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The Polish Institute of World Art Studies and research into Diaspora art

The Polish Institute of World Art Studies (Polski Instytut Studiów nad Sztuką Świata) is an independent scholarly institution functioning outside the structures of both higher education and national institutions. The subject of its activities comprises research into art and artistic culture in areas that are generally ignored in university teaching programmes.

The Institute was formed in 2011 by the amalgamation of the Society of Modern Art (Stowarzyszenie Sztuki Nowoczesnej) in Toruń, founded in 2000, and the Polish Society of Oriental Art (Polskie Stowarzyszenie Sztuki Orientu), founded in Warsaw in 2006. Its character is that of an association, but from the beginning it has also functioned as a centre for research, whose responsibilities are defined in its statute.

In 2017 the Institute became a research unit characterised as “another entity chiefly pursuing scholarly research in an independent and continuous manner”, on the basis of a decision of the Minister of Science and Higher Education.

The Institute has branches in Gdańsk, Kraków, Łódź, Toruń and Warsaw, and administers the Polish Artistic-Scientific Mission in Okayama in Japan. 180 individuals are associated with the Institute – historians of art and culture, ethnologists, researchers into theatrical studies, orientalists, architects and conservators of artworks, and these include 34 professors and 83 Ph.D.s.

The Institute conducts research, publishing and didactic activities, the latter taking the form of lectures, seminars and group meetings. It embraces research and editorial sections. It collaborates with both overseas and Polish institutions such as universities, scientific institutes, museums and scholarly associations, on the basis of agreements on the subject of shared research.

The Institute realises or proposes studies into world art. The concept of “world art studies”, which was introduced in the 1990s, describes a multidisciplinary scientific programme of research into the phenomenon of the visual arts on a global scale in both space and time. 

A conviction regarding the importance of studying diverse forms of artistic expression manifesting themselves in world cultures, both in art deriving from sophisticated aesthetic systems and in art which is an expression of tribal, folk and non-professional creative activity, underlies all the activities of the Institute. 

Research programmes that have already been realised embrace subjects that are unique in Poland, including the arts of Asia, Africa and Latin America, the art of Eastern and South-Eastern Europe, and the art of national minorities. An important subject of research is the question of cultural transfer and relations with foreign cultural centres – most recently with France, Italy, the United States and Japan. Research has also embraced the art of Ukraine and the Baltic countries, as well as, formerly, the art of Russia. Thanks to the receipt of funding provided by, among others, the Ministry of Science and Higher Education, it has been possible to realise many research projects and publications. 86 international conferences and national seminars have been organised. A joint Workshop on the Art and Artistic Culture of Asia and Africa has been established as a result of an agreement with the Faculty of Oriental Studies of the University of Warsaw, and this conducts seminars which incorporate lectures by members of the Institute.

The Institute’s publishing activities are significant. These take the form of eight annual publications in English, French, Spanish and Italian: “Art of the Orient”, “Arte de America Latina / Sztuka Ameryki Łacińskiej”, “The Artistic Traditions of non-European Cultures”, “Pamiętnik Sztuk Pięknych / Fine Arts Diary”, “Series Byzantina. Studies on Byzantine and Post-Byzantine Art”, “Studia z Architektury Nowoczesnej / Studies on Modern Architecture”, “Sztuka Europy Wschodniej / The Art of Eastern Europe”, and the Institute’s most important international journal, “World Art Studies”.

The Institute also produces several series of publications. The result of its activities is around 250 publications and journal volumes. These include the first history of Polish art to be published in Chinese, 波兰 美术 通史 (Bolan meishu tongshi) / The History of Polish Art (Shanghai 2017) and the substantial volume “Sztuka XIX wieku [The Art of the 19th century]” in the series “Sztuka Polska [Polish Art]”, VI, (published by Arkady, Warsaw, in 2021), as well a  numerous monographs and discussions of artistic subjects, which are detailed on the website http://www.world-art.pl.

An area of particular interest for the activities of the Institute is research into the art and artistic culture of Eastern and Central Europe, as embodied from the 16th to 18th century in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. This state occupied territory that neighboured the Protestant world in the north, the Catholic world in the west, Orthodox Christianity in the east, and the Islamic world (the Ottoman Empire and the Crimean Khanate) in the south. Two major nationalities, the Poles and the Ruthenians, together numerous minorities, comprised the national and religious structure of this state. The Poles did not constitute the most numerous group. The princely families which dominated the state both socially and in terms of their fortunes generally came from a Ruthenian or a Lithuanian background. The nobility, with their diverse origins and varied religious affiliations, comprised a social class possessing equal rights, and numbered around 10% of the population. The right to elect representatives to the national Diets was enjoyed by the German bourgeoisie of the cities of Royal Prussia –Gdańsk, Toruń and Elbląg. It was also possessed by the citizens of the larger cities, including Kraków (since the granting by King Zygmunt I of the right “Civis cracoviensis nobili par” in the year 1514). Granting the city of Lwów its location rights in the year 1456 on the basis of Magdeburg Law, King Kazimierz the Great guaranteed to all citizens of diverse national origins and religions the privilege of maintaining their religions, rights and customs, among them Poles, Ruthenians, Germans, Armenians, Jews and Tatars. Lwów became the seat of three archbishoprics – Roman Catholic, Ruthenian Orthodox (from the 18th century Greek Catholic) and Armenian (from 1630 Armenian-Catholic). The first Polish ruler to guarantee the rights of Jews, however, was the Greater Poland Prince Bolesław the Pious (Bolesław Wstydliwy), who granted the city the “Statute of Kalisz” in the year 1264, and this was confirmed in 1334 by King Kazimierz the Great. Jews achieved autonomy within the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, forming a separate social entity which comprised 10% of the total population. The central unit of Jewish self-government was the Diet of the Four Lands, dating from 1580, followed by the separate Diet of the Jews of Lithuania. Tatars from the Golden Horde and from Crimea, introduced by the Lithuanian Grand Duke Witold at the beginning of the 15th century, were granted rights of nobility or confirmation of such existing rights as a reward for military service, followed by numerous privileges granted by Polish monarchs, guaranteeing them social and Islamic religious autonomy. In the year 1388 the smallest social grouping, that of the Karaites who derived from Crimea and had settled in Troki, as well as in Halicz, Łuck and Lwów, were granted privileges by Grand Duke Witold. Armenians, who had settled in Ruthenia following the fall of their own state in 1080, enjoyed autonomy from the era of King Kazimierz the Great, and this was confirmed in the “Armenian statute” of 1516 by King Zygmunt the Elderly. Valued for their mercantile contacts with the East, they brought oriental elements into the art and culture of the Commonwealth, while often themselves entering the noble class. Greeks, the subject of our conference, settled in Lwów as early as in the 14th and 15th centuries, forming a compact group of citizens by the 16th century, and also in Zamość from the year 1589.

The activities of our Institute have from its beginnings concentrated in their established range on the art and culture of the Jews and the Armenians. Research into Jewish art has embraced synagogue architecture as well as the urban planning of Jewish districts from the medieval period to the 19th century, in three fundamental works by Maria and Kazimierz Piechotka – Bramy Nieba. Bożnice drewniane na ziemiach dawnej Rzeczypospolitej / Heaven’s Gates. Wooden synagogues in the territories of the former Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (2015), Bramy Nieba. Bóżnice murowane na ziemiach dawnej Rzeczypospolitej / Masonry synagogues in the territories of the former Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (2017), and Oppidum Judaeorum. Żydzi w przestrzeni miejskiej dawnej Rzeczypospolitej / Oppidum Judaeorum. Jews in the urban space of the former Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (2021), which, together with my own publication Painting and sculpture by Polish Jews in the 19th and 20th centuries (to 1939) (2000/2017), comprise the basic series Sztuka żydowska w Polsce i Europie Środkowo-Wschodniej / Jewish Art In Poland and Central-East Europe, published by the Institute. Two Congresses on Jewish Art were organised – Jewish Artists and Central-Eastern Europe. Art Centers – Identity – Heritage from the 19th Century to the Second World War, held in Kazimierz Dolny in 2008 and published in 2010, and Art in Jewish Society, held in Warsaw in 2014 and published in 2016. Several dozen monographs on artists and studies have also been published.

Research into the art of the Armenian community commenced with the exhibition Ormianie polscy. Odrębność i asymilacja (Polish Armenians. Separateness and assimilation), organised in 1999 in the National Museum in Kraków by Dr. Beata Biedrońska-Słota, for many years the head of the Institute’s section in Kraków. Research into Armenian art is conducted by Professor Waldemar Deluga, who organised three conferences on behalf of the Institute, the Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński University in Warsaw, and the University in Ostrawa – in Zamość in 2010, in Gdańsk in 2016 followed by its continuation in Warsaw in 2017, and in Ostrawa in 2022. Materials from these conferences were published in annual volumes of “Series Byzantina”, IX (2011), XV (2017) - XVII (2019) and XXI (2023). The Covid epidemic made it necessary to cancel the planned 2020 conference, but the papers that had been prepared for this appeared in print in volume 20 of the annual publication “World Art Studies” in 2020. The study by Joanna Rydzkowska-Kozak, Ormiańskie malarstwo miniaturowe w Rzeczypospolitej Obojga Narodów / Armenian Miniature Paintings in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (2014), is likewise significant.

The artistic culture of the Lithuanian Tatars is subsumed within the field of studies into Polish-Ottoman relations. The most frequently cited Polish publication in the history of this art is the substantial volume resulting from the 1st Conference of Islamic Art in Poland, The Art of the Islamic World and the artistic relationships between Poland the Islamic Countries, held in Kraków in 2010 and devoted to the Polish Tatars (published in 2011). The second conference, Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth – Ottoman Empire: art & architecture – religions – societies, held in Warsaw in 2014, was organised “on the 600th anniversary of the establishment of diplomatic relations between Poland and Turkey in 1414”, and was published in 2017 as no.6 of the annual publication “Art of the Orient”. Both volumes include texts on the Polish-Lithuanian Tatars. Two new subjects appear in the Institute’s plans for the future. The first of these is the art of the Karaites, the smallest of the national groupings in Poland. The second involves Polish-Serbian relations, to which a seminar in Supraśl in May of this year will be devoted. The Orthodox monastic complex in Supraśl has preserved a series of frescoes painted in the 16th century by the Serbian monk Nektariusz (Nektarij), and the Codex Supraski, a Balkan manuscript dating from the 11th century and exceptionally valuable for research into the early development of the Slavonic languages, is also preserved there.

The conference devoted to the Greek diaspora in Poland fits well into the Institute’s programme of research into the art and culture within the context of Eastern Christianity (in Ruthenia and the Balkans, and also in the context of the Armenian diaspora).

