Cherry Creek North Neighborhood Association

    Resident Profile - Witold K


   

      Brave New Worlds of Art

Our previously profiled residents have not always had "famous" names but were chosen because of their personal courage and contributions to the world.  This month, however, our profile is of a man who has received international acclaim on many fronts.  Yet, in spite of his amazing artistic contributions to the world and to Colorado, and in spite of his extreme acts of heroism at great risk to his own life, many neighbors walk past his place in Cherry Creek unaware of the creative genius and unsung hero in their midst. 

Witold K (pronounced "Vee-told K"/329 Detroit St./www.witoldk.com) is recognized throughout the world as a painter, sculptor, designer, architect, university lecturer and political activist.  He and his father survived the Nazis and WWII, and his father also saved many Jewish lives. Witold was chosen at the tender age of 25 as the architectural designer and muralist for the Cultural Center in the city of Oswiecim built near the Auschwitz concentration camp in remembrance of Holocaust victims. In 1964 he smuggled the literary works of dissident Russian and Polish writers into the West, and as a result was banned from his native Poland.   His art spans international shows including the prestigious 1973 retrospective at the Otis Art Institute in Los Angeles, and hangs in galleries around the world. He has had his own portrait painted by Picasso. He has been a long-time friend of film legend and fellow Pole, Roman Polanski.  He has created art for the Aspen Music Festival, the Denver International Film Festival, and the Colorado Symphony.  He has collaborated with renowned physicist Stirling Colgate in seeking a new understanding and expression of the bond between of science and art.  He is the first American artist to have a one-man show at Sotheby's (Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 2007).  And this is just the beginning.............

"On the day you understand your own loneliness, you will respond to my painting." 

Witold - K (as he is known worldwide) has said.  He knows whereof he speaks. Witold was born in 1932 in Warsaw. His mother, a doctor, painter and writer died when he was only thirteen months old.  He lived with his father, a psychiatrist who was the Director of the largest mental hospital in Eastern Europe at that time.  During the Nazi occupation he and his boyhood friends spent time on the streets sometimes mixing with professional gangs to survive...risking their lives on a daily basis by routinely stealing food, arms and ammunition from the Germans. When he was 12 years old, he was caught by the Gestapo, beaten severely for refusing to give his name, and left for dead.

He and his father lived in the mental asylum with 3,000 patients, all of them fighting starvation. Protecting his young son from knowing too much (in the event that his son might be detained and tortured), his father also secretly used his position as Director to hide many Jews from the Nazis.  By his discretion and careful intrigues, he was able to save many lives by keeping these Jews from being sent to the camps.  After the war, in l946, Witold's father was personally decorated by King George VI of the UK for his bravery. His father also became Vice President of the Polish Red Cross.

About 1950, Witold began to envision "Black Holes". He was fascinated with the mystery of black spaces, broken windows with only darkness beyond, abandoned houses, all pitch-dark places. It is important to note that this began for him long before astrophysicists were touting the discovery of "black holes" in the universe.  This theme would pervade his art throughout the coming years and begin a long-standing friendship with a renowned scientist.

Witold studied at the Fine Arts Academy in Warsaw, and in 1958, at the age of just 25, he was commissioned to design the Cultural Center at Oswiecim, Poland, near the German-named Auschwitz prison camp.  His mural, which pays homage to the lives lost at Auschwitz, stretches across the ceiling (3,672 square feet) and is considered to be one of the largest in Europe.   

In 1964, he was offered a scholarship to study in Paris; on his way there, completely on

his own initiative and at great personal risk, he smuggled many manuscripts of dissident writers from Poland and the Soviet Union into the West. This heroic action cost him dearly; he was not allowed to return to Poland and was unable to see his four-year old son for the next twelve years.  His bravery and sacrifice were however greatly rewarded by the American Congress for the Freedom of Culture at a ceremony in Paris later that year.  

In 1966, French poet Jacques Prevert dedicated a poem to Witold.  The following year, he introduced Witold to Picasso who invited him to come and paint at the master's studio in Antibes.  Over the space of two days, Picasso himself painted Witold's portrait.    

He came to the US in 1968, first locating in New York and then in California. He also worked and lived in Santa Fe, New Mexico, and in Houston, Texas. In 1980, he moved to his current home in Denver, Colorado. 

While living and working in California, his friends included some fellow Polish-Americans including a couple who was staying at the Bel Air home of Sharon Tate and film director Roman Polanski.  On the fateful night of the Manson murders, Witold was repeatedly invited to join the party at the Tate home but declined, citing the need to focus on the opening of his new gallery. It is easy to see how this tragedy added yet another layer to the sense of loneliness in his life and in his art.  

But, at age 37, his artistic career was still gathering momentum and the spectrum of his talents, the multiplicity of his messages, the variety of his media, and the volume of his work cannot be fully covered in just one article.  Here are some high points:   

In Houston, he was commissioned by the Chamber of Commerce to create a giant jigsaw puzzle (225 ft. long, 9 ft. high, cut into 1,400 pieces) which was assembled by the public and exhibited in front of the Houston Museum of Fine Arts.   

He has designed the pavilions for International Fairs including Leipzig, Germany; Brussels, Belgium; Moscow, Russia; Poznan, Poland; and Paris and Lyon, France.     

His awards are many and the galleries in which his art has been shown and currently hangs stretch around the globe from Warsaw to Washington D.C., from Albuquerque to Alaska, from Los Angeles to New York. He has had more than 40 one-man shows in Europe and in the US and his art is widely collected.  In Colorado, his work has graced the programs of the Aspen Music Festival, the Denver International Film Festival, and the Colorado Symphony.  An original painting hangs in Boettcher Hall at the Denver Performing Arts Center.  He created the set design for "Jumpstart Ballet" in Aspen and in Denver and staged a play for the University of Denver in 2001.  In 1997, Mayor Wellington Webb declared "Witold K - Day" on the artist's 65th birthday; and this year, he was nominated for the 2009 Mayor's Award for Excellence in Art.  

It is important to note that he has collaborated with Dr. Stirling Colgate of the Los Alamos Laboratory and their friendship spans 30+ years and miles of hiking trails.  ("Can you imagine the emotional artist and the quantitative scientist arguing over the nature of the universe on the side of a mountain?" he asks.) One on-going project involves designing "sculptures" of those "black holes" with explosives and possibly an underground meditation monument seeking to explore the bonds between science and art. Another famous "black hole" physicist, Stephen Hawking, was in attendance at an Aspen Music Event, conducted by Lawrence Foster. When Hawking expressed his delight at the artwork (Witold's design) used for the music program, Foster introduced the artist to the scientist who posed for a photo with Witold K and admired his work.  

A crowning achievement came just two years ago. It is extremely rare for famed Sotheby's to stage a one-man show for any artist, and, therefore, it was an extraordinary honor when they did so for Witold K in 2007. In fact, Witold K is the only American artist to be so honored by Sotheby's who stated at the time that "he had created his own artistic language."  Very high praise indeed! 

Witold, looking and seeming younger than his years, is still passionate about life and art and welcomes guests into his studio-gallery at 329 Detroit Street. His art is visually stunning and vibrant with color...art one must see for oneself.  Another telling quote from Witold K: 

"Look at yourself in a painting as you do in a mirror.  Think about your life and forget

the painter."        Spoken like a true heroic genius. 

For a complete list of the numerous awards and accomplishments of Witold K, please

see his website, www.witoldk.com  
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