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Introduction
Personal and family history. Trauma. Hidden and secret.
That which is denied, forgotten, covered up / over. Impact of  
war, conflict, events, social conditions and political regimes  
upon people’s wellbeing, circumstances, identity and self,  
all these aspects of human existence, and it’s inevitable 
obliteration inform the imagery within Monika K. Adler’s 
still photography and artist’s filmworks.

Deep and powerful, personal, encoded, cryptic, ominous  
and ambient iconography and symbolism. Made public, 
shared, maybe even enforced and inflicted. Open to, allowing,  
encouraging and provoking interpretation and other en-
gagement. Production and end-result as therapeutic action. 

A constant state of cease-fire and false-security, both to the  
pleasant menace, but also the disturbing charm, which  
together are the magic. Adler’s exact means of production  
remain mostly undisclosed, joining forces with the power  
and beauty of the mystery and enigma.

Adler deems every phase and aspect of her production and  
end-result to be a performance and therapeutic action,  
catharsis and exorcism; a profound process and experience; 
including working with and using other people as models and 
actors, enabling them scope for personal and artistic license  
and  creative expression. Finalisation and conclusive state  
maybe actually cause or at least lead to emptiness before 
then moving onwards to next and more. Much done and got  

across is unconscious, but there’s also considerable meaning, 
purpose, reason and control as well.

As for Adler’s family history, her Grandmother was a  
Holocaust victim, as well as a pioneering psychiatrist of 
women. The young Adler knew who Adolf Hitler was before  
even hearing much or even anything about Jesus Christ. 
Adler’s family suffered persecution under both National  
Socialism and Soviet State Capitalism. War stories stuck more 
in her mind than fairytales. Also during Adler’s childhood,  
she once staged a school presentation about the Holocaust. 
Another female family member, whilst pregnant during an 
invasion was murdered by occupying forces, then her new-
born baby murdered after birth.

Love and Death/Eros and Thanatos. Since childhood, Adler 
has witnessed, been surrounded and struck by much suffer-
ing, disease and fatality. Her grandfather’s final illness and 
death was only several years after her birth. These and other 
episodes figured strongly in her earliest dreams.

Adler’s work is characterised by that which is primal, timeless,  
pan-human, honest and universal. Intention, meaning,  
message, cause, agent and outcome identification, explora-
tion and acting as an expose of multiple double standards. 

Light / outburst / shadow / contrast / atmosphere / character.

The still image photography characterised by dialogue,  
exchange and intimacy; the film-works becoming a full-
blown adventure.

From the essay ‘Monika K. Adler’ by Douglas Park, © 2013

http://monika-k-adler.tumblr.com/post/40758025838/monika-k-adler-by-douglas-park
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Born in Poland in 1982, Monika K. Adler grew up in an Eastern Europe 
suffused with memories as well as more tangible reminders of large-scale  
assaults on human bodies, particularly female bodies, motivated by ideology 
and ethnic hatred.  From the Nazis, to the Soviet invaders (who victimised 
her grandmother’s cousin) to the rape wars of nearby Serbia, the history of 
the degradation of the body haunts the imagination of this brilliant young 
photographer and filmmaker. Yet her works are not exercises in feminist or 
political filmmaking, such polemics are too obvious and reductive, failing 
to capture the deeper reality that she seeks to evoke: a reality that eludes 
easy definitions and explanations and that perhaps derives from - or more 
likely informs - the unconscious mind of human beings.

The spectre of historical trauma, the manifestation of mystery and desire in  
the human body, the experience of women as objects and victims of out-
moded and pernicious institutions which nonetheless continue to exercise  
an influence on our thoughts and behaviours, are just part of what Adler’s 
work addresses. 

In Adler’s photographs both human beings and objects emanate a sense of 
abandonment or otherness, strange and liminal manifestations existing on 
the border between our familiar world and some mysterious and ineffable 
dimension not amenable to full disclosure or to rational discourse. Twilight  
glimpses of the troubled dreams that infuse our apprehension of this 
world if not a phantasm of another realm that at moments of extremity or 
disruption impinges on this one.

From The Ambivalent Body: On The Short Films Of Monika K. Adler  by  American critic 
and novelist Robert Smart, © 2013
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Chernobyl of Love III, 2011, Platinium Print, 30 x 40 cm



Chernobyl of Love IV, 2011, Platinium Print, 30 x 40 cm
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Chernobyl of Love VI, 2011, Platinium Print, 30 x 40 cm
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Embracing the phenomenology of ‘the now’ is so well highlighted in her 
still photography it almost suggests that a reappraisal, or even a variable 
degree of possible negation within a potential lack of emphatic relevance 
of the undeniably human natural phenomenon of memory as a necessary 
and sufficient condition towards not only development and growth, but 
also a transformation (in Jungian terms), a dynamic continuous renewal 
or ‘rebirth’, of damaged psyche.  

Hermeneutic explanation aside, looking at the unmistakable tension and 
anxiety - in or between - her photographic ‘part objects’-as-people or people 
as- ‘part objects’, her encoded use of contrast between light and shadow 
leaves a formidable gaze. Notwithstanding the semiotics or symbolisation 
that represent the ghosts of significant others or past events inherent in 
her personal identity, childhood development, dissonant confusions and 
sexualised passions that present themselves now. 

The traumatic memories of the artist - undeniably human and natural 
phenomenon undergo a cathexis by means of the creative process - a sort 
of healing process in itself. In this too, Monika K. Adler’s honesty and 
depth are very remarkable as is her artwork.

From: Review of Monika K. Adler’s Photographic Work: A Psychological Perspective, 
Drs. Kevin Zdaniecki © 2013



The Secret, 2012, Silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



Without You, 2009, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



Beyond Time, 2012, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



The Beginning, 2012, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



If, 2012, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



They!, 2012, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



Parade, 2005, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



Sub Rosa, 2010, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



Zen Garden, 2012, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



White Roses, 2012, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



3 Seals of God, 2009, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



Every thought is a Prayer, 2009, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



Through a glass darkly, 2012, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



Crucifixion, 2012, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



The Messenger, 2013, 40 x 50 cm, platinium print 



Anxiety and Neurosis, 2012
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Monika K. Adler’s still photography pays uncanny homage to possible cross 
cultural facets of the concept of Thanatos described in terms of ‘The Death 
Instinct’ by Freud and by no small number of early psychoanalysts. So too, 
her art speaks clearly and loudly with the resonance of both the universality  
and individuality of our human psyche involving the phenomenological  
existential issues of Birth, Love, Dread, Hate, Life, Sex and Death with 
a powerful depth, not to mention an  individual’s demand albeit uncon-
scious or conscious, for authentic meaning. All this her still photographic 
art displays with a denial, if not ‘healthy’ refusal, of such labels, or even 
memories, as a ‘victim’ of events, trauma or ‘significant others’. 

In fact there seems to be a visual statement, within in her photographic lan-
guage and semiotics together with her chosen representative symbolisation,  
of an ambivalence and ambiguity notably to our ‘life choices’. At the same 
time there seems to be an allusion to and questioning of something greater 
than life’s coincidence. Choice plays no small part in her evolving style 
and conceptual subject matter either as sign or signifier (Jacques Lacan).

From: Review of Monika K. Adler’s Photographic Work: A Psychological Perspective,  
Drs. Kevin Zdaniecki © 2013



Eros & Thanatos, 2012, silver gelatin print, 20 x 30 cm



Rite of Renewal, 2009, silver gelatin print, 20 x 30 cm



Kingdom of Onan, 2012, silver gelatin print, 20 x 30 cm



You will never have me, 2012, silver gelatin print, 20 x 30 cm



Anxiety & Neurosis, 2012, giclee, 20 x 30 cm



Anxiety & Neurosis II, 2012, giclee, 20 x 30 cm



Mademoiselle Guillotine, 2004
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At first glance, Monika K. Adler’s work recalls that of fellow eastern Euro-
pean photographer Jan Saudek. Solitary subjects, nostalgic sepia-tones, a 
focus on feminine beauty ? in cell-like settings. But where Saudek’s caged 
birds exist in a timeless isolation, the outside world may more rudely in-
trude in Ms Adler’s tableaux vivants.

At least that’s the case for the photo which became known as Mademoi-
selle Guillotine at its Paris exhibition earlier this year ? the best example I 
have seen of her talent for finding a potent semiotic nexus.

The image shocks with the force of its clashing religious and cultural 
symbols, its dialectical dynamics of covered face, exposed genitals; naked 
beauty, naked vulnerability; sexual power, sexual humiliation. It alludes 
to the contemporary political context. The picture draws strong reactions 
from spectators, who suddenly find themselves voyeur/participants in a  
would-be war crime scene. Here we have the mainstay subject of the female  
nude updated to the unfortunate era of Abu Ghraib.

This work unites art and politics in the polemical style of John Heartfield’s 
anti-Nazi photomontages. It is a hyperrealist mise en scène with a lexicon  
drawn from news media iconography. It blurs photojournalism and art 
photography, stripping away manipulation and ideological pretence in the  
process. What’s left is a withering commentary, the coup de grace, delivered  
in the satirical title: Democracy.

The irony is that where Saudek’s boldest work had humanity literally gazing  
into its own anus in the shadow of the Iron Curtain, the other side, Adler 
seems to retort, is only a rape scene.

Photography as a Weapon Of Resistance - Mark Birdsong, Paris, June 2005 ©



Mademoiselle Guillotine, 2004, giclee, 150 x 180 cm



Nokturn, 2003
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Nokturn - Nightly existence marked by memories, reflections, dreams and 
phantoms of varying intensity. 

Cold, lonely times in the company of hidden instincts and fears.  Who is 
the figure in the darkness of night? 

What is a conscious and what is a waking dream? 

Existence and nothingness, wisdom and illusion, truth wreathed in a 
shadow of madness.

Photographs from the series Nokturn cross the borders of reality,  they are a 
reflection of the spirit, escalating nightmares, a mirror inside the darkness.  
They show a world of highly intense sensations: internal abandonment, 
loneliness, weakness, pain, and despair.

Nokturn was created from an inner need for self-destruction, a confirma-
tion of the words of playwright Sarah Cane, that we must descend into 
hell imaginatively in order to avoid going there in reality. 

Sometimes it is better to die than live the life of filthy oyster.

Nokturn is a story about crossing the borders of my own physicality,  the 
story of my escape to a new quality of existence. Nokturn is a convulsive 
self portrait of my desire to liberate myself from the tentacles of darkness

Nokturn - Monika K. Adler, Pozytyw Magazine, Warsaw, June 2003 ©



Nokturn I, 2003, giclee, 40 x 50 cm



Nokturn II, 2003, giclee, 40 x 50 cm



Nokturn III, 2003, giclee, 40 x 50 cm



Nokturn IV, 2003, giclee, 40 x 50 cm



Nokturn V, 2003, giclee, 40 x 50 cm



Nokturn VI, 2003, giclee, 40 x 50 cm



Nokturn VII, 2003, giclee, 40 x 50 cm



Nokturn VIII, 2003, giclee, 40 x 50 cm



Sacred Flesh, 2003
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Cycle Sacred Flesh - some scares, some people react on it even with anxiety, 
but for others it is like a brilliant full moon illuminating a dark endless 
sky. I have not seen anyone react indifferently.

After thousands of years of mindless killing, murder, and other barbaric  
acts of violence and insensitive pseudo-enlightenment thinking we 
stopped looking at the world in terms of wonder and sat languid and 
jaded in sloppy armchairs in front of the television.

An overpopulated world of homo sapiens, proud of their power over  
nature delighted in the new system of voluntary slavery called work. 
The magic of taking life replaced respect for the miracle of life as more  
important to the continuation of peoples and societies.

Today blood scares, it rages to Mars with the release of a serial killer. 
Blood is destruction and suffering,  the magic of blood has been long  
forgotten — magic and life-giving flow which sustains the breath of our 
existence.

Monika K. Adler is trying to remind us of this in her series of photographs 
Sacred Flesh. The images radiate love, warmth and comfort. Blood is  
the element of women, blood can change the history of the world.

Arkadiusz J. Krolikowski, Warsaw, November 2003



Sacred Flesh, 2003, giclee, 40 x 50 cm



Sacred Flesh, 2003, giclee, 40 x 50 cm



Sacred Flesh, 2003, giclee, 40 x 50 cm



Sacred Flesh, 2003, giclee, 40 x 50 cm



Sacred Flesh, 2003, giclee, 40 x 50 cm



Sacred Flesh, 2003, giclee, 40 x 50 cm



Sacred Flesh, 2003, giclee, 40 x 50 cm



Existence, 2012 - 2013
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Monika K. Adler’s work is certainly of high value, not only in her work 
but in terms of her dialectic - there resides the subject matter of human 
history. All the dialectical method has to do is unveil or reveal it-much 
as Michelangelo said he found his statue waiting in his block of marble 
- hence ‘truth’ is unveiled in much the same way, and this sort of ‘unveil-
ing’ is evident in this female artist’s photographic work. It is also what 
makes Monika K. Adler’s perspective and ‘eye’ innovative and unique.  
Her ‘phenomenological truth’ gets rid of ‘artificial’ structures. Such artificial  
structures are found in the roles we play, our status, or within our sex 
or gender. This is another psychological perspective. But so far gazing at  
her work all perspectives add up to an excellent artist with much to 
communicate on many levels. This could also be gathered, even, from 
Betty Friedan’s Freudian mystique. As well as through Eva Frigg’s views 
of Freud’s patriarchal attitude. Choice and freedom are highlighted by 
Monika K. Adler’s work.

From: Review of Monika K. Adler’s Photographic Work: A Psychological Perspective, 
Drs. Kevin Zdaniecki © 2013



Lost Dream of Borges, 2012, platinium print, 30 x 40 cm



Existence I, 2012, platinium print, 30 x 40 cm



Existence II, 2013, platinium print, 30 x 40 cm



Steppenwolf, 2013, platinium print, 30 x 40 cm



Battlefield, 2013, platinium print, 30 x 40 cm



Travel No End, 2006 - 2013
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I’m fascinated with human existence – the moral choices we make, our  
mentality and psychology, and on the other hand, the extraordinary 
bestiality, brutality and low levels of awareness.

Life has always fascinated me - it’s intensity, a liberation from the everyday 
reality frameworks in which people impose upon themselves slavery based 
standards. Breathing full breast, looking for my place in the world, and  
so it was since I was 14 years old. 

From: In a Cult Of Their Own Slavery - Monika K. Adler interviewed by Piotr Gulbicki, 
The Polish Journal, September, 2013



The Night, 2009, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



Master and Margarita, 2009, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



New York, 2009, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



Midlands, 2012, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



Ask the mountains, 2007, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



Things are always different from what they might be, 2010, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



Tallin, 2010, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



The Answer, 2006, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



Buenos Aires, 2013, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm



One Night That Changes Everything, 2011, silver gelatin print, 40 x 50 cm
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Monika K. Adler is represented by Trinity ∴  London & Oslo. 
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