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There’s a lot at stake in Warsaw, Poland, these days, and no one knows this better 
than Agnieszka Wlazel. Part of it is reclaiming neglected riverfront land. But the 
larger picture is Warsaw’s bid to become a European Capital of Culture in 2016. 

Wlazel wears many hats in Warsaw—director of the three-year-old Re:visions Festival, and now, head of the Impact Foundation, 
the organization responsible this past year for launching Warsaw’s newest festival along the banks of the Vistula River. In terms of 
art, her hope is to rebrand Warsaw as a “dynamic, creative, and extremely intelligent artistic sphere.” In terms of waterfront revital-
ization, she is an agent of change, enabling Warsaw residents to express their visions for a restored riverfront and to enjoy activities 
along the water’s edge. “Warsaw culture needs change,” says Wlazel, “and the European Capital of Culture is an opportunity for the 
city in this direction.” For a city 85 per cent destroyed by Nazi Germany as punishment for its uprising in World War II, a city that 
subsequently fell into an economic black hole under Stalin, this would be the biggest validation of all.

Transformations Art Festival by the Vistula
During the past 40 years the waters of the Vistula River in Warsaw were associated 

with empty concrete banks and dangerous thickets. A contest sponsored by the War-
saw Culture Office last year changed all that. Artists and cultural animators from ten 
non-governmental organizations were selected to collaborate on a four-month-long 
celebration of the Vistula’s artistic potential. Local Warsaw foundations and associa-
tions joined in with their own riverfront activities. Beginning in June 2009, more than 
500 riverside events and cyclic artistic projects brought over 150,000 people to partici-
pate in concerts, exhibitions, workshops, performances, film screenings, city games, 
dance shows, canoeing rallies, and excursions. A new festival was born: Transformations 
Art Festival by the Vistula. 

Transformations Art Festival by the Vistula was an attempt to improve the image of 
the riverbank and make it more friendly for Warsaw residents. Daily coverage of the 
festival resulted in over 500 articles and interviews spanning all kinds of media, from 
newspapers to electronic sources. The project was described in trade and art maga-
zines, as well as newspapers and local media. Selected events were also filmed.

The Transformations atmosphere
For four months the space between the Swietokrzyski and the Srednicowy bridges 

was an area of artistic activity called transFORM, created by Stowarzyszenie Edukacji i 
Postepu STEP. The program constantly developed and expanded thanks to new artists 
joining the project. transFORM’s goal was to revitalize the river area and promote con-
temporary art, concentrating on environmental art focused on eco-friendly actions. A 
central part of the project was a barge, used as a floating stage for concerts and perfor-

mances, as well as a place for artistic, photographic, and dance workshops. This artistic lab significantly changed the riverbank pub-
lic space, integrating city inhabitants around new installations, such as a multi-color sandpit, a luminous horse running through the 
river, or a huge tent hiding an art gallery inside. 

Artistic nights organized each weekend by Ja Wisła Foundation in the Czerniakowski Port were extremely popular, as were the 
Friday Dechy events, when people of all ages danced on an open air dance floor. Saturday concerts on the Herbatnik barge hidden 
in the thicket of the Czerniakowski Port allowed people to feel like they were on a vacation somewhere in the most remote parts of 
Poland, while listening to music rarely heard on Warsaw stages. 

By Agnieszka Wlazeł with Charlotte DeWittFrom 
Re:visions to 
Transformations:
Warsaw goes for the GOLD
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The Vistula River, as a calm, green oasis 
in the heart of the city, was the main axis 
of the Wisłostrada Festival organized by 
Makata Art Association. Several stages 
located at Cypel Czerniakowski hosted a 
variety of music performances, as well as 
open-air theatre performances, work-
shops, and other artistic events. 

The Street Art Doping Festival resulted in 
the creation of several new murals which 
may well become the flagship of the city. 
Concerts on the boulevards near the 
Slasko-Dabrowski Bridge drew additional 
enthusiastic audiences.

Vanish by the Vistula, an installation 
organized by the Bec Zmiana Foundation, 
featured such famous contemporary Pol-
ish artists as Paweł Althamer and Joanna 
Rajkowska. A sculptor and performance 
artist, Althamer won the prestigious 
Vincent Van Gogh Biannual Award in 
2004 and has exhibited internationally. 
Rajkowska, an installation artist, is best 
known for her 15-meter-tall (50-foot) 
artificial palm tree installed on Warsaw’s 
Aleje Jerozolimskie, called “Greetings 
from Jerusalem Avenue.” The palm tree 
became a permanent fixture in Warsaw 
thanks to the protection of the President 
(Mayor) of Warsaw. A neon installation 
at Kepa Potocka designed by Warsaw 
artist Maurycy Gomulicki, perhaps best 
known for his “Pink Not Dead” exhibit, 
is a permanent result of the Vanish by the 
Vistula event. 

Family encounters with history called 
Royal Walks by the Vistula organized in 
the Kubicki Arcades by ART Foundation 
and water tram trips with Warsaw music 
bands – a project by the NOK Foundation 
– were among the most popular events. 

One river, two banks
There were also attempts at uniting 

the two sides of the river. The Vistula Art 
Kayak project featured canoeing rallies 
organized by Ave Foundation, which has 
been trying to encourage Warsaw inhabit-
ants to spend summer weekends by the 
river for years. The rallies united the 
two sides of the river from Wawer in the 
south to Tarchomin in the north. Warsaw 
inhabitants of both sides of the city had a 
chance to meet also on the Swietokrzyski 
bridge during the Granica-most (Bridge-
border) action organized by Monte Video 
Foto Foundation.

Various actions initiated via the inter-
net were also aimed at encouraging peo-
ple to visit the riverbank. An online game 
and a live game Wisła na linii (Vistula on-
line) was preceded by a quiz which was 
to provide people with an answer to the 
question: What type of Vistula personality 
are you? Both projects were implemented 
by the Praga district tourist information 
centre, InfoPraga.
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The British Council also contributed to 
actions aimed at reviving the riverbank 
in Warsaw. Together with the Impact 
Foundation, the festival coordinator, it 
organized the Future City Game dur-
ing which a few dozen active Warsaw 
inhabitants presented several innovative 
ideas concerning the revival of Warsaw’s 
riverbanks. 

Proscenium/Teatr Go Foundation pro-
vided video documentation during the 
Transformations Art Festival by the Vistula 
– From the Vistula’s perspective.

Photo-voting
Vistula Support Meter was an unusual 

photography project which involved col-
lecting “signatures” (votes) in the form of 
photographic portraits, or “headshots,” of 
Warsaw inhabitants.

During the festival’s four-month run, 
hundreds of Warsaw inhabitants shared 
their ideas for developing the Vistula 
riverbank and the river itself. In several 
different places in the districts of Praga, 
City Centre, and Mokotów, participants 
provided their signatures in the form of 
their portraits. A 300-meter photographic 
collage was created over a four-month 
period as a collective portrait of those in 
support of a common vision of a revital-
ized Vistula River that unites people. The 
collective dream included boulevards, 
better public access to the river, cleaner 
water, passive enjoyment areas with 
benches, lawn chairs, and trash recep-
tacles, and cultural events and entertain-
ment along the river’s edge. 

Post-script
Transformations Art Festival by the Vistula 

was a cycle of cultural events on the 
Vistula inspiring a general debate on 
the development of the Vistula embank-
ment in Warsaw, carried out as part of the 
preparations of Warsaw to gain the title 
of European Capital of Culture 2016.

The main task of the Impact Founda-
tion, as the festival coordinator, was to 
combine the actions of all non-govern-
mental organizations, stimulating social 
interest in the Transformations, and inviting 
various organizations to cooperate and 
engage in promotional actions related to 
the festival. The Impact Foundation is a 
member of the River//Cities network.

Ten organizations initially engaged 
in the works on the Transformations Art 
Festival by the Vistula, but by the end of the 
festival, over 100 organizations and insti-
tutions took part in the revival of the Vis-
tula River. The biggest success of Transfor-
mations was the gathering of a large group 
of people, organizations, and institutions 
to share their passions and combine their 
efforts in a joint action aimed at giving the 
riverbank back to Warsaw.

Contact: 
Agnieszka Wlazeł, Prezes
Fundacja Impact / Impact Foundation
Bruna 18/12
02-594 Warszawa/ Warsaw
Poland
agnieszka@art-impact.pl

Related Websites: 
www.przemianywisly.pl/en
www.river-cities.net
www.revisionswarsaw.pl
www.art-impact.pl
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