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In 2009, in „Neue Zeitschrift für Musik” the critic Max Nyffeler took notice that 

Polish contemporary music is strongly represented by women. From among five 

presented personalities of young Polish composers there was only one man. This 

doesn’t mean, however, that it was always like this. If we look back into the 

history of Polish electroacoustic music, the statistic will be even worse. 

I should speak about female composers of electronic music, but let me start with 

a short digression about Grażyna Bacewicz, who for many years was the only 

Polish woman composer of the early 20th century, and also a famous violin 

virtuoso. She was born in 1909 and died in 1969. After finishing the National 

Music Conservatory in Warsaw, Bacewicz continued her studies in 1932 in 

Paris with Nadia Boulanger. Therefore, French neoclassicism had a large impact 

on her music. 

Bacewicz’s musical career was unusual, because in those days women’s rights 

in Poland were strongly limited, especially regarding access to education and 

public positions. In 1918, women in Poland received the passive and active right 

to vote, but they still often needed their husband’s permission to work. The 

biggest problem was education: Polish girls ended their free and obligatory 

education at the age of 14, and only daughters of rich parents could obtain a 

higher education. 

Bacewicz, born in relatively wealthy Polish-Lithuanian musical family, was sent 

to girls’ private secondary school and received necessary support for her musical 

interests. She didn’t have to choose between career and family, as she married 

and had a daughter. 

After the Second World War when Poland became a communistic country, equal 

rights for both genders became an important political aim. Despite profound 

social changes, being a women-composer still evoked distrust and sensation 

among men, which could be seen in the words of Stefan Kisielewski, a 

composer and critic, who really admired Bacewicz’s music. He wrote this in 

1948 about her ‘Concerto for string orchestra’: ‘Here we have at last tasted a 

red-blooded piece of healthy and colorful music written with male-like creative 



power’. His comment was somewhat echoed by one American journalist who 

stated: ‘There was actually nothing feminine in Bacewicz’s piece’. 

Femininity in music has been considered to be a lack of expression and a sign of 

weakness. Nevertheless, Bacewicz’s career flourished, and over the years she 

was vice-chairman of Polish Composers’ Union she taught at the National 

Music Conservatory in Łódź and played a lot of concerts. 

When after Stalin’s death, musical experiments again became acceptable, in the 

1960s in Poland new group of avant-garde composers known abroad as the 

‘Polish School’ was revealed. In their pieces, Krzysztof Penderecki, Henryk 

Mikołaj Górecki, Witold Szalonek and Kazimierz Serocki focused on pure 

sound and musical texture, developing a new style of Polish contemporary 

music called ‘Sonorism’. Bacewicz tried to join them at the beginning, but 

ultimately she remained neoclassic. Aside from her, there were no women who 

were considered to be members of the ‘Polish Contemporary School’ of 

composers. 

Luckily it changed during the following decades and more and more women 

entered the new music scene. The 1970s saw the debut of Elżbieta Sikora, 

Barbara Buczek and Marta Ptaszyńska, and then Grażyna Pstrokońska, Lidia 

Zielińska and Magdalena Długosz. The generation of composers born in the 

1960s feature Bettina Skrzypczak and Hanna Kulenty. The more recent Polish 

composers’ scene is quite dominated by women: Agata Zubel, Joanna Woźny, 

Jagoda Szmytka, Katarzyna Głowicka, Dobromiła Jaskot, Ewa Trębacz, 

Aleksandra Gryka, Marzena Komsta, Agnieszka Stulgińska, Marta Śniady – all 

of them are recognized in Poland and abroad. 

The history of Polish electroacoustic music starts in the 1950s. In 1957 the 

Polish Radio Experimental Studio in Warsaw was set up. Before it closed in 

2004, there were 93 composers who had worked there, including 59 from Poland 

and 34 from other countries. All in all, they created roughly 300 autonomous 

musical works. 

However, female composers of electronic music can be counted on one’s fingers 

or named from memory: Elżbieta Sikora was the first female composer in the 

studio. It was the year 1971 and the piece “A View from a Window”. Then came 

Magdalena Długosz, Anna Zawadzka, Barbara Zawadzka, Lidia Zielińska, 

Bernadetta Matuszczak, Anna Ignatowicz, Magdalena Klapper, Dorota 



Dywańska, and Magdalena Buchwald. Referring to the most reliable studio 

documentation there were not more than 10 female composers who had worked 

in the history of the PRES. 29 pieces were realized there by female composers 

(or even less, as some of them were simply alternative versions of the same 

piece). 

According to statistics from PRES documentation: 

Elżbieta Sikora – created 7 pieces (since 1971) 

Magdalena Długosz – 5 pieces (since 1979) 

Barbara Zawadzka – 3 pieces (sinde 1984) 

Anna Zawadzka – 2 pieces (since 1985) 

Lidia Zielińska – 2 pieces (since 1986) 

Bernadetta Matuszczak – 2 pieces (one in many versions) (since 1988) 

Anna Ignatowicz – 1 piece (in 1996) 

Magdalena Klapper – 1 piece (in 1997) 

Dorota Dywańska – 1 piece (in 2000) 

Magdalena Buchwald – 1 piece (in 2001) 

During the 1970s a new generation of composers appeared. Since 1967, a course 

in electronic music has been taught as part of the degree program in composition 

at the Academy of Music in Warsaw. And this was the first generation of 

composers formally educated in the area of electronic music. Some of them had 

also previously studied sound engineering at the first, and for many years the 

only, such department in Poland (which was founded in 1954). 

Among them was Elżbieta Sikora. 

Elżbieta Sikora (b. 1943) first graduated from the Faculty of Music 

Engineering at The Higher State School of Music in Warsaw. Then she moved 

do France, where she studied electroacoustic music from 1968 to 1970 in the 

Parisian Groupe de Recherches Musicales under the direction of Pierre 

Schaeffer and François Bayle. After returning to Warsaw, she received a degree 

in composition. 

In 1971, when she began working at the PRES, she already had to her credit a 

work composed at GRM entitled Prénom (1970; a newer version bears the title 

Flashback). 

The modern equipment at the PRES encouraged Sikora to experiment with 

sound synthesis, playing oscillators, manipulating synthesizers by Moog, EMS 



etc. In 1973, Elżbieta Sikora, Krzysztof Knittel and Wojciech Michniewski 

founded the KEW artistic group, which was the first to use live electronics. 

Thanks to their working knowledge as sound engineers, Elżbieta Sikora and 

Krzysztof Knittel had freedom in the manner of utilization of electronics, which 

was frequently displayed in a performance-style approach. The result of their 

experimental electroacoustic improvisation included pieces such as The Second 

Secret Poem (1974) or collective compositions like In the Tatras (1975) and 

Adhesive Zones (1975). 

After her two-year internship under the direction of Pierre Schaeffer and 

François Bayle, at the center of Elżbieta Sikora’s interests remained musique 

concrète. But there are also other pieces. On commission from the Centre 

Pompidou for IRCAM, Elżbieta Sikora wrote La tête d’Orphée II (1981–1982) 

for flute and electronic instruments, in which the tape part was realized utilizing, 

among other things, a 4x digital processor, Buchla synthesizer and PDP-10 

computer. It was not only her first work for an instrument with electronics, but 

also her first attempt at working with a computer (which at the time was the size 

of a wardrobe). 

As Elżbieta Sikora reminisces today, experiences taken from the PRES later 

permitted her to work successfully in other centers around the world: IRCAM, 

IMEB Bourges, CCRMA (Karma at) Stanford, and TU Berlin. 

Elżbieta Sikora is the winner of many awards, among them distinctions at the 

Electroacoustic Music Competition in Bourges in 1980 for her work Waste Land 

for tape (1979) and Lettres à M. for tape (1980). 

In recent years Elżbieta Sikora was the artistic director of the international 

biennale Musica Electronica Nova in Wrocław (Lower Silesia); in two years she 

hand over her position to French-Polish composer Pierre Jodlowski. She has 

brought to Poland many French electroacoustic composers and ensembles, like 

IRCAM, Ensemble Intercontemporain, Ensemble Court-Circuit, Motus 

Acousmonium, Yan Maresz, Pierre Jodlowski, Jean-Luc Hevré, Francois Bayle, 

Philippe Manoury and others. 

From the 1950s until the 70s, the PRES was the only professional 

electroacoustic music studio in Poland. It played an essential role in the 

country’s musical life. It not only created conditions for the development of 

compositional art, but also organized concerts of electroacoustic music, 



seminars and workshops, as well as popularizing electroacoustic music 

broadcasts on Polish Radio’s Channel 2. It collaborated closely with the 

Warsaw Autumn international contemporary music festival, which had been 

founded just a year earlier in 1956. The PRES also gradually began to fulfill the 

function of an electroacoustic music archive, which had collected a huge library 

of works as well as professional literature. Its role as a center for creation 

ultimately ended in 2004 when the Polish Radio took over the archives of PRES. 

In the meantime, professional electroacoustic music studios were set up at 

music academies in Kraków, Warsaw, Łódź, Wrocław and Katowice. Though 

their character is, above all, didactic, they also engage in artistic activity and 

organize concerts. One of them – at the Music Academy in Poznań – is led by 

one of the female pioneers of electroacoustic composition in Poland, Lidia 

Zielińska. In the studio at the Music Academy in Cracow their working space 

found Magdalena Długosz, Anna Zawadzka and Barbara Zawadzka. 

One of the more recent such studios was set up in 1998 at the Music Academy in 

Wrocław. Interestingly, in the early years of the 21st century it became the most 

important center for the creation of electronic music in Poland. Not by accident, 

among the graduates of the Music Academy in Wrocław are Katarzyna 

Głowicka, Jagoda Szmytka and Agata Zubel. I also studied there. In 2005 the 

composer and director of the Computer Music Studio, Stanisław Krupowicz, 

founded the biennale Musica Electronica Nova which turned into the biggest 

festival of contemporary music with electronics during the following years. It 

was programmed by Elżbieta Sikora from 2001 until 2017. 

Katarzyna Głowicka (born 1977) finished her studies in composition in 2001 

and went abroad to continue with Ivan Fedele in Strassbourg, and Louis 

Andriessen in the Hague. She obtained her PhD in the Belfast studio SARC 

(Sonic Art Research Centre) in 2008. She now teaches electronic music at the 

Royal Conservatory in Brussels. 

The strong predilection for electronic media became the characteristic feature of 

her music. She uses electronics, especially live electronics in almost all pieces 

with or without instruments. A distinctive group of her pieces are those for solo 

instrument and electronics. 

“Thimble Trance” (2006), “Dust Point Red” (2005) or “White Dust” (2010), – 

were all written for harpsichord and electronics. Besides harpsichord, the piano 



seems to be an important instrument for Katarzyna Głowicka. Among many 

pieces we could mention, there are three for the piano, electronics and video: 

“Turbulence” (2009), “Retina” (2010) and ”Sun Spot” (2013). The last one is 

the result of a collaboration between Katarzyna Głowicka and film artist 

Zuzanna Solakiewicz, who was commissioned by the National Audiovisual 

Institute to create a video for a currently existing piece of music. 

The esthetics of Katarzyna Glowicka’s music have been strongly shaped by 

glitch music and experimental electronic music which has flourished in the early 

years of the current century. The composer is careful in her approach to using 

instruments – the economy of means is very important for Glowicka. Thus her 

music can be described as minimalistic. 

One of the significant subjects for Katarzyna Głowicka is women’s situations in 

the world. In 2015, the National Opera in Warsaw commissioned her for a 

music theatre piece about Jackie Kennedy Onassis – “Requiem for an icon” had 

its premiere in 2016. Recent projects include a collaboration with Melanie 

Wilson on the multi-media “Opera for the Unknown Woman”, based on feminist 

science fiction. 

The musical thinking of the composer Jagoda Szmytka (born in 1982) is mostly 

influenced by the social, cultural and technological circumstances of everyday 

life. She has a very bright and synthetic perspective, as she has studied in many 

fields. She started with music theory, then decided to study composition. In the 

meantime she attended lectures in art history and philosophy at the University of 

Wrocław. After that, she moved to Austria and Germany where she studied 

with Wolfgang Rihm, Beat Furrer and Pierluigi Billone. Now she lives in 

Frankfurt am Main, where she has founded and is a leader of two projects: 

PLAY – A platform for art and culture as well as social initiatives & ENTER – a 

collective that specializes in performing Referential Music. 

As Jagoda Szmytka states, she composes “for people”, “about people”, “with 

people”. To describe her conceptual approach toward music, she uses such 

notions as “social composing”, “intertextual music”, “contextual music”, and 

“referential music”. 

“Social composing” examines social and interpersonal processes such as 

communication and identity often in relation to phenomena that influence 

modern life or which refer directly to the social dimension of making music. 



“Intertextual music” is written for ear, eye and thought. The music is a mixture 

of texts, images and sounds that build dense structures in reference to high & 

pop culture, philosophy, or reality. 

Jagoda Szmytka’s recent pieces incorporate mixed-media, trans-media and 

cross-genre formats. An example of this would be social-media music theatre 

“Limbo Lander” (2014) or trans-media music theatre “Lost” (2015), which also 

exist in many versions and formats. 

“Gameboy” is an audiovisual contextual composition written in 2014 for the 

pianist Sebastian Berweck. In the piece Jagoda Szmytka refers to Liberace, 

Joseph Beuys and Freddie Mercury – on both sonic and visual levels. The piece 

has strong performative elements and demands from the pianist to behave like a 

pop star, like how Liberace used to play classical music hits and make a show of 

it. The title of the piece refers to popular electronic game from the 80s and 90s. 

In her recent works Jagoda Szmytka displays the process of blending high 

culture and art with pop culture and trash, using visual motives common for both 

cultural areas like red cross which refers to both Gameboy and Joseph Beuys. 

The use of multimedia and electronics in Jagoda Szmytka’s music is as obvious 

as it is invisible. She seems to be much more interested in the social and cultural 

influence of that means than in its technological possibilities or creative 

potential. Thus her music could be perhaps considered as what in visual arts is 

known as post-internet art. 

*** 

There are more female composers of electronic music in Poland to be 

mentioned. Perhaps the most recognized and experienced composer of electronic 

music is now Anna Zaradny, one of the co-founders and organizers of the 

famous Musica Genera festival of improvised and experimental music in 

Szczecin and Warsaw. In recent years new names have appeared such as Dj 

Morgiana, DJ Zamilska, sound artists and performers Martyna Poznańska, Kasia 

Justka, Zorka Wollny, and Katarzyna Krakowiak. All of them are regularly 

present in the line-ups of the biggest and most influential festivals in Poland and 

abroad. 


