
INTRODUCTION

Energy is the capacity of a  physical system to perform  work – this is the 
simplest definition of energy. Energy as a physical quantity is manifested in many 
forms – as heat, kinetic, mechanical, and chemical energy, or potential energy. In 
this book, metaphorically referring to the concept of energy, we wish to point out 
that it is also possible to talk about aesthetic energy and that this concept is very 
useful in the discussion on the subject of the city. This energy in the context of 
the city can be understood in two ways. On the one hand, a given place with its 
own aesthetic nature has its own potential of energy. After all, the city physically, 
with its space, landscapes, architecture and art, is an object of permanent aesthetic 
experience. Can this potential be transformed into work? These aesthetic 
experiences make people abandon certain places and admire others; some cities 
fall, while others grow. The aesthetic object – and it should be noted that among 
aesthetic qualities we experience not only beauty or harmony, but also the sublime, 
tragedy, ugliness and kitsch – in itself, affecting its recipients, may become a source 
of specific exploitative but also creative activities. The other meaning in which 
aesthetic energy is understood is related to revealing the aesthetic aspect of human 
activities. Are we not willing to perform some work in order to save the aesthetic 
experience or participate in it? It is not difficult to note that the movement of this 
energy in favourable conditions takes place in a circle: the energy of places affects 
people’s behaviour and people create places full of energy. 

Lodz is an interesting example of flows of aesthetic energy, it can be said that 
the city is inherently related to energy. Lodz was established in the 19th century 
and within just a few decades it transformed from a village of only 939 inhabitants 
(1827) to the thriving city of textile industry (314,000 inhabitants in 1900), 
acquiring aesthetic landscape of the city unique in the country, compared to 
Manchester or Lyon: brick factories, chimneys, workers’ settlements, eclectic 
tenement houses and villa-style residences of industrialists. The sudden collapse 
of the industry caused a general decline of the city in the 1990s. In the present 
time, a huge effort has been made to revitalise the city. Appreciating the value 
of the places that have lost their functionality, the possibility of the city’s 
development is seen in connection with culture and science. Its dormant energy 
is sought in the ethos of “industrial Lodz”, but not in energy of machines driven 
first by water, then steam and finally electricity, but in its architecture, space, and 
most of all in the people who – moved by the history of the city and its post-
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industrial face – are willing to work for its sake. The symbol of this transformation 
is the currently revitalised EC1 power plant whose Art Nouveau buildings were 
put into operation in 1907 (photo 1). In the past, the place used to provide 
electricity to the entire city and it worked until 2001. Today, as part of a complex 
covering 90 ha, it becomes the New Centre of Lodz. Whether the concept of 
seeking energy in that which is aesthetic is appropriate will be soon shown based 
on this particular example. Therefore, the reader should be forewarned that we 
will often refer to this particular city in the book.

We ask representatives of various specialisations about the possibility 
of obtaining and maintaining aesthetic energy, therefore different research 
perspectives and seemingly distant objects of research – from architecture 
and urban space through street art and parkour to aesthetic theories – appear 
in individual chapters. The reflections of our authors always revolve around 
the aesthetic object or the aesthetically experiencing entity. Thus, we begin 
with great ideas of urban and aesthetic theories, which found their practical 
solutions in European cities (A. Remesar), and at the same time we show, based 
on specific examples, what kind of energy can be hidden in unfinished or even 
bankrupt ideas (S. Stamatovic Vuckovic, W. Kazimierska-Jerzyk). Aware of the 
aesthetic potential of art, we point to its effects in urban space (A.  Gralińska- 
-Toborek, S. Hansen/D. Flynn). We write about all users of the city, great 
visionaries and anonymous inhabitants, though additional attention is paid 
to the tourist ( J. Mokras-Grabowska) and traceur ( J. Petri). We see them as 
curiously contradictory entities experiencing the city aesthetically: the first 
one is subjected to a public offer of the city, while the other one privatises the 
city through experience, exceeding the established barriers of this experience. 
We also show how complex a  challenge it is to attempt to separate that which 
is public from that which is private in our experience (E. Chudoba). We finish 
the book with statements made by practitioners – culture organisers from non-
governmental organisations who use art to transfer energy to people and recover 
aesthetic energy of places (H. Bensaïd, J. Mróz). These kind of manifestos also 
illustrate the circulation of aesthetic energy: private organisations protect public/
social values, draw attention to the condition of public places and recover these 
places for the individual, personal aesthetic experience.

We still owe the reader an explanation. Instead of talking in more detail about 
the content of the book, each chapter is preceded by a graphic commentary and 
an illustration of its content. We have been inspired to do so by Antoni Remesar, 
who by means of a graph sums up his reflections on urban decorum. Therefore, 
we have decided to visualise, with the use of overlapping circles, the network 
of relationships that make up the issues addressed in the texts, as well as the 
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perspectives from which they are observed. Yellow marks strictly urban issues 
– places and spaces (we indicate the names of the cities mentioned in the text);
red – art contexts; blue – issues related to aesthetic experience; green – complex 
issues (sociological, political, economic) that are not dominated by a particular 
discourse. The concepts included in the circles are not keywords provided by 
the authors, but rather the terms which, according to the editors, describe the 
content and relate its meaning to the context of aesthetic issues. They are often 
contradictory terms, as energy is also released through the action of conflicting 
forces. We hope that as a  result of our own, mutually corresponding, though 
sometimes polemical positions, we will give birth to work that will be directed 
towards the aesthetic development of cities and the improvement of the quality 
of our experience. 

Agnieszka Gralińska-Toborek
Wioletta Kazimierska-Jerzyk




