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I have always perceived working in museum curatorship first
of all as service: service to the collections and people. And
I have not changed my perception in this respect.

I met Ms Zofia Gotubiew in 1992 when she headed the
Department of Modern Polish Painting and Sculpture at the
National Museum in Krakow where | was just beginning my
first job as a conservator of art works. To a young staff mem-
ber a curator and a department head in one of the largest
Polish museums was an individual you treated with respect
and with natural reservation. Started like this, our acquain-
tance lasted and developed for three decades. Not only did
my respect for Zofia Gotubiew remain, but actually it was
boosted the more closely we cooperated and the more ef-
fects of her subsequent actions and decisions | could see.
As for the reservation, in turn, it quickly evaporated, since
anybody who knew Zofia can confirm that she was an open
individual, very direct, and capable of winning people over.

Born in Krakow on 20 April 1942, Zofia Gotubiew bonded
the rest of her life with the city. In 1972, she graduated in
art history from the Jagiellonian University. Having initially
planned to become a modern art critic, she wrote her first
reviews for the Kultura weekly. These drew attention of
Prof. Zdzistaw Zygulski who offered her a job at the National
Museum in Krakow (MNK) in 1974. The offer accepted, that
is how the bond of Zofia Gotubiew with the oldest Polish
public museum, which was to become her career destiny
and a ‘shared home’ in her own words, started: she worked
there uninterruptedly for 41 years until she retired on 31
December 2015.

She began working as an editor for the Museum'’s publish-
ing house (1974-1980), and more importantly, until the end
she remained an editor of choice, which she owed to her
mother, a Polish teacher who taught us respect for the lan-
guage and its rules.? Museum employees clearly recall her
famous green ballpoint-pen with which she used to write
her endorsements and factual comments, but also corrected
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mistakes or added a missing coma on all kinds of papers and
documents which reached her desk.

Subsequently, in 1980—-1996, she headed the Department
of Polish Modern Painting and Sculpture, curating exhibi-
tions, like e.g., Tadeusz Kantor. Painting, Sculpture (1991) or
the ‘amazing’ one: Matejko’s Presence (1993). In 1996, she
was assigned Deputy Director for Education and Academic
Matters, to become the Director of MNK in 2000, as
recommended by Tadeusz Chruscicki who resigned then.
Eight subsequent director, Zofia Gotubiew was the first wom-
an to hold that position in over 140-years’ history of MNK. The
beginning of the new Director’s position coincided with enter-
ing a new millennium, the fact that was reflected in Director
Gotubiew’s framework programme. In my programme | have
decided to continue the tradition worked out by the genera-
tions of my predecessors, but to introduce a certain kind of
a reform. We are living in new times, which implies a new
economic and media situation. It is my duty to adjust the
Museum’s activity to the requirements of the 215 century.?

The combination of tradition with reforms quite naturally
resulted from the professional convictions of Zofia Gotubiew
and her personal qualities. To her as a museum curator
who later became a director what mattered was Museum’s
wise continuity, the history of many generations and ac-
tions, both the strategic ones resulting from the Museum’s
Charter, but also the individual ones characterizing her pre-
ceding directors, with Feliks Kopera at the head, and Tadeusz
Chruscicki, particularly close to her and her friend. Apart
from her clear declaration that | always tried to learn from
them, analyse their directorship, of which each was char-
acterized by its peculiar specificity respective of the given
times,* she also demonstrated her respect for her prede-
cessors symbolically, in her office, where she did not alter
the décor it had featured during Director Chruscicki’s time;
all she did was put Director’s Koper’s desk inside; painted
by Fryderyk Pautsch, Koper’s portrait was always there vis-
ible at a central spot.
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When acting, she was hardworking, committed, constant-
ly seeking new challenges When making decisions, she was
courageous, determined, and often uncompromised. She
would consult most decisions collegially, but was also ready
to make decisions fit for a director dictatorially. Following
her principle: you can be scared, but you must not chicken
out, she knew how to overcome stereotypes, alter habits,
and go beyond set museum limits, yet, on the other hand,
she did not yield to ephemeral trends or fashions. The motto
she used to repeat a lot to us ran: if you do something, do
it well, which she expected both from herself and her staff.

She began the implementation of her director’s pro-
gramme by searching answers to the basic questions: what
do today, in the 215t century, the words ‘museum’, ‘national’,
‘in Krakow’ mean? As a result, MKN’s mission was edited,
and in 2001, it was entered into the institution’s Charter, for
the first time in the Museum'’s history. At the same time, she
identified goals which we should achieve in the dynamically
changing world, where a museum stopped being merely
a temple of art, while a subsequent museum fashion wave
brought about public’s new expectations targeted at seek-
ing attractive places to spend leisure at. Director Gotubiew
understood it perfectly well, and was convinced that muse-
ums should meet the new challenges, obviously represent-
ing adequate quality. From the very beginning she insisted
on making MKN open and friendly in various forms and to
a broad and varied range of the public.

For theory to become practice, some conditions had to be
fulfilled. One of the key ones was for the technical installa-
tions of the Museum buildings in all its branches to be en-
tirely failure-free. The poor state of the edifices resulted first
of all from the historical underfinancing, this not allowing
for any larger-scale renovations, despite her predecessors
having tried hard. Importantly, MKN is housed in a dozen
or so historic buildings each of which required renovation
or modernization.

Today we can safely say that over the 15 years of her
running MKN as Director she achieved that ambitious goal.
Apart from determination and persistence, and the sup-
port of the Museum team boasting strong professionalism,
a great role in this respect was also played by the new geo-
political circumstances and Poland’s admission into the EU.
Zofia Gotubiew took a full advantage of this historic mo-
ment. In 2007-13, MKN acquired financing amounting to
over 100 million PLN, which together with the subsidies
flowing from the Ministry of Culture and National Heritage
as well as the Social Committee for the Restoration of
Krakow’s Monuments allowed to finance projects whose
number and range put MKN at the position of a leader
among museums in Poland.®> Under her directorship the
renovation and modernization of almost all Museum’s edi-
fices was conducted, e.g., Szotajski Tenement House, Palace
of Bishop Erasmus Ciotek, Jan Matejko’s House, Sukiennice
Gallery, Granary, Emeryk Hutten-Czapski Museum, and the
J6zef Czapski Pavillion was raised.

Although the list of the renovation projects is really im-
pressive, confirming the unprecedented scale and quality of
investment under Zofia Gotubiew as Director,® there still re-
mained several unaccomplished projects, the major one be-
ing the renovation of the Museum’s Main Building and the
raising of the Centre for Collection Conservation and Storage.
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1. Director Zofia Gotubiew in front of MNK’s Main Building, 2015, Photo Ar-
chive of the National Museum in Cracow

As already said above, the Director insisted very strongly
on the Museum being maximally friendly and accessible
to our guests. She wanted MNK’s door to be always open,
both symbolically, and physically. The latter was a source of
polemics, since such a situation could disturb conservatory
conditions in the Museum interiors. The debate with argu-
mentation usually ended up in a compromise, namely the
door was wide open, however, additional protections were
fixed, for example an air screen or glazing. Importantly, all
MNK’s branches were made accessible to visitors with im-
paired mobility and people coming with prams.

However, the major condition to secure the implemen-
tation of the Director’s programme was an adequately se-
lected and organized team of co-workers. Perfectly aware
that the evolution of museum staff is based on a growing
variety and professional specializing, she resorted to the
knowledge and experience of long-standing employees
from various departments, at the same time establishing
new structural units where specialists were employed. What
is more, she wanted very much for all MNK’s employees to
feel equally appreciated, always emphasizing that our insti-
tution is based on several ‘pillars’: the technical, economic,
administrative, marketing, security departments, and not
only on the work of curators, educators, or conservators. To
me everybody was important: from a cleaning lay and that
watching over the galleries up to deputy directors.”



2. Director Zofia Gotubiew in the course of the renovation of the Sukiennice Gallery, preview of the ,,On the Fence Gallery”, 24 July 2008, Photo Archive of

the National Museum in Cracow

And it was with that team of people, consolidated over
the years, that she kept introducing evolutionary, albeit at
time revolutionary in spirit changes which confirmed the
modern character, and in other situations the avant-garde
one of MNK'’s activity. Naturally, not everybody and not al-
ways supported the changes, or were equally willing to be-
come involved in their implementation. Most usually, how-
ever, it was possible to convince that majority, as was in the
case of the Open Museum, when not all the actions [...] were
straight away approved of by the employees, particularly
the research ones. The change in museum curators’ mental-
ity and their understanding of the requirements of the new
times, however, occurred very quickly, and soon it was their
ideas that inspired a multitude of new excellent projects.®
Nonetheless, it was this unaccomplished vision of the team
where we all museum employees become one big family,
where we understand and appreciate one another. And this
in a way female attitude was most often her response to the
question: has there been anything you failed in?°

When enumerating the most important organizational
changes we have to begin with ‘democratizing’ the model of
managing the Museum: at the beginning of Zofia Gotubiew’s
term of office as Director, she established a Director’s
College. Another major step were the changes in the sphere
of research; as a result of the latter, in 2010, the Minister of
Science and Higher Education assigned the status of a re-
search unit to MNK, the first museum in Poland to have re-
ceived it. Another process of significant relevance was the
restructuring of the collection departments: in the place of
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21 earlier departments, 12 were created. This allowed to
conduct much more versatile research based on the divi-
sions into historical periods, and not like before into art dis-
ciplines. A pioneering decision was the establishment of the
Department of the Collection Conservation and Storage. As
part of this change, Zofia Gotubiew made one of her ‘revolu-
tionary in spirit’ decisions accepting the division of respon-
sibilities in the domain of caring for the collection proposed
by her deputies. As a consequence, museum exhibits were
in the physical care of conservators and store clerks, and not
like before in the care of museum curators.

One could continue enumerating other structural nov-
elties, such as e.g., establishment of the Exhibition and
Publication Department, Fundraising Section, Customer
Service Office, IT Section, or establishing the Lab of Analysis
and Non-destructive Investigation of Heritage Objects
(LANBOZ), employing, apart from conservators, also physi-
cists and chemists, including the first foreigners in MNK'’s
history. Next to the New Sukiennice Project and Marc
Chagall’s Exhibition, the latter was regarded by the Director
to have been one of the three accomplishments she was the
most proud of.1°

Exhibitions are always the forefront activity of every mu-
seum: the best visible brand product that museums offer
to their public. Also in this area the new times determined
the necessity to change. As for the permanent galleries, the
Director was aware that MNK, similarly as many other mu-
seums was not a Louvre and cannot afford to simply hang
up paintings.'* Although respective galleries transformed,
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e.g., the 19t"-century Polish Art Gallery (2010), the actual
incentive to launch talks about a thoroughly new concept
to present the Museum’s own collection was the 2013 be-
ginning of the works on the alteration and modernization
of the Museum’s Main Building. A team was established:
based on the ideas supplied by employees of different de-
partments, its members prepared a framework concept how
to tell the story of art and culture in Poland over centuries.
Regrettably, this was the task the Director was unable to fin-
ish, despite the advanced work and her dreams to complete
this scenario, planning to dedicate most of 2016, the last
year of my planned work for the Museum. After the years
of relentless struggles for financing, conducting numerous
uneasy renovations and investment as well as administra-
tive works, such a factual conceptual work would be a mere
satisfactory pleasure to a museum curator.*?

If looking at temporary exhibitions the fact that the
Museum was catching up on the spirit of the times could
be seen in maintaining the traditional high quality of the fac-
tual and arrangement preparation on the one hand, while
showing a new approach on the other: an approach as to
a multi-task display project supervised by a coordinator, and
implemented by a team of specialists responsible for re-
spective tasks. As a result, multicontextual, and in a sense
untypical exhibitions were mounted, however not merely
for the sake of this untypicality, but because we want to say
something through this unconventional form. We have been
consistently extending the understanding of a museum.3 An
important principle followed in those exhibitions was to pre-
pare displays based on genuine pieces and a balanced use
of multimedia: fashionable, yet quickly losing attractiveness.

Itis hard to list here the almost 500 temporary exhibitions
held at MNK and other museums and institutions domes-
tically and internationally under Zofia Gotubiew as MNK'’s
Director. What needs to be emphasized is not really their
number, but also the variety. In compliance with the assump-
tion that art is of total character, in-between genres, and con-
stitutes a kind of synergy,** MNK proposed an enormous mul-
ticoloured range of those to their public. They included both
monographs on Polish artists, e.g., Zofia Stryjeriska (2009),
Maksymilian Gierymski (2014), occasion-celebrating exhibi-
tions, e.g., Stanistaw Wyspianski’s Enormous Theatre (2007),
issue-focused exhibitions, e.g., Always Young! Polish Art
around 1900 (2012), as well as cycles promoting contempo-
rary art, e.g., Living Gallery or Cracow Etchers. The specialty
of the Museum were also ‘pleasant’ displays, prepared main-
ly with the Museum'’s own resources, e.g., Always at Hand.
Hand-bags since the Middle Ages till Modernity (2009) as well
as displays of other art genres, for example fashion, e.g.,
FASHION-able in Communist Poland (2015), film, e.g. Stanley
Kubrick (2014), architecture, e.g., Reaction to Modernism.
Architecture of Adolf Szyszko-Bohusz (2013), photogra-
phy, e.g. Alexander Rodchenko: Revolution in Photography
(2012), or a comic strip, e.g., Manga-Manggha- manga —
Comic Strip Form and Animation in Japanese Art (2001).

An important category were exhibitions of European
art, e.g., From Manet to Gauguin. Impressionists and Post-
impressionist from the Musée d’Orsay (2001), Turner and
the Elements (2011). Their diptychs could be found in dis-
plays of Polish art mounted by MNK in foreign museums,
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e.g., Treasures and Artistic Collections: the Golden Times of
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth held at the Madrid
Royal Palace (2011).

The appreciation of the high quality and attractiveness of
exhibitions prepared by MNK can be found in the numerous
awards and honours,*® yet mainly in the hosts of visitors
flocking to the National Museum in Krakow!® and highly ap-
praising our displays.t”

Also with respect to exhibition topics there remain some
unfulfilled dreams of Zofia Gotubiew, particularly the un-
implemented project of the display of the art of Mela Muter
as the third grand Polish female artist after Zofia Stryjeriska
and Olga Boznariska who did have their shows at MNK. My
dream was also to present in Poland the oeuvre of their
American ‘friend’ Georgia O’Keefle: an exhibition which was
about to be put up, particularly as we definitely could not
afford bringing works of another great American Edward
Hopper, which had for years been another of my dreams.'8

Furthermore, it would be worth tackling, | think, two other
spheres of the activity which moved MKN to the avant-garde
of museum operations in the early 215 century. In 2000, we
were the first Polish museum to participate in the research
project which turned into the ‘“first harbinger’ of internation-
al conservation cooperation, but also of acquiring European
financing. The effects of MNK’s participation in several doz-
en ones was the extension and professionalization of con-
servation, which did not only allow to raise the quality of
care of our own collections, but to share our competences
with other museums in Poland and abroad, e.g., the con-
servation of Ivan Mazepa’a hetman'’s flag from the Historical
Museum in Kharkiv (2007-2008), or the investigation of the
painting Lady with and Ermine by Leonardo da Vinci from
the collection of the Princes Czartoryski Foundation (2012).
The professionalism of such activities has been appraised
with various prizes and honours.*®

The educational activity was another such sphere whose
new dimension was introduced by museum educators and
invited specialists, e.g., pedagogues, psychologists, artists,
and which turned into another distinguishable MNK’s hall-
mark, appreciated by the public and frequently awarded.?°
The Museum offered varied programmes catering for public
of all ages, and one of its priorities was opening up to the
people threatened with exclusion from cultural activity due
to their impaired mobility, vision, or impaired hearing, or
intellectual disability.

And last but not least, let us give one figure: 85.501; this
stands for new acquisitions: purchased, received, acquired
as deposits, which enriched MNK in 2001-2015.

The above is obviously an incomplete list of Director
Zofia Gotubiew’s accomplishments. However, when writ-
ing this tribute | tried to present those most characteris-
tic of her directorship and relevant for the implementation
of the programme she formulated in 2000 whose goal was
to adjust the Museum’s activity to the requirements of the
215t century.?* And we must admit that she worked really
hard to achieve it. The 15 years under her as MNK’s Director
constituted a dynamic period of the institution’s develop-
ment. It was the time span encompassing numerous renova-
tions and modernizations, organizational changes, and the
introduction of innovatory solutions which have become



3. Ceremony of thanking Director Zofia Gotubiew for her work at MNK, Sukiennice 19th-century Polish Art Gallery, 10 December 2015, Photo Archive of the

National Museum in Cracow

contemporary standards in Polish museology. The final re-
sult being enhancing MNK’s brand, which confirmed the the-
sis that the National Museum in Krakow is one of the most
important and modern Polish museums, known and well
recognizable both within Poland and internationally.

Director Gotubiew summed up her work in December
2015 when she was saying goodbye to ‘her Museum’. When
| was taking the position | promised not to lose anything
from this Museum’s tradition, but also to lead the Museum
into the 215t century, If we succeeded in doing this, it was
only thanks to my colleagues. Working at a museum is al-
ways teamwork. It is the team, and not to director who takes
credit for any success.

Having retired, she did not really slow down. She worked
on arranging her archive and continued to actively partici-
pate in the cultural life: as an observer, reviewer, or a knowl-
edge-sharing expert. She succeeded in making her other
dream come true: in 2021, she published the book: Our
Shared Home. The National Museum in Krakow in 2000—
2015. She stayed in touch with many MNK’s employees.
Although our careers parted, she was always interested in
how we were doing, what we were up to. One of the last
messages | received from Director Gotubiew was an email
sent in late 2021 in which she wrote: | would love to meet
with you all, talk like in the old days, chat... Maybe in spring.
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For the moment, let me wish you Merry Christmas and hap-
py 2022/

Regrettably, the spring meeting was never held. Zofia
Gotubiew passed away on 9 March 2022. The Funeral
Mass was held in St Mary’s Basilica, and Director Gotubiew
was buried in the Avenue of Merit in Krakow’s Rakowicki
Cemetery.

In her lifetime, Zofia Gotubiew performed some honour-
able functions, e.g., she was member of the Council for
Museums and National Memorial Sites at the Ministry of
Culture and National Heritage (2000—2012) and of the Social
Committee for the Restoration of Krakow’s Monuments
(2001-2002).

She has been awarded many medals and honours for her
longstanding work which she treated as great service [...] to
my Krakow and my Museum.?? Zofia Gotubiew received e.g.,
the following: ‘Gloria Artis’ Gold Medal for Merit to Culture
(2005), Order of Princess Olga, 2" Class (Ukraine, 2008),
Commander’s Cross of the Order of Polonia Restituta (2011),
Royal Norwegian Order of Merit, Knight 1%t Class (Norway,
2012); she has been chosen ‘The Most Influential Woman
of Lesser Poland’ (2013), and in 2015, she received Krakow’s
Laurel of the 215 Century as well as the title of the ‘Lesser
Poland Resident of the Year’ (2015).
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Abstract: The tribute to Director Zofia Gotubiew (1942—
2022) covers mainly the period when she ran the National
Museum in Krakow in 2000-2015. Having begun her
career at the Jagiellonian University, where in 1972 she
graduated in art history, two years later she accepted the
proposal to work at Krakow’s National Museum (MNK),
and this is how she started her relationship with the oldest
Polish public museum which became her professional
destination and ‘shared home’ at which she continued
working uninterruptedly for 41 years, until she retired
on 31 December 2015. She began as a publishing house
editor (1974-1980), to subsequently run the Department
of Polish Modern Painting and Sculpture (1980-1996);
subsequently, she served as Deputy Academic and
Educational Director (1996—-2000), to finally become the
Director of the National Museum in Krakow in 2000 (2000—
2015) as recommended by Director Tadeusz Chruscicki

retiring in 2000. The eighth Director of the institution, she
was the first woman to hold the position in more than
140-year’s history of MNK.

The 15 years under her as MNK’s Director constituted
a dynamic period of the institution’s development. It was
the time span encompassing numerous renovations and mo-
dernizations, organizational changes, and the introduction
of innovatory solutions which have become contemporary
standards in Polish museology. The list of her professional
accomplishments is long and impressive, although there
have still remained some projects and dreams she was una-
ble to accomplish. The latter, however, does not question
the fact that the final result of Zofia Gotubiew’s directorship
was the consolidation of MNK’s brand, confirming the truth
entailed in the thesis that MNK is the most important and
most modern of the Polish museums, easily recognizable
both domestically, and abroad.

Keywords: Zofia Gotubiew, National Museum in Krakow (MNK), MNK’s Director, 19t" century.
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