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Film still from „Vernissage,” dir. Maria and Ryszard Waśko, WFO 1980.
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Abstract
The basis for this article is the film “Wernisaż” [Vernissage] (1981) by Maria Waśko (screenplay with Ryszard Waśko),
made from material recorded in 1979 during an exhibition of contemporary art for blind children at the Zapiecek gallery in
Warsaw. In the analysis presented here, I argue that this film radically subverts the occularcentric order in favor of
presenting tactile perception. Blind children are given the right to speak, which I attribute social and political significance to,
reorganizing political sensory divisions in the direction of broadening the community of art recipients. In the film “Wernisaż,”
[Vernissage] I find a contribution to writing a potential history that brings reflection on the contemporary condition of art
history. I ask a crucial question: how can openness to blind audiences influence the rethinking of the social role of art
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history? Will it be possible to abandon hypothetical reflections on the haptical/multisensory perception of art in exchange for
real touch and social agency?

“Politics, indeed, is not the exercise of, or struggle for, power. It is the configuration of a specific
space, the framing of a particular sphere of experience, of objects posited as common and as

pertaining to a common decision, of subjects recognised as capable of designating these objects
and putting forward arguments about them.”1

– Jacques Rancière

Introduction

I hereby request approval for the production of the screenplay by Maria Waśko and Ryszard
Waśko entitled Vernissage. The recording of blind children’s first encounter with the world of
art, their “viewing” of works of art and attempts at their interpretation will constitute the
documentary value of the film. At the same time, it will create the conditions for a more
reflective mode of reception, prompting consideration of the possibilities of art, its aesthetic
and ethical functions, as well as the value and sources of abstract art.2

This request, dated 19 January 1980 and submitted by Teresa Oziemska – a longtime editor of
films about art at the Educational Film Studio (WFO) in Łódź – was approved. The footage was
recorded “as a matter of urgency,” even before receiving formal written consent, during an
exhibition of contemporary art for children from the Educational Center for Blind Children in Laski,
organized at the Zapiecek Gallery in Warsaw in 1979 on the initiative of Ryszard Winiarski.3 The
works prepared by the invited artists – including Jan Berdyszak, Marian Bogusz, Anna
Bohdziewicz, Jan Dobkowski, Stefan Gierowski, Jerzy Kałucki, Edward Krasiński, Adam
Marczyński, and Henryk Stażewski – were subsequently donated to establish what was most likely
one of the world’s first collections of contemporary art intended for blind audiences.4

The film Vernissage (Wernisaż) has remained virtually unacknowledged by both art historians and
film historians.5 I discovered it several years ago while conducting research on Polish
documentary films about art produced during the communist period,6 and I remembered it as
a work whose significance becomes particularly legible from today’s perspective. I regard
Vernissage as an important contribution to the formulation of a potential history of Polish art, and
thus – following Ariella Azoulay’s definition – as a work that enables a “practice of unlearning”
entrenched divisions that bar us “from engaging with others, a division that authorizes experts to
determine with whom we are allowed to share the world and how, under which law.”7 As Azoulay
further argues, “History is potentialized with the persistence, protection, transmission, and renewal
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of different ways of being in time and in the world that are still alive.”8

In Vernissage, I discern an opportunity to reconsider who is to be granted access to the so-called
“visual” arts. More broadly, I approach the film as a contribution to the unlearning of visual-centric
hegemony in favor of a communal experience in which diverse sensory models of art perception
complement one another. In this framework, co-presence emerges in a socially differentiated
space, expressed through the multiplicity of voices of all participants who occupy it. Enabling the
articulation of voices belonging to blind and visually impaired individuals – traditionally excluded
from the community of art recipients – constitutes a political and social act. As Aristotle observed, it
is speech that defines the human being as a political subject, allowing for the expression of more
than pleasure and pain.9 Jacques Rancière correctly links speech – and thus its political status –
to the social configurations of sensibility that are central to my inquiry:

Politics consists in reconfiguring the distribution of the sensible which defines the common of
a community, to introduce into it new subjects and objects, to render visible what had not
been, and to make heard as speakers those who had been perceived as mere noisy
animals.10

Following Rancière, I draw a clear distinction between the aesthetics of politics – closely aligned
with the “aestheticization of politics” described by Walter Benjamin in relation to fascism – and the
politics of aesthetics, which determines “the way in which the practices and forms of visibility of art
themselves intervene in the distribution of the sensible and its reconfiguration, in which they
distribute spaces and times, subjects and objects, the common and the singular.”11 Vernissage,
which I analyze further in this article, introduces into broader circulation a model of art perception
grounded in the reconfiguration of dominant visual centrism and expert authority in favor of
disinterested cognition. Within this gesture, I identify the seeds of an opportunity not only to
address questions of accessibility for people with visual impairments, but also to destabilize
established modes of historical and art-historical discourse. In the Waśkos’ film, I perceive an
impulse to rethink the social significance of art history itself – particularly in terms of radically
expanding the community of its participants.

To Expand the Field of Art

The initiative to organize an exhibition of contemporary art for blind and visually impaired children
was undertaken in connection with the International Year of the Child proclaimed by the United
Nations. The Zapiecek Gallery, a branch of DESA directed by Mirosława Arens, joined the
extensive program of public celebrations, which included the most spectacular series of events
Artists of Warsaw in the International Year of the Child (among them the exhibition Child–Youth–
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Future at Zachęta) initiated by the Warsaw branch of the Association of Polish Artists and
Designers. The breadth of issues addressed was reflected in a poster exhibition at the Poster
Museum in Wilanów, which encompassed not only artistic production addressed to children, but
also posters featuring UNICEF appeals for sick and starving children, as well as works concerning
health and safety in the broadest sense. The project carried out at the Zapiecek Gallery thus
implemented a widely promoted cultural policy focused on the well-being of all children, while
simultaneously fulfilling other significant political and social objectives of the state, particularly
education through art.

The idea of shaping ethical attitudes by means of artistic experience – deeply embedded in
contemporary pedagogical discourse – found an important instrument in short documentary films
devoted to art. Nearly one thousand such films were produced in the People’s Republic of Poland,
with the Educational Film Studio (WFO), alongside the Feature and Documentary Film Studio
(WFFiO), remaining their principal producer.12 These films frequently exceeded the conventions of
strict documentation and fact-based narration, aiming to encourage specific models of art
perception. In the document prepared by Teresa Oziemska and cited at the beginning of this
article, these aims are clearly articulated: first, the project was intended to document the encounter
between blind children and works of art – an intrinsically valuable objective; second, it was meant
to show the aesthetic and ethical dimensions of art, and thus its pedagogical potential. Maria and
Ryszard Waśko significantly surpassed these expectations by using the medium of film to present
an alternative – tactile – model of art perception. Filip Lipiński describes such film productions
devoted to art as belonging to an “expanded field of a work of art.”13 He defines them as
a conjunction of verbal discourse with the temporal and active visuality of film, through which it
becomes possible to foreground qualities constitutive of the work itself. In the case of Vernissage,
however, the emphasis shifts away from individual works toward an expansion of the field of art
itself – both in a literal sense, through the inclusion of a new community of viewers, and in an
artistic sense, through the introduction of alternative perceptual models that disclose previously
unrecognized potentials of art.
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Cover of the exhibition catalogue „Międzynarodowa kolekcja dla dzieci z Lasek” [International Collection for Children] from Laski. P. P. “DESA”
Contemporary Art Gallery – “Zapiecek,” 1979. Photograph by M. Sokalski.

Page from the exhibition catalogue „Międzynarodowa kolekcja dla dzieci z Lasek” [International Collection for Children] from Laski. P. P. “DESA”
Contemporary Art Gallery – “Zapiecek,” 1979. Photograph by M. Sokalski.

The Vernissage

https://miejsce.asp.waw.pl/wordpress/pliki/2026/02/1-miedzynarodowa-kolekcja-dla-dzieci-z-lasek-1440x1350.jpg
https://miejsce.asp.waw.pl/wordpress/pliki/2026/02/2-1440x1230.jpg
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The footage for Vernissage was recorded during the official opening of the exhibition and later
during sessions in which children from Laski were invited to individually engage with the works.14 It
was in this latter situation that the Waśkos discerned the film’s essential meaning. In the
description of the film novella preserved in the WFO archives, they explained that the core of the
project lay in the confrontation of two “worlds of abstraction.”15 On the one hand stood “artistic
abstraction,” represented by the exhibited works; on the other, “imaginative abstraction” – formed
“outside the domain of visual sensations” and based exclusively on tactile and auditory
experience. Interestingly, Maria and Ryszard Waśko appear to have attributed a considerably
broader significance to the project than Ryszard Winiarski himself. At least in their statements –
and above all in the structure of the film – they articulated the huge social and artistic potential of
this undertaking. In Vernissage, Winiarski speaks of the skepticism that accompanied his initiative
and emphasizes his deliberate selection of simple works with geometric forms that could be
recognized through touch; any more detailed premises of his idea, however, remain unknown. The
Waśkos not only acknowledged the significance of Winiarski’s project, but also interpreted it as an
opportunity to propose an alternative mode of art perception and, consequently, to reflect on the
universal agency of art.

The film opens with a black screen accompanied by voice-over. The children’s spontaneous
comments, uttered as they explore the works through touch, fill the auditory space and introduce
the viewer to a mode of perception in which visibility is subsumed by darkness. The main section
of the 13-minute-and-48-second film consists of alternating sequences: close-up shots of
children’s hands examining the works – tracing entire forms and successive fragments – intercut
with black screens and voice-over narration. Only in the final minutes does a full shot briefly reveal
selected works installed on the gallery walls, accompanied by Winiarski’s aforementioned
commentary on the project as a whole. The film concludes with scenes from the vernissage itself,
showing guests and participating artists.

Vernissage does not function as documentation of an event. Its subject is tactile perception –
rendered and mediated through film in an unprecedented manner. The viewer is confronted with
a tactile model of perception and its cognitive outcomes. Significantly, the camera’s movement,
following the children’s hands as they traverse the surfaces of the works, evokes filmic
impressions traditionally devoted to painting or sculpture, in which the lens glides across the
pictorial or sculptural field in close-up. The Waśkos were undoubtedly familiar with such strategies
from art films widely circulated in Poland at the time. One of the most frequently discussed
examples was Zbigniew Bochenek’s Passacaglia na Kaplicę Zygmuntowską (1966) – a “film
poem” devoted to the Sigismund Chapel in the Wawel Castle in Krakow, co-shaped by the music
of Krzysztof Penderecki and described by Czeczot-Gawrak as “one of the most original and highly
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valued achievements of Polish film on art.”16 Władysław Tatarkiewicz emphasized that the film
enables the viewer to “see better and more” than would be possible through direct contact with the
monument itself.17 What dominates here is the deliberate formation of perception through
cinematic visualization. The Waśkos worked in a similar manner in Vernissageto present an
alternative mode of experiencing art – through touch.

Film still from „Wernisaż” [Vernissage], directed by Maria and Ryszard Waśko, WFO, 1980.

Film still from „Wernisaż” [Vernissage], directed by Maria and Ryszard Waśko, WFO, 1980.

Alongside scenes depicting the process of tactile exploration, the film confronts close-up, full-

https://miejsce.asp.waw.pl/wordpress/pliki/2026/02/3-1440x1082.png
https://miejsce.asp.waw.pl/wordpress/pliki/2026/02/4-1440x1081.png
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frame views of the works – especially their fragments – with the children’s immediate verbal
responses. In the first visible sequence, a child runs his fingers across three metal blocks mounted
on a wooden base (a work by Tibor Gáyor), allowing the viewer to observe tactile perception as it
unfolds: initially in silence and concentration, then accompanied by sounds produced through the
manipulation of the object. Through the boy’s actions, the work is made accessible to the film’s
audience. In the subsequent scene, another child immerses their fingers in a hanging braid –
a work by Naomi Kobayashi – bending the form and grasping its ends. Here, silence intertwines
with subtle rustling sounds generated by the activity of learning about the work. This sonification of
tactile perception is clearly intensified in the reception of Winiarski’s work. Presented in full frame,
it is, in a sense, acoustically activated by the distinct rustling produced as the hand moves across
a three-dimensional arrangement of perpendicularly oriented paper rectangles. Touch becomes
audible; sound appears to penetrate the structure of the image.18 Yet the most radical formal
device employed in the film is the recurring black screen.

The Black Screen

The black screen constitutes one of the fundamental devices of cinematic language. According to
Gilles Deleuze, the moment at which the black screen appears does not so much connect images
as introduce an interstice between them.19 Richard Misek expands this observation by
emphasizing the entanglement of absence and simultaneous presence inherent in the black
screen. This tension refers to visual absence and an alternative form of presence conditioned by
context, that is, by the specific structure of a given film. As Misek writes, “The localised visual
discontinuity that the black screen brings about serves the film’s overall continuity: through
separating, it joins.”20 In his film essay The Black Screen, Misek juxtaposes examples in which the
black screen functions as a site of affective accumulation, in which separation and connection
converge, opening the viewer’s perceptual field to experiences beyond the visual.

A similar function is performed by the black screen in Vernissage. Here, it interrupts the visual
documentation of the event that constitutes the film’s subject in order to link the children’s
reception of art with an attempt to represent tactile perception itself, which can be apprehended
only when the viewer relinquishes the privilege of sight. Such separation of image (or its absence)
and sound had previously been employed by Waśko in his films of an analytical, meta-reflective
character, created as part of his activity in the Workshop of Film Form. In the nine-minute Okno
(Window,1972), he juxtaposed a static shot of a view through a window with sounds emanating
from within an apartment – objects being struck, fragments of a radio program, etc. – producing
a schizophrenic perceptual condition. As a result, the viewer becomes acutely aware of their own
act of seeing.21 Similarly, in his experimental films described as “hypothetical,” the artist tested
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both the filmic material itself, including its non-representational uses, and the possibility of
constructing projections based simultaneously on reality and hypothetical projection.22 In
Vernissage, the black screen functions as the culmination of being led into the domain of tactile
perception and, through cinematic means, produces a substitute for a new mode of experiencing
art – a “hypothetical” haptic perception.

This new experience, however, is not confined to the empirical dimension. Although it is the sense
of touch that defines the perceptual difference here, it simultaneously opens up the possibility of
a broader understanding of art itself.

In the aforementioned archival description of the film, the Waśkos emphasized the confrontation of
two models of “imaginary” states.23 The first, characteristic of conventional perception, is grounded
in vision and in intellectual operations engaging the viewer’s prior knowledge. The second is based
on a blind child’s embodied, concrete perception, apprehending and interpreting the works “as
a world of artistic experiences specific to him.”24 This encounter, as the Waśkos note, reveals “new
possibilities for the visual arts” as well as “the special moral meaning of this type of artistic
expression.”25 Within this artistic and social experiment, the Waśkos thus recognized and activated
the postulates of the avant-garde movements to which they explicitly referred to as artists.

The legacy of the avant-garde – particularly constructivism – formed not only the foundation of the
strictly artistic activities of the Workshop of Film Form, but also the subject of documentary films
about art produced within this milieu, including Józef Robakowski’s Kompozycje przestrzenne
Katarzyny Kobro (Spatial Compositions by Katarzyna Kobro, 1971). It is a symbolic coincidence
that Ryszard Waśko conceived the idea for Vernissage while filming material at the Zapiecek
Gallery for his documentary devoted to Henryk Stażewski.26 Although Vernissage does not
address avant-garde art as its explicit subject, the film itself fully implements avant-garde
principles. Through cinematic means – close-ups, fragmentation, the black screen – it affects the
viewer’s consciousness, expands their perceptual habits, and constructs knowledge of an
alternative mode of reading art: a new language. Within this avant-garde tradition, the motif of the
black screen assumes particular significance. It is through this device that climactic moments are
introduced, which may be understood as the most advanced attempt to represent tactile
perception. Paradoxically, it is precisely the black screen – a tool intrinsic to filmic language and at
the same time a negation of film’s visual essence – that enables the experience of touch to
become accessible.

The solutions developed by the Waśkos are thus inseparable from the epistemology of the work of
art and the social conditions of its reception. In Vernissage, they reconfigure sensual perception
within the field of art, undermining the dominance of the visual. Importantly, the aim is not just to



9.02.2026, 15:06“You Just Need to Have the Imagination for It”: — MIEJSCE

Strona 10 z 27https://miejsce.asp.waw.pl/en/to-po-prostu-trzeba-miec-wyobraznie-do-tego/

demonstrate the possibility of art reception by blind and visually impaired audiences, but to
articulate the openness of art itself to multidirectional and multisensory perception.

Another dimension testifies to the work’s social – or, following Jacques Rancière, political –
agency: the visibility and audibility of subjects previously excluded from the community of art
recipients. In the film, we hear blind children articulate their impressions as immediate responses
to the works they touch – a kind of verbal account of recognizing forms and structures. The
children identify shapes, yet also stress their ambiguity. In the fourth scene of the film, we hear:

“For me, it’s very incomprehensible. I would say it’s a very disordered world. That’s what
I called it. It’s terribly turbulent… You just need to have the imagination for it.”

“No, you have to look at it carefully.”

“Looking” at art through touch unfolds over time and requires the integration of successive elements
within the imagination. Art puzzles and intrigues the children, becoming a site of emergent
knowledge. They relate what they encounter to familiar experiences, while openly expressing
surprise at the discovery of unknown forms. The children’s statements function as a “guide” for the
film’s viewers and as the connective tissue binding the entire work together – a structure in which
visibility undergoes continuous transformation, at times disappearing entirely into darkness. Their
utterances acquire the status of speech acts equal in weight to the image-filled frames themselves
(they operate analogously to intertitles appearing on a black screen in silent cinema, which
introduced acts of speech essential to narrative development27).Through this strategy, Vernissage
reconfigures the distribution of sensual perception and grants audibility to speaking subjects who
had previously been denied speech. As a result, the film ultimately generates the conditions for
political revaluation.

The Educational Function of Art in the Polish People’s Republic

The Program Department of the Film Board of the Ministry of Culture and Art recognized
Vernissage by awarding it a first-degree artistic rating.28 Although the film was subject to standard
censorship procedures, no objections were raised. As previously noted, Vernissage contributed to
the construction of an image of the state as attentive to the needs of all children, including those
with disabilities. Above all, however, it remained fully aligned with the national postulate of
egalitarian access to art and with the doctrine of education through art. In socialist Poland, the
social function of films on art was understood both as the dissemination of knowledge and as the
provision of historical explanations for phenomena considered central to the national cultural
heritage. At the same time, art was treated as a tool in educational processes. Henryk Depta – an
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educator specializing in film education and the author of such publications as Film
i wychowanie(Film and Education, 1975) and Kultura filmowa – wychowanie filmowe (Film Culture
– Film Education, 1979) – wrote: “Contemporary aesthetic education consists not only in
cultivating sensitivity to the beauty of art, but also in shaping – precisely through art – a full and
comprehensive human personality.”29 The process of education through art, or more precisely the
project of forming the “ideal human of the future” – homo aestheticus – was described in greater
detail by Irena Wojnar, whose work focused on the theory of aesthetic education (Estetyka
i wychowanie [Aesthetics and Education], 1964; Perspektywy wychowawcze sztuki [Educational
Perspectives of Art], 1966; Nauczyciel i wychowanie estetyczne [The Teacher and Aesthetic
Education], 1968; Teoria wychowania estetycznego: zarys problematyki [Theory of Aesthetic
Education: An Outline of Problems], 1976).30

Aesthetic education was defined as a process of shaping moral attitudes, enriching intellectual
development, and cultivating “open perception” alongside creative dispositions. Education
conceived in this manner was expected, among other outcomes, to lead to the “discovery of new
dimensions of truth about the human being and reality,”31 as well as to greater sensitivity to ethical
problems, individual attitudes, and modes of participation in collective life. These objectives were
intended to save citizens from the alienation attributed to Western capitalism.32 To this aim, it was
necessary to rupture the elitist enclosure within which art had traditionally functioned and to
reclaim it for educational purposes. “Therefore, art for education, not education for art,” Wojnar
postulated. Within this conceptual framework, film emerged as an ideal instrument for the
implementation of this doctrine.33

The social significance of films on art in the People’s Republic of Poland is evidenced not only by
the previously mentioned scale of production, but also by regular reviews: the first review of art
films was organized in 1958 by the weekly Ekran in collaboration with the National Museum in
Warsaw, followed by the International Symposium of Art Films in 1965, and, beginning in 1968, the
renowned annual Review of Films on Art in Zakopane.34

As the authors of the book on the history of the Zakopane reviews observed, the role of films about
art was to generate an alternative mode of experiencing art – a substitute for “travel, museums, or
albums.”35 In contemporary discourse, the value of this alternative model of perception was
understood primarily as the possibility of “visual explanation” of the work of art.36 It was this
explanatory function that Małgorzata Hendrykowska identified as the defining condition of the
genre.37 Polish critics and scholars thus followed the conceptual trajectory outlined by Henri
Lemaître, who described films on art as “the art of implication,” capable of liberating what is implied
within artworks, immanent yet inaccessible without cinematic mediation.38 Frequently cited were
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also the views of the French theorist who interpreted films on art as the most complete realization
of André Malraux’s concept of the “museum of the imagination,”39 emphasizing both the
popularization of works of art and the opportunity to perceive previously unseen aspects of them.
In 1972, Depta underscored the fundamental role of film in “teaching how to look at a work of art.”
40 Film thus came to function as a medium of art perception, which guided, structured, and
shaped the act of viewing.

Against this backdrop, Vernissage remains an exceptional production, although it was not the only
film focusing on tactile perception of art. In Kazimierz Mucha’s well-known Abakany (1970), the
camera directs the viewer’s gaze across the textured surfaces of Magdalena Abakanowicz’s
sculptural forms. Through a sequence of close-up shots, “touch is realized successively, in
a manner characteristic of this sense and distinct from the immediate synthesis available to vision.”
41 The introduction of haptic vision – to invoke Alois Riegl’s concept – offers an alternative to the
dominance of visual centrism, yet ultimately does not transcend the sovereignty of the eye. The
unprecedented character of Vernissage, by contrast, lies in its presentation of a model of art
perception emancipated from vision itself and in its potential to reconfigure the very field of art
recipients.

The Tactile Disarmament of Art History

The hypertrophic eye of art history as an academic discipline has dominated the remaining senses
almost from the moment of its institutional formation. Founded on the premise of purified visual
observation, art history became one of the many agents reinforcing the visual centrism of
modernity. As Donald Preziosi has argued, the very concept of modernity is constructed through
the systems of visual organization of public museums.42 Meanwhile, research conducted by
anthropologists Constance Classen and David Howes demonstrates that tactile engagement with
objects was practiced by museum audiences in early institutions such as the Ashmolean Museum
and the British Museum.43 According to their thesis, the transformation of reception models
resulted not only from the growing authority of visualization techniques within scientific practice,
but also from the pressures exerted by industrial capitalism and the regimes of surveillance and
control intrinsic to it. In other words, this peculiar disciplining of perception was linked both to the
emerging positivist paradigm of science and to the normative systems imposed by modern
economic and social structures. It should be emphasized, however, that touch was not entirely
eliminated from art reception. Rather, it remained accessible to privileged groups – connoisseurs,
collectors, and museum professionals.44 For this reason, enabling tactile access to artworks for
non-privileged audiences cannot be understood merely as the implementation of accessibility
policies introduced in Polish cultural institutions by means of an act of 19 July 2019. The stakes
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are considerably higher. What is at issue is not only the expansion of the community of art
audiences, but also – particularly from the perspective of art historians – the necessity of
rethinking the very foundations of the discipline itself.

The “tactile wedge” appeared relatively early within art-historical thought. In The Florentine
Painters of the Renaissance (1896), Bernard Berenson emphasized that it is the sense of touch
that guarantees the perception of space and objects. However, he did not refer to literal tangibility,
but rather to tactile values projected onto retinal impressions – to the activation of consciousness
through what he termed “tactile imagination.”45 The notion of “haptic vision” subsequently gained
currency in art history through the writings of Alois Riegl and later Gilles Deleuze. Like Berenson,
they both wrote not about actual touch, but tactile qualities mobilized by vision. Riegl associated
hapticity with works that resist the illusion of three-dimensional depth, such as Egyptian reliefs,
whose planar structure necessitates close viewing.46 Deleuze, in his fascinating book Francis
Bacon: The Logic of Sensation, employs hapticity to describe a particular mode of experiencing
painting47 – one that suspends the classical division between figure and background and
privileges tactile sensation constructed “on the basis of the texture and material qualities of the
painted object, independently of perspective and the suggestion of chiaroscuro depth.”48

Both Riegl’s and Deleuze’s reflections articulate a distinct epistemological position. The Austrian
scholar emphasized that only “experiences of the sense of touch evoked more than any other
means of human experiences the idea of a material existence of the objects.”49 At the same time,
“haptic vision” presupposes the active and subjective participation of the perceiving subject, whose
cognition is based on visual impressions multiplied and synthesized within thought. Through this
process, an image emerges of a haptic, impenetrable external surface of “an independent and
enclosed individuality.”50 Deleuze goes considerably further. Drawing on Bergson, he seeks “a
domain in which the difference between the consciousness of the subject and objects, as
articulated in transcendental philosophy, no longer applies.”51 Despite their fundamental
differences, both theoretical positions converge in their portrayal of an actively perceiving subject.
Hapticity functions here both as an immanent property of the work of art (Riegl) and as a category
describing a specific perceptual process (Riegl and Deleuze). In each case, however, hapticity
remains a conceptualized form of touch that never becomes actual. In other words: haptic vision
refers exclusively to a hypothetical touch that does not truly occur.

This hypothetical touch – contrasted here with real tactile experience – can be situated within the
broader framework of Western philosophy, which established its epistemic order through a sharp
division between privileged intellectual cognition and empirical knowledge. Georgina Kleege, an
important representative of disability studies, analyzes the figure of the blind man in the writings of
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Descartes, John Locke, and even Denis Diderot as a “hypothetical blind man” functioning as a
“prop for theories of consciousness.”52 This figure is questioned primarily about visual phenomena,
such as perspective or color, about the recognition of form, and even about optical devices. As
Kleege observes, the primary function of the hypothetical blind man “is to highlight the importance
of sight and to elicit a frisson of awe and pity which promotes gratitude among the sighted theorists
for the vision they possess.”53 By confronting such speculative constructions with the lived
experiences of individuals possessing diverse forms of visual impairment, Kleege dismantles the
dominant philosophical image of blindness. She urges us to abandon the binary opposition
between blindness and sight, pointing, for example, to the case of a blind scholar of visual culture.
It should also be emphasized that visual impairment encompasses a wide spectrum of sensory
experiences, ranging from complete blindness to partial sight, as reflected in distinctions between
blind, visually impaired, and partially sighted individuals.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the tactile wedge driven into the humanities opened
new perspectives for art history, largely under the influence of contemporary art practices explicitly
engaging multisensory perception. It was in dialogue with such artistic strategies that scholars
including Laura U. Marks – and, in the Polish context, Marta Smolińska – reconsidered dominant
models of art reception.54 This shift challenged the Cartesian separation of intellectual and
empirical knowledge that persists within academic discourse and remains deeply embedded in
Western cultural traditions. At the same time, these studies may be situated within a broader
phenomenon: the revalorization of touch and its expansion within “postmodern European culture
focused on bodily sensations.”55. Dorota Angutek links this transformation to the possibility of
transdisciplinary research grounded in collaboration between the social and biological sciences. In
art history, it would be equally important to pursue such forms of research and to shift attention
towards lived, tactile perception, which resists reduction to generalized or essentialist models.
Touch has its own cultural and historical specificity, shaped by gender, social position, and
temperament.56 It may function as a tool of cognition and exploration, but also as a source of
pleasure. Understood in these varied ways, it has long played a role in the history of art reception.

These considerations do not imply a call to equalize the status of touch and sight, nor to negate
the dominant role of vision. Rather, following the research of Fiona Candlin as well as Classen and
Howes,57 art history is afforded an opportunity to critically reassess its own foundations – rooted in
the modern reification of sight – in favor of a more capacious understanding of art perception and,
consequently, of the writing of its history.
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Film still from „Wernisaż” [Vernissage], directed by Maria and Ryszard Waśko, WFO, 1980.

Film still from „Wernisaż” [Vernissage], directed by Maria and Ryszard Waśko, WFO, 1980.

A contribution to such reflection may be found in Vernissage, in which the Waśkos reveal the
significance of tactile perception for both blind and sighted audiences. By thematizing the
openness of art to plural and multisensory modes of reception, the film successfully inserts
a tactile wedge into the field of art history. Its emphasis on real, rather than hypothetical or
privileged touch, renders a group of blind children vocal subjects of art history.

The agency of touch in revising dominant cultural and social structures is well known from feminist
interventions in art history.58 Candlin rightly cautions, however, that – much as in discourses
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surrounding participatory art – there exists a risk of reproducing conventional sensory hierarchies.
As she notes, the assumption that “touch is a means of exploring subjectivities or knowledge
outside of rational, visual, modern and/or patriarchal art history [is] entirely congruent with the art
histories which establish those models.”59

Disability as a Critical Category in Art History

In his studies of various forms of disability in art history, Tobin Siebers proposes treating disability
as an aesthetic value. On this basis, he demonstrates the participation of disability in systems of
knowledge and emphasizes its critical potential. By analyzing representations of disability in
modern art, Siebers questions the aesthetic assumptions that have long dominated art-historical
discourse.60 Within this framework, disability is neither merely a subject of artistic representation,
nor solely a matter of individual experience subsequently translated into artistic form; nor can it be
reduced to political declaration. As Siebers writes, “It is all of these things, but it is more.”61

Following my argument, considerations of art accessibility for people with visual impairments
should extend beyond the issue of access for a marginalized group to encompass broader
questions of equality and social diversity. This involves both advocacy on behalf of audiences with
visual impairments and an opportunity for sighted viewers – including art historians – to revise
narratives long regarded as indisputable truths. The expanding field of disability studies focuses on
“how disability operates in culture and on how the discourses of disability, race, gender, and
sexuality intermingle to create figures of otherness from the raw materials of bodily variation.”62

Since the revisionist turn initiated in the 1970s, art history has increasingly stressed identity-based
stratifications within both artistic production and its audiences, introducing feminist, postcolonial,
and queer interventions, as well as broader frameworks of situated knowledge. Within the
previously discussed critique of the hypothetical blind man, one can discern an impulse to
recognize the speech of blind individuals – not as the voice of the Other, whose perception
deviates from that of the normative, sighted subject, nor as a deviation from the supposedly
neutral construct of the hypothetical viewer produced by art history. What is at stake instead is the
acknowledgment of the speech act of a subject who experiences art differently. Naturally, such
a subject perceives art under conditions distinct from those of sighted viewers, particularly with
regard to the legibility of visual codes. Yet this alternative mode of perception may introduce new
qualities into the history of art reception. The question that remains unresolved is whether art
history is prepared to confront the perception of a real blind person. The postulate of a social
reorganization of the community of art recipients must therefore be articulated explicitly – not only
through interdisciplinary collaboration, but also through the coordinated efforts of researchers,
critics, museum professionals, curators, and educators. Such a reconfiguration would open the
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possibility for art historians to formulate new research questions.

Meaningful Experience

Within Polish art history, the most well-known example of an artistic action aligned with this project
is Andrzej Pawłowski’s Stymulatory wrażeń nieadekwatnych (Stimulators of Inadequate
Sensations, 1963–1964), which confronts the incongruity between visual and tactile perception.
The viewer standing before the box experienced a discrepancy between what was seen through
the peephole and what was perceived through touch.63 Although the work was intended for
sighted audiences, its central theme extends beyond perceptual disturbance caused by
contradictory stimuli. At its core lies the confrontation between different sensory modalities
themselves. A similar perspective may be applied to the singular oeuvre of Maria Bartuszová,
a Slovak sculptor whose “biomorphic and haptic sculptures” engaged tactile perception to function,
among other roles, as “dialectical tools” for teaching haptic orientation or physical principles such
as gravity.64 In this case, touch served to integrate art with everyday life and practical knowledge.
I am not reluctant to hypothesize that similar works and strategies may be identified far more
frequently within art history than is commonly assumed. Vernissage itself should be understood as
one of the manifestations through which artists have expanded the field of perception – an
expansion that, as emphasized earlier, entails real tactile engagement while widening the art
audience.

Film still from „Wernisaż” [Vernissage], directed by Maria and Ryszard Waśko, WFO, 1980.
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Film still from „Wernisaż” [Vernissage], directed by Maria and Ryszard Waśko, WFO, 1980.

The exhibition at the Zapiecek Gallery constituted one of the earliest initiatives of this kind in
communist Poland.65 During the 1980s, the popular press reported on exhibitions by blind artists,
including Stanisław Hermanowicz; painter Józefa Budzyn-Nowakowa, a student of Jacek
Malczewski; and sculptor Sławomir Spychalski, a student of Xawery Dunikowski. A particularly
significant undertaking supported by institutional authority was the exhibition project by Bronisław
Chromy, which presented both the artist’s own works and tactile copies of sculptures – including
Nike, Madonna and Child by Donatello, the Wawel Heads – as well as architectural models of
monuments. This exhibition was preceded by theoretical classes conducted by Włodzimierz Hodys
with blind participants. The entire project was discussed in detail during the first conference
devoted to making art accessible to blind audiences, organized in 1983 at the Royal Castle in
Warsaw in cooperation with the Center in Laski and the Polish Association of the Blind (PZN).66

More than one hundred participants from across Poland – including museum curators, teachers,
and PZN activists – took part. The central issue recurring in nearly every contribution was the
place of art within the education of blind children.67 Proposed solutions included the organization
of training exhibitions in schools and traveling exhibitions prepared by museums. Other
participants advocated regular museum visits, emphasizing the importance of architectural space,
ambient sounds, and even smells. Repeated contact with art and the possibility of returning to
familiar objects were regarded as fundamental. The need to ensure access not only to aesthetic
education, but to the possibility of “experiencing” and “feeling” art, was strongly emphasized.68 Yet
it is precisely this “meaningful” experience of art – grounded in affective response – that art
historians have long regarded with suspicion. As Georges Didi-Huberman has correctly argued,
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the object of art-historical inquiry is metaphorically “killed” by scholars69 so that it may be subjected
to analytical examination, akin to an autopsy. Perhaps, then, the marginalization of tactile
perception among blind audiences is rooted in a far deeper anxiety: the fear that art might be
resurrected, regaining its social vitality and agency. This potential scenario is echoed in Monika
Bogusławska’s 1984 account of the reception of an exhibition of Allen Eaton’s collection:

The idea of viewing it together proved very successful. The blind and the sighted inspired
one another. Through the sharing of deeply personal experiences, closer relationships were
formed. It turned out that joint viewing of the collection fostered the joy of discovering
differences and similarities between people, brought them closer together, and generated
mutual respect.70

Conclusion

The growing number of initiatives currently undertaken in Poland to develop specific methods of
making art accessible to people with visual impairments has begun to acquire the status of
a separate cultural phenomenon. This process was partially outlined in the thematic issue of
Kultura Współczesna published in 2021,71 yet it undoubtedly requires further systematic study. The
proposals with which I am familiar concentrate primarily on the effectiveness of particular models,
as well as on the objectives and strategies of reaching blind audiences. These debates inevitably
echo long-standing art-historical disputes concerning the methods of analyzing works of art,
centered on iconography, historical context, phenomenological experience, and social
conditioning. But must the formal analysis of a work of art necessarily be bound by the rigor of
objective observation? Should our goal really be to convey only a semblance of the experience of
a work of art? It is possible, however, that the discourse on accessibility should begin with an
entirely different question: How might reflection on the practice of making art accessible to people
with visual impairments transform the attitudes of art historians themselves?
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