the opening of the Nikifor Museum in Krynica

on 31 January 1995,

Nikifor's art escapes all clossifications. This kind
of self-taught painting is known as “naive’, but in
the case of Nikifor's art this term is inadequate.
Alter all, his art is sophisticated and perfectin
all details. We must “study” Nikifor, observe his
paintings over and over again, in order to try

to understand their message and symbals. We
only come to a conclusion that we will never
fully embrace the - sometimes seemingly banal
- works of art. Nikifor's naiveness must have
stemmed from his belief that he could change the
world by painting. A contemparary “civilised”
man will surely snort at the idea. But Nikifor truly
did itl “Nikifor won the greatest victory ogainst
the world: he turned o fiend into a friend, tamed
the surroundings, changed them completely, as
per his desires,” wrote Andrzej Banach.

Nikifor’s popularity that sky-rocketed towards the
end of his life surpassed all expectations. Several
dozen exhibitions around the world have been
arganised for him, four books and hundreds of
articles have been written about him in several
languages. Outstanding poets composed
poems about him, several documentaries were
produced, as well as a TV programme starring
Nikitor. He became an honorary member of the
Association of Polish Artists and Designers. His
paintings, previously despised, were regularly
acquired by private collectors and national
museums. Every visitor to Krynica wanted to
leave with a “souvenir”. When the artist came to
Warsaw in his own car driven by his caretaker
and friend Marian Wiosiriski to attend the
opening of his exhibition at Zacheta in 1967, the
streets were swarming with onlookers willing to
see with their own eyes the famous painter Nikifor
Krynicki. Letters from all over Poland were sentto

him addressed to “Mr Nikifor - Krynica”.

All of the buzz and publicity seemed not to affect
Nikifor. He enjoyed the interest in his art but

























































