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Between quality, diversity and attractiveness – strategies of the ISCM festivals 
in Poland, with special focus on the festival organized in Wrocław in 2014 
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Summary 
 

The text contains a brief discussion of the history and principles of organizing ISCM festivals – 
the need to include the representation of member sections, ensure a high artistic and executive level, 
and reach a wider audience. 
 

The history of ISCM festivals in Poland is also briefly discussed. 
 

A brief description follows, among others concerning the ISCM festival organized in 1992 in 
Warsaw and the methods of reaching a wider audience – TV commercials, hits of contemporary music 
(recording of the Grażyna Pstrokońska-Nawratil piece awarded by young audience), the first 20th 
Century Music Competition for Young Performers, multimedia installations, a day in Pułtusk, 
performance of "Canto Ositinato" by Simeon ten Holt, musical Hyde Park at the Center for 
Contemporary Art Ujazdowski Castle. 

 
The implementation of the ISCM 2014 festival in Wrocław is discussed in more detail: long 

promotion of Call for scores, attractive participation of multimedia installations and performance, 
internet and FB campaign, concerts of young performers, concert on the facade of the UW Law 
Faculty building (video fragments), Symphony No. 2 for 100 Motorcycles (video), concert with the use 
of ships – “Sirens Song” (video), concert in a Basilica with improvising youth musicians (video). The 
discussion used the reflections of the organizers and creators of the festival (Izabela Duchnowska and 
Anna Dorota Władyczka). 

 
Festivals of the International Society for Contemporary Music (ISCM) have been 
organized since 1923. From the beginning, the tradition of festivals was organizing 
them in different member countries, using the selection of performed works and the 
rules of representation among compositions performed from the member sections of 
the organization. 
 
The ISCM festival was organized for the first time in Poland in 1939 by the Polish 
Society for Contemporary Music (PTMW – the ISCM Polish Section). Despite the 
difficult international situation and widespread fears of the outbreak of war, the 
festival was organized with panache, ensuring the best presentation of Polish music 
and culture as well as a high artistic level. At that time, the Polish tradition of taking 
care of the concert audience was initiated. 
 
A Polish musicologist Andrzej Chłopecki wrote, that: “The most important 
contemporary music event of international significance in Poland before World War II, 
and before the foundation of the “Warsaw Autumn”, was the festival of the 
International Society for Contemporary Music, held in Warsaw and Cracow by the 
ISCM Polish Section in April 1939.” [Chłopecki, 2007] 
 
After the Second World War, the communist authorities made the Polish Society for 
Contemporary Music prohibited. Since then, the Polish Composers' Union (ZKP) has 
been representing Poland in the ISCM as the Polish Section of the ISCM. The ZKP 
was the organizer of the next Polish ISCM festival in 1968 – in conjunction with the 
next edition of "Warsaw Autumn Festival". Again, the complicated international 
situation caused difficulties in its implementation. Due to the Invasion of 
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Czechoslovakia by the military forces of the communist camp (the Warsaw Pact), 
some of the countries boycotted the festival and the General Assembly of the ISCM. 
However, from the artistic side, it was a successful and very interesting undertaking, 
like all Warsaw Autumn festivals. 
 
In 1977, the Polish Society for Contemporary Music managed to register again as an 
independent organization. Since then, it represents Poland in the ISCM as the Polish 
Section of the ISCM. In 1992, the ISCM Polish Section (PTMW) organized another 
festival – the ISCM World Music Days in Warsaw. During the several years of 
preparations for the festival, the most important goals of the board of the ISCM Polish 
Section were to combine the high artistic level of the festival with a broad 
representation of ISCM member countries, to get the widest possible audience for the 
festival and contemporary music and to educate new performers of this music. 
 
The main initiatives promoting the festival and contemporary music are discussed 
below. 
 
On the occasion of the ISCM World Music Days, the organizers announced the first 
All Polish “The 20th Century Music Competition for Young Performers”, intended for 
students of musical high school and musical academies. Forty-nine participants has 
been selected for the final stage of the competition. The winners appeared in the 
framework of the festival. The compact disc of the pieces performed by the winners 
was released. The competition is still being organized by the ISCM Polish section. 
Among the prize winners of the first edition of the competition were Paweł Mykietyn 
and Maciej Grzybowski. In further competitions prize winners were Agata Zubel, 
Łukasz Długosz, Agata Szymczewska, Dariusz Przybylski, Maciej Frąckiewicz and 
Joanna Freszel. 
 
Another exceedingly successful item of the program was day at Pultusk, a small town 
sixty kilometers from Warsaw. This event was dedicated to whole town, and 
consisted of electronic music for children, musical installations, chamber music, choir, 
and organ music also included a multimedia event in the town hall market. 
 
Particularly interesting was the series of concerts before the festival organized at 
Warsaw schools, entitled "The list of hits of contemporary music". The youth voted by 
choosing the piece they liked the most. "Bis * Joke" for piano and percussion by 
Grażyna Pstrokońska-Nawratil was awarded. A fragment of the song appears in the 
film. 
 
Grażyna Pstrokońska-Nawratil “Bis * Joke” 
https://youtu.be/EZTp-iL_EZo?t=257 
from ca 4,17 till the end 
 
The average attendance for the contemporary music and the festival including its 
fringes was the circa 60%. For many concerts tickets were sold out. The most 
numerous audience attracted: the day in Pułtusk, the long-lasting performance of 
"Canto Ostinato" by Simeon this Holt in Fryderyk Chopin Academy of Music, and an 
evening at the Centre for Contemporary Art with the jazz concert and musical "Hyde 
Park" (time for short concerts of groups and soloists which registered in advance 
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without any other selection criteria). The audience of each event was about 1000 
people. 
 
Similar goals were assumed by the organization of the next edition of the festival in 
2014 in Wrocław. This time the main organizer was the City of Wroclaw Municipality 
in cooperation with the Polish Society for Contemporary Music and other institutions 
(National Forum of Music, Opera House, Academy of Music, etc.). The first stage 
was the careful preparation of Call for scores containing a large variety of 
performance teams, including performance, multimedia and live electronics. Places 
for outdoors installations with 3D documentation were available on our web. From the 
beginning, the organizers planned several projects that fit into the urban space and 
addressed to a wider audience. Some interesting projects addressed to a wider 
audience are discussed below. 
 
At the beginning of the festival, a concert for two ships, lights and ship sirens was 
proposed, which the audience could observe from the embankment of Odra River in 
the central part of the Wrocław Old Town. Interestingly sounding music using 
acoustic phenomena of sound interference from moving ships with light effects 
aroused great enthusiasm of the audience. The fragment of the concert is on the 
recording below. 
 
Christof Schlaeger "Siren Chants – two ships and one hundred ships' sirens 
concerto" 
https://youtu.be/qpcjTp2NN7M?t=893 
  
one minute form ca 14'53'' 
 
 
On the initiative of Izabela Duchnowska, a musical improvisation project was created 
on the stone facade of the Law and Administration building of the University of 
Wrocław. The place is located next to the often used pedestrian route in the city 
centre, which allowed to create a surprising sound environment for passers-by 
connecting with the listeners in the reception of the work. Michał Litwiniec was the 
leader of improvisation and the author of the precomposition. 
 
"Unexpected events" – Wall Ride AT/PL 
  
https://youtu.be/XOlFOQw27kg 
  
whole movie – 2 minutes 
 
 
Another project is an event accompanying the festival – the implementation of the 
workshop for young musician and musical commission realized by the ISCM Polish 
Section (PTMW). The initiators of the project were Anna Dorota Władyczka and 
Krzysztof Knittel – the composer of the whole. Performing with the participation of 
professional musicians improvisers and students of the music school was combined 
with the wonderful mapping of the concert interior by Milosh Luczynski – the Basilica 
Minor Saint Elisabeth of Hungary in Wrocław. The verbal text was the text of the 
Declaration on Human and Citizens' Rights. 
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Krzysztof Knittel “AD-W 2014 for actor, improvising soloists, orchestra and choir” 
https://youtu.be/q4Ki_j2GJQE?t=1672 
 
from ca 28 '(it is end of the movie – 2 minutes) 
 
 
The last project presented is the composition of Sławomir Kupczak with the 
participation of improvising musicians, rock star guitar player Andrzej Nowak, 
improvising motorcyclists and a motorbike stunt soloist. The initiators of the 
undertaking were Anna Dorota Władyczka, Agata Władyczka and Izabela 
Duchnowska. The idea behind the project was to attach to a large group of 
performers into a spectacular project realized in the urban space. The interest and 
involvement of the motorcyclist's environment was enormous, which resulted in 
a great performance and a huge audience. Among the improvising motorcyclists, the 
majority were people who previously had had no closer contact with contemporary 
music. The cultural and educational significance of the project was enormous due to 
combining various musical worlds, co-operation of large group of performers 
(contemporary music, rock music, stunt and motorcyclist), and the best media 
covering. Sławomir Kupczak in layer of electronics used prerecorded sounds of 
motocycles. 
  
Sławomir Kupczak “Symphony No. 2 for 100 Motorcycles”  
  
https://youtu.be/GtiThw_o91M 
  
ca 5 'minutes from the beginning 
 
In the organizers' opinion, the main goals have been achieved. It is true that not all 
the categories of works we had proposed in Call for scores were appreciated by 
composers, nevertheless there was a lot of entries. The hard work of the International 
Jury allowed to select compositions from almost all sections that had sent 
applications. The involvement of the City Hall in the promotional and educational 
campaign has enabled us to reach a wide range of recipients and ensure great 
attendance at concerts. For the audience, the measure of attractiveness was the 
diversity of genres, styles, performers (from symphony concerts, chamber music, 
opera, experimental pop to improvisation and concerts with the participation of young 
people and children). An important part of the promotion of the festival was activity in 
social media, especially on FB and visibility of the festival in the urban space. 
Especially thanks to advertising on trams, buildings, posters, flags hung on street 
lamps and sound installations in the urban space. Participation and educational 
projects were of great importance as well as the acquisition of a large group of 
volunteers. Thanks to this, despite the significant elitism of contemporary music, the 
festival was present in the urban space and well received. 
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