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could not stop it. Its course is categorical like the yellow line in The Command by 
Barnett Newman. Or perhaps it is Worringer’s “symbol of necessity,” excavated 
from subconscious memory (Sztabiński, 2004: 12)? Or a trace of an infinite Abso-
lute Being to be experienced in a sensual reception (Merleau-Ponty, 1996; Migasiń-
ski: 53, 55)? The more so that the scale of the painting maintains an impression of 
minimalistic monumental sublimity.

There are, finally, works smoothly covered uniformly with white paint, made 
after 2001. This is one of the last recurrences of “whiteness” characteristic of Orbi-
towski (the first white relief appeared as early as 1967, white works were created 
e.g. in 1973, 1978; Kowalska, 2006: 102). White uniformity, however, is violated 
and changed by the relief included into paintings. In one of the works (Relief 7/02, 
acrylic, fibreboard, cardboard; size 1 × 1 m), the rows of vertically oriented, adja-
cent, several-centimetre-long rectangles form diagonally inclined columns. Rec-
tangles rise above a flat surface, cast a shadow, offering an impression of stairs 
or panels ascending within staircases. Black rectangular contours in the left part 
of the rows and the white ones in the right resemble sequences of illuminated or 
darkened windows. The relief “animates the white space of the ground” (Kowal-
ska, 2015). It is geometry, however, that organises the space. There is still an over-
whelming order in the painting. Even if some of the rectangles seem pushed far to 
the back of the plane. Geometry that violated the quiet sublimity of white colour 
simultaneously restores this sublimity despite the dynamic interplay of light and 
shadow and the introduction of the third dimension. The dramatic paradox shows 
the stability of overwhelming and immersive sublimity.

Only that this is not the end of the experience offered by this work. It is a dou-
ble-sided relief (one of a series of eleven reliefs made in 2001). Its reverse is also 
intended for viewing. Narrow strips are visibly made of cardboard, a light-brown 
colour is exposed as a raw material of geometric and refined structures, while the 
interiors of the ascending stairs turn out to be stairs leading down to dark un-
known depth. Or is it a symbolic way to reveal the Mystery just by constructing 
space?

This is an essential challenge to experience the simultaneity of both ascending 
upward “pyramidal” stairs in the gradual growth of form and downward recesses 
in one work and, moreover, in the same place and in the same structure. However, 
it requires the viewer to change the perspective. The viewer looks at the obverse 
and then turns the picture to see the reverse. During such an activity time passes 
and “simultaneity” cannot be observed. The essence of the work is impossible to 
experience, paradoxically enough. This paradox itself shows the limitations of cog-
nitive powers within the categories of time and space. It suggests that, guided by 
the space-time order, so expressive in Janusz Orbitowski’s works, we ultimately 
stand in the weakness of the senses facing the Mystery. Nevertheless, it is the po-
etics of paradox to suggest that metaphysical inaccessibility and inferiority re-
veals itself the most just in the experience of the paradox. The more so because 
in this work the paradox also appears through the complementarity of opposites 
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(coincidentia oppositorum). What is ascending is at the same time descending, the 
obverse has the same meaningful reverse, the white outline of the planes has dark 
equivalents (in the rows of “windows”). The paradox transcends human expecta-
tions, habits, knowledge and understanding. Consequently, it reveals that there is 
another, unknown order. An order of the Absolute Existence, unlimited by the cate-
gories of time, space, vision, understanding…

Paradoxical cognition

The duality of Janusz Orbitowski’s approach, described earlier, is present in a cer-
tain way also in the artist’s works. Often, it is the first impression of an abstract 
form, maybe a bit too ornamental, not interpretable, not challenging. And yet, the 
concentration on the work and its reception reveals a richness of experience it 
offers. There is a lot going on in the paintings and they could be the subject and 
a foremost inspiration for a reflection on important artistic issues. Among them is 
the role and construction of space, the function of both order and rhythm, the role 
of changing the viewpoint, the stimulation of experience, perceptualism, phenome-
nology of perception, Strzemiński’s ideas, metaphysics, and so forth. What’s more, 
the multiplicity of events occurs in an image or results only from it. Analyses can 
therefore be implemented in accordance with the most categorical abstractionists 
and conceptualists, as “analytical judgments” (Kosuth, 1969: 134–137).

Why, then, did Orbitowski decide not to use his own works in any way in his 
teaching? Why were his own paintings and drawings “invisible” for students during 
the education process in his studio? Was the artist unwilling to raise demanding 
subjects? Erudition combined with diligence and discipline, which characterised 
Janusz Orbitowski, do not justify such an opinion. Or maybe he was embarrassed to 
talk about his own art? He was indeed restrained at the academy but among other 
geometric abstractionists and his friends he discussed art a lot. The artist’s wife, 
Teresa Orbitowska, mentions that “he talked with Marczyński about art for hours” 
(Orbitowska, 2018).

Or maybe Janusz Orbitowski did not appreciate his students? On the contrary, 
the students who displayed required diligence were allowed to make experiments. 
The teacher did not bother them or try to stand in an individual way of a student. 
Such selected young artists were accompanied by a calm and patient observation. 
This was “sub-pedagogy” of sorts, as education in Orbitowski’s studio was called by 
his student, Piotr Bujak (Bujak, 2018). A film, made by Bogna Podbielska and Grze-
gorz Sztwiertnia during a picnic organised in the garden of Orbitowski’s favourite 
summerhouse in Tenczynek, shows sympathy for students (Piknik, 2003). Janusz 
Orbitowski simply liked them. But, nevertheless, the master was still staying out of 
sight at the academy, distant perhaps also in the drawing studio, as if he was hid-
den in the shade. Although he was perceptibly present, he was becoming invisible 
in his own way.
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Even Orbitowski’s son identified the cause of this approach as the usual dis-
like of the academy. However, maybe, in his own way, Janusz Orbitowski taught 
drawing not only because of financial necessity (as his son stated above). Perhaps 
the artist used his ambiguous situation to make use of the paradox to reveal what 
his art was ultimately discovering and what constituted the foundation of the art-
ist’s personal identity and his understanding of art. The same son writes that “the 
need for silence, some harmony between the soul and the world” was important 
for his father above all (Orbitowski Ł., 2018).

Indeed, on the one hand, he was teaching in a very traditional way. On the 
other, during such teaching he was still present, as well as he was patiently waiting. 
There was, in the quiet waiting, an opening of space for a response. The teacher 
expected the students to see the essence of art themselves, during the process of 
learning their ordinary artistic craft. Instead of unambiguous answers, he offered 
space and silence for the students to find and resound their own answer. His “un-
seenness” served this purpose. In this way, the silent invisibility was instructive. 
The “unseen” Janusz Orbitowski taught to be invisible and patient to give a place 
to see and hear what is happening in the silent simplicity where one can find their 
own identity and cognise the universal sense of existence. The metaphysics of pres-
ence, observed by friends, resonated with the metaphysics of expectation appear-
ing in relations with students. Perhaps, in this way, Orbitowski taught not so much 
art but rather metaphysical cognition (Krąpiec, 2006)?

Lastly, the mentioned paradox of the dual attitude to artistic milieu and disso-
nance between teaching and art appeared to be an element of a demanding game. 
Participation in such a game made participants aware of the causes and the role of 
the silent invisibility. It taught the ways of looking to find meaning. Participation 
in the game includes the necessary entry into the relationship and inclusion into 
the community of participants. The community of the game discovers the value 
of a shared view and mutual learning. This way the community itself appears to 
be the cognised value, too. Such a value is discovered and cognised, paradoxically 
(again), because the initial impression was an alienated and silent invisibility.

Such a paradoxical invisibility, however, served metaphysical cognition, too. It 
was the cognition of the identity, complementarity of opposites, existential necessi-
ties, universal sense of being, Absolute Existence. And it was the essence of Janusz 
Orbitowski’s sub-pedagogy of art expressed in an apparent silence and invisibility. 
Such an essence was present on various levels of personal presence, art making, 
and art teaching. The paradox of both silence “distended” with sublime meanings 
and the dramatic multiplicity of “the unseen” transcended the activities of Janusz 
Orbitowski. Finally, the presence of transcendence ultimately indicated a paradox 
as the way to experience the invisible Mystery. As well as the way to discover such 
an experience as the essential task of art, teaching and human existence.
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Instructive Invisibility: Paradoxical Sub-Pedagogy of Janusz Orbitowski

Abstract
The text focuses on Janusz Orbitowski, a Krakow-based painter of geometric abstraction, 
and on his teaching methods at the Academy of Fine Arts. This discussion is combined with 
interpretation of his works. Orbitowski’s distance to the academic milieu and his quiet 
teaching of traditional nude drawing are presented as a contrast to his openness and “en-
ergetic” lifestyle among friends, as well as to the distinct expressiveness found in his works. 
The text suggests that the paradoxical duality of silent invisibility, concealed by expression, 
could lead the artist and his students as well as the viewers of his art to a variety of cognitive 
experiences, including metaphysical cognition.
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op-art
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Artistic Education and the Artist’s Work:  
the Way out of Producing Objects

The artist’s refusal to define him-/herself as a producer of unique objects grew 
alongside the extension of the market’s influence on all areas of life. The artist’s 
path, from producing objects to conducting sensory experiences, from producing 
representations of reality to taking an active part in the construction of reality, was 
reflected in the process of educational transformation.

Usually, fine art academies adjust to the new ideas rather slowly and accept 
the change of educational programs and methods rather reluctantly. For this rea-
son, the critique of artistic education is always focused on the ideological basis of 
academies as places that uphold traditional types of art practice and keep stand-
ards and hierarchies. The attack on academic principles of teaching art in the 20th 
century was implemented through reformist and anarchist approaches. Alternative 
pedagogical frameworks led to a radical change, and teaching artists often embod-
ied avant-garde ideas inside existing institutions. Requirements for an educational 
system in the art field were formulated by artists-theoreticians in accordance with 
their understanding of the role of art and its agents in the society.

Founded in the 17th century, art academies sought to protect artists’ auton-
omy and to prevent them from being controlled and patronised by trade guilds 
and craftsmen associations. Being distinguished from crafts, art was able to enter 
the system of academic education. Making art was perceived as a separate type of 
practical work, while academic education guaranteed its continuity. It was believed 
that it was possible to teach how to become a painter or a sculptor, although they 
were considered special professions, linked with the notion of talent. It seemed 
that art was not conflated with crafts anymore (as it was achieved by the Renais-
sance), however professional success required mastering. Thus, skill improvement 
in making art objects was seen as the artist’s main objective, but the talent shown 
that way could only be developed through the conventions enacted by following 
tradition.

As an avant-garde theoretician, Osip Brik wrote in the beginning of 20th cen-
tury that the experience of an easel painter was a  specific case and individual 
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painting work, not a general artist experience (1924). Artists representing produc-
tivist art offered a new awareness of the artistic work as a work not separated from 
material production (Arvatov, 1926). At the same time, they manifested objectless-
ness and pointed that left art could not be reduced to the production of material 
culture elements. The aim of the artist’s move into production was not to create ap-
plied things – it was about creating objects of a new function, consequently, these 
objects were aimed not just to improve welfare, as to change people’s sensual hab-
its (Chubarov, 2014).

The ideas of productivist art were embodied in educational and experimental 
fields – inside the GINKhUK/ГИНХУК, Gosudarstvennyiy Institut Khudozhestvennoy 
Kulturyi [State Institute of Artistic Culture] and Vkhutemas/ВХУТЕМАС, Vysshiye 
Khudozhestvenno-Tekhnicheskiye Masterskiye [Higher Art and Technical Work-
shops], actively functioning institutions in the USSR in the early 1920s. Members 
of GINKhUK stopped making easel paintings and focused their critique on rep-
resentational and figurative art. They demanded from artists to become engineers, 
technicians, inventors. They saw the difference between a craftsman and an artist 
particularly in the mastery, which, according to them, was inherent to an artist, as 
a creative, and therefore unalienated process of making a piece.

Along with the reorientation of academic education for artists so that it was 
able to take part in the organisation of production, a process of another kind – 
a search for approaches to objectify educational methods – was taking place. For 
instance, on a scientific basis, Vkhutemas professors were developing an “objec-
tive teaching method,” unified for all types of creative work in order to bring them 
together (Han-Magomedov, 1995). Experimental and analytical search of left art-
ists served as a basis of methodology of learning the primary means of artistic ex-
pression, principles of composition, correlation between form and material. These 
artists were establishing completely new laws of form-making (Han-Magomedov, 
1995). Similar analytic and objective approaches were introduced in Kyivskyi Khu-
dozhnii Instytut [the Kyiv Art Institute] from 1924 to 1930, in the teaching of for-
mal and technical disciplines (Фортех/Fortech course)1.

At the same time, in Bauhaus Manifesto, Walter Gropius stated that art could 
not be grasped by educational systems and therefore there was no sense in sepa-
rating it from crafts (1919). To him, the artist was an exalted craftsman and the dif-
ference between artist and craftsman, which should be overcome, was initially the 
class one. Gropius came back to the pre-academic type of education in workshops 
and to the notion of mastery. He put improving the technical skill and agility above 
acquiring the practice of representational drawing in an isolated studio. At the 
same time, he found it important to separate art from technique, since, according 

	 1	 Apart from some articles on pedagogical programs of the Fortech course written in 
Ukrainian by O. Kashuba-Vol’vach (Кашуба-Вольвач, 2008) and recently published sessions 
of the drawing section of the Kyiv Art Institute, where the course was discussed (Filevska, 
2017), there are no in-depth studies of this course.
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to him, it was possible to become a qualified craftsman or an independent crea-
tive artist owing to individual capacities. Gropius regarded art in the unity of disci-
plines: there were basic principles taught and researched in Bauhaus, the same for 
architecture, sculpture, and painting, which served as a foundation for all creative 
activities within the visual arts.

In the beginning of 20th century, due to their proximity to industrial produc-
tion (in accordance with the shift from pre-industrial crafts to commercial design), 
art schools introduced a new understanding of an artist’s figure and goals of artis-
tic education. Producing objects gained a new meaning, where no longer a unique 
object became the final result of an artist’s work, but an efficient, economical, tem-
porary one, one that took part in shaping a new human sensuality and had direct 
relations with nature.

The idea of work and art integration in the avant-garde was linked with the 
aim of shaping a new society, while the idea of art moving to manufacture was in-
tended to show the social nature of creativity. Intended, and therefore free, crea-
tion process had to negate the worker’s alienation throughout the manufacturing 
process, since the process of making a product involved skills and developed new 
means of setting up the material in interaction between different kinds of work 
and creation.

In his pedagogical practice, through the tasks that did not require a clear solu-
tion, as well as evaluation, Josef Albers, a Bauhaus teacher, effectively encouraged 
the development of creative force and independence. Instead of focusing on tradi-
tional methods of learning craftsmanship and gaining technical skills, which limit 
creative freedom and inventiveness, the primary course program Vorkurs (Foun-
dation Course) developed by Albers provoked thinking and playing with the ma-
terial free from specific goals. The problem-oriented teaching approach designed 
by him required usage of qualities of materials and interaction between formal el-
ements, it stimulated students to create new forms and to use self-invented meth-
ods. Therefore, the process of learning resulted from students’ individual finds.

After leaving Bauhaus, Albers was teaching in North Carolina, Black Mountain 
College, and then in Yale. He encouraged art schools to stop communicating prede-
fined knowledge, methods and rules, in order to shape not the “trained individuals,” 
but creative, curious, and therefore masterful artists. These principles, such as sup-
porting experiment and experience rather than supporting artists’ self-expression, 
prioritising the process over the result, implemented by Gropius in his education 
process in Bauhaus, influenced the European and American systems of artistic ed-
ucation. Since the post-war era, art departments at universities in the USA, have 
been running primary programs aimed to give students an understanding of the 
fundamentals of art, whereas academic education encouraged the development of 
personalities able to solve modern problems in all forms of visual art, to raise and 
research new issues (Singerman, 1999).

The concept of transformation was Albers’ most extensively addressed peda-
gogical issue: a thing becomes something different from what we expected because 
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the artist can make people see things that are absent (Horowitz, Danilowitz 2006). 
He focused students’ attention on the formal interactions between elements, on the 
perception shift depending on their transformations. In his pedagogical theory, it 
was manifested as “perception learning.” Craftsman skills, advocated by Gropius 
as means to overcome the artist’s academic isolation, were replaced by the field of 
vision and the basic principles of art (Singerman, 1999). Educational programs in 
the departments of American universities, renamed from “fine art” to “visual art,” 
are now built on teaching the basics of all creative acts in the field of visual arts, 
no matter if it is fine arts or applied arts, and they are built on teaching the funda-
mental elements, the same for architecture, sculpture, and painting, the universal 
means of creativity – the visual language (Singerman, 1999).

At the other extreme, during the Cold War, in the Academy of Arts in Warsaw, 
the architect Oskar Hansen was implementing the same approach. In 1952, he be-
came the head of the Solids and Planes Composition Studio, an obligatory class for 
the first and second year students from all departments. This name was kept until 
1970, when it was replaced by the Visual Structures Studio, while in 1981–1983 
it was renamed to Interdepartmental Faculty of Integrated Visual Arts. Hansen’s 
pedagogy was based on the Open Form theory and required integration and col-
laboration between architecture and visual arts. Continuing the pre-war practice 
of Wojciech Jastrzębowski, a Warsaw’s Academy teacher, Hansen stated that he 
taught not art but a visual language (Gola, 2014).

Artistic education, supported by the idea of general aesthetic education, was 
widely spread as a medium of developing human sensual apparatus. In When Form 
Has Become Attitude – And Beyond, Thierry de Duve described the basis for mod-
ernist education and noted that a new educational paradigm was grounded in the 
idea that all people had innate talents of perception (basic capability of reading 
and identifying) and imagination (basic capability of writing), thus, the function of 
education was to develop them, because everyone could be taught the visual base 
if not the manual technical skills. According to Gropius, art became a medium for 
training the viewer’s “common language of visual communication” (1948). With 
that said, the specialisation of visual arts means specific training and development 
of visual perception and imagination, whereas creativity is a modern name for 
their combination.

Creativity and field of vision that exist in the present and look into the future, 
became an educational basis replacing tradition, rules and conventions. Compar-
ing educational models, de Duve describes the modernist one as a model that re-
placed academic one in the post-war era in Western Europe and America through 
the new notions of “creativity,” “medium” and “invention” that took over “talent,” 

“metier” and “imitation.” Learning representational drawing, in its academic pattern, 
changed into the research of means taking the position of an ultimate goal, instead 
of being merely an instrument of reaching mimetic goals. As opposed to observa-
tion and imitation of external models, artists switched to the internal and started 
observing and imitating the means of expression themselves. In the new modernist 
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paradigm, art is distinguished due to the specificities of its means (painting, sculp-
ture etc.) and not due to continuing earlier tradition. Thus, a painter is now not 
a qualified specialist, in the specific field with its history, but a person who raises 
the question of painting as a medium. Nevertheless, this approach, supported by 
the authority of Greenberg, the theoretician of modernism, imprisoned the artist 
inside the discipline again.

In the beginning of the 20th century, the scientific approach to artistic educa-
tion started to be implemented in art schools – in Vkhutemas in Moscow and Kyiv 
Art Institute, the research of objective teaching methods and creative issues anal-
ysis was pursued, while in Bauhaus, teaching artist like Johannes Itten, Paul Klee, 
Wassily Kandinsky were researching the main qualities of a visual world and were 
working on the programs of colour studies, painting theory, and theory of forms. 
Pursuing scientific practice, both experimental and theoretical, artists gained new 
roles (Goldstein, 1996).

Understanding art as a scientific field helped find its place in the university 
(Singerman, 1999). Along with the shift of understanding of the role of academic 
artistic education – the shift from maintaining and reproducing tradition to devel-
oping new approaches of working with the visual material in the science institu-
tions and laboratories – independent scientific research moved to the foreground 
and producing new knowledge replaced commenting on and reorganising the old 
one. The artist’s place in a university was guaranteed because he/she became the 
researcher of the visual.

The academy, as an experimental laboratory, allowed Hansen to develop his 
subject and to spread his ideas among the young generation in Poland (Sienkiewicz, 
2014). Hansen used self-made educational instruments, aimed at helping students 
to test materials and technological features, at the same time encouraging their 
imagination and inventiveness (Gola, 2014). The Open Form theory and Hansen’s 
ideas of social cooperation influenced the structure of students’ work itself, and 
art became perceived as a form of communication, dialogue or group collabora-
tion aimed at achieving balance between individual expression and the necessity 
of building a community. The process itself quickly became more valuable than the 
work as an object (Sienkiewicz, 2014).

Albers also stated that artistic education should not be separated from life and 
paid attention to the political dimension of forms. While teaching formal interac-
tions, he compared the imperatives of form and the imperatives of society (Horow-
itz, Danilowitz 2006). Black Mountain College, founded in 1933 in North Carolina, 
was a geographically isolated “laboratory” with a rather small amount of students, 
where ideas of Albers, such as free experimenting and interdisciplinarity, support-
ing individual experience and communitarianism, prioritising a process over a re-
sult, teaching a method instead of a content, were fully embodied.

The shift from Abstract impressionism to conceptual and linguistic practices 
in Black Mountain College was linked with the presence of John Cage and Merce 
Cunningham. Their practice at the intersection of painting, music and performance 
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could happen only in an academy with no separate workshops and disciplines 
(Pas, 2014).

Black Mountain College significantly affected art and education of the 1960s, 
while in America and Europe a new wave of artistic education critique was raised 
that was connected to the conceptual art practices. Rethinking the concept of art, 
neo-avant-garde artists often focused their attention on academies and embodied 
their ideas in the form of manifests, books, and alternative pedagogical practices, 
which radically influenced the notion of art and education in general.

Neo-avant-garde practices forerunner, abstract painter Ad Reinhardt, who was 
teaching in Brooklyn College in New York during his lifetime and occasionally in 
Yale and other universities, published a tragicomic text in 1953 – Twelve Rules for 
a New Academy. It was a list of things that artists should avoid (1953). It was pri-
marily a denial of rules of the specific art practices of the time: it was emphasised 
that these practices used art for self-expression or action focused on the public, for 
cooperation with the government, business and war.

On the contrary, an experimental book by Robert Filliou, Teaching and Learn-
ing as Performing Arts, published in 1970, had a positive program. Filliou suggested 
using participation techniques for solving artistic education problems, and he im-
plemented them in happenings, environments, street performances, action, and 
visual poetry. One of the chapters from this book contains interviews with artists – 
John Cage, Allan Kaprow, George Brecht, and Joseph Beuys, among others. Filliou 
wanted to know their opinion on subjects such as art as freedom, art as providing 
the potential revolutionary set of values, art as leisure. Also, he wanted to know 
whether they believed that teaching and learning could be conceived as performing 
arts (1970).

In 1971, when Joseph Beuys was teaching at the sculpture department at 
the Arts Academy of the city of Düsseldorf, Germany (Staatliche Kunstakademie 
of Düsseldorf), he opened his class for everyone interested, pointing out that only 
a university fully open to creation could free artistic education from bureaucratic 
limitations. The concept of creativity became a major one again. When he founded 
the Free International University for Creativity and Interdisciplinary Research 
with Heinrich Böll in 1974, their idea was to create a social organism as a piece of 
art. They claimed that every person had a creative potential, but its development 
was being stopped by competition and struggle for success, hence the goal of their 
school was to recognise and develop this potential (Beuys, 1973).

Collaborative aspects of visual art and “intermedia” were conceptualised and 
adopted in practice by Joseph Beuys and other artists from the Fluxus movement. 

“Art is one of the ways that people communicate” – this is the opening line of the 
Statement on Intermedia by Dick Higgins, who implemented this notion in describ-
ing new intersections of painting, poetry, dance, and composing practices. Accord-
ing to him, the central problem is now not only the new formal one of learning to 
use them [intermedia], but the new and more social one of what to use them for 
(1966).
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Since then, collectivity became a  new paradigm: interaction, collaboration, 
communication were perceived as art’s new tactics. Academies became responsive 
to these ideas. Under the influence of conceptual art, which opposed modernist 
postulates in the late 1960s, art was considered no longer dependent on specifics 
and purity of means, which was strongly advocated by Greenberg; instead, it was 
considered grounded in a concept instead of means. Art found a new basis – lan-
guage, and it began to focus on research practices and to use strategies from other 
disciplines, therefore becoming interdisciplinary.

Critique and text became important products in the system of artistic educa-
tion. Means relevant to the new art came from the intellectual scientific field – from 
philosophical, sociological, political studies. Thus, theory entered academy and re-
placed learning in workshops. It provided students with critical vocabulary and 
intellectual instruments. The new politicised discourse of art and its relations with 
society was built, and gradually became dominant and institutionalised owing to 
the forward-looking art schools. This is how Thierry de Duve described a new sit-
uation of artistic education, adding new terminology to the above-mentioned to 
define these changes: “position,” “practice” and “deconstruction” (1994).

Traditional academic artistic education requires a patient, diligent, obedient 
body that cherishes its talent though the mastery of making a piece in assiduous 
manual work. Following the mimetic demand of an eye, the hand is trained until 
it becomes able to register what is seen and intended instantly and credibly (since 
academic tradition tends to idealise nature). Mastering means and forms of repre-
senting the visual world in a way that it can be recognised is the task of a profes-
sional academic paradigm education, in opposition to which the future attention 
focuses on training a perceptive eye, active body and inventive artist’s mind ready 
to intrude into reality. The mastery is changing from handwork skills to verbal 
ones, therefore, the work of art is perceived as a statement.

New art practices, grounded in communicative features, do not tend to make 
a material work as a final product. They act in the area of the invisible and, along 
with art’s refusal to serve the ruling discourses, i.e. to be “practical, useful, related, 
applicable, or subservient to anything else” (Reinhardt, 1953: 37–38), they become 
elusive. Artistic activity acquires performativity: it challenges the potentiality of 
the language itself, it contains a goal inside itself, and even though it is embodied 
in time, it does not have purposes focused either on the past or on the future, al-
though it can re-establish current things in reality as continuities. It is another type 
of work that has a political constituent. Meanwhile, practice, communication and 
positioning, being spectacular, can also be products, while art, as a social institu-
tion, becomes actively involved in the system of capitalist economy.

In the learning process, an artist creates him-/herself, challenges him-/her-
self, develops his/her communicative and creative skills – the body itself and its 
capabilities become means of art. After education, the “art scene” becomes the 
main place for the artist’s self-affirmation. According to Pascal Gielen, the art scene, 
as a place of social interaction, “involves a work ethic in which work is always 
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enjoyable – or should be; in which dynamism is boosted unconditionally by young 
talent; and in which commitment outstrips money” (Gielen, 2015: 110–116). Cul-
tural production requires constant commitment and self-exploiting. In this way, 
new educational programs prepare cross-functional graduates who value adapt-
ability and flexibility: generally, project-oriented nature of work provides tempo-
rary responsibilities and puts an artist in a position dependent on current trends.

Educational institutions in the art field prepare the employees of non-mate-
rial work requested for new working conditions of non-material part of economy, 
where language and communication skills, immanent and integral for a human, are 
the means of production. It is required from a professional to be devoted to work, 
to be ready to work anytime engaging creativity and enthusiasm, to have flexible 
working hours, to be mobile and dynamic, to react quickly to a new context, and 
to put forward fresh ideas. The work of a creative employee, unstable and cheap, 
since the symbolic capital is mainly enough payment, is a base for the development 
and growth of creative industries with their demand for constant innovations and 
involving all human nature. The nature of work changes in general, and artistic ac-
tivity occupies a special place in it. As Paolo Virno has noted, the cultural industry, 
industry of communication, acted as an industry of means of production (Virno, 
2013: 68).

Recently captured general dynamic is marked by the universities’ loss of au-
tonomy that should guarantee place and time for experiments free from goal-set-
ting. Along with the signing the Bologna declaration in 2010, European universities 
took the responsibility to provide an internationally comparable education. From 
now on, the notion of efficiency becomes important and the quality is evaluated 
through quantifiable measures – economic features.

Nowadays, in neo-liberal economy conditions, when labour considerably 
matches the language, the rules of normalising creativity and methods of mecha-
nising reactions, emotions, and thinking appear. Thus, the artist’s abilities, trained 
owing to pedagogical innovations in art academies and university departments, are 
at risk of becoming the product of a new type, a valuable resource of creative econ-
omy, while counteraction determines new challenges for education.
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Artistic Education and the Artist’s Work: the Way out of Producing Objects

Abstract
In this article, the changes of the principles of teaching art in the 20th century are discussed. 
The artist’s path from producing objects to conducting sensory experiences, from producing 
representations of reality to taking an active part in the construction of reality, was reflected 
in the process of educational transformation. New art practices grounded in communicative 
features, interaction, collaboration, do not tend to make a material work as a final product, 
but they act in the area of the invisible. In the new conditions of the neo-liberal economy, the 
artist’s abilities, based on language and developed owing to pedagogical innovations in the 
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art academies and university departments, are at risk of becoming a product of a new type, 
a valuable resource of creative economy, while counteraction determines new challenges for 
education.
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Vanishing Taste: On the Sensual Experience of an Artwork

The aim of this article is to consider various aspects of taste experience in art. 
Since the 18th century “taste” had been an important issue in aesthetics, but only 
it was understood metaphorically, as an ability to recognise a  beautiful object. 
Taste as one of the senses was not considered a subject appropriate for aesthetic 
reflection. Carolyn Korsmeyer (2002) wrote about various reasons that led to this 
exclusion. The sense of taste was thought to be too subjective to become a suit-
able matter for philosophical inquiry. Moreover, its bodily, physiological aspect 
was a major drawback that made it seem inadequate as a part of artistic experi-
ence. Food was not perceived as a proper artistic medium, since it was linked with 
biological needs and therefore could not meet the requirements of disinterested 
judgment that was central to Kantian aesthetics. The idea of hierarchy of senses 
is deeply rooted in European philosophy and culture, and it shaped the aesthetic 
discourse in which only vision and hearing were defined as aesthetic senses (Kors-
meyer, 2002: 11–12). The senses of taste, smell, and touch were considered animal-
istic and even primitive and thus they were not appreciated. Taste was condemned 
for epistemological and moral reasons, as well. Kant (1996) divided the senses 
into objective (touch, hearing, sight) and subjective (taste and smell); he argued 
that the latter “are more subjective than objective, that is, the idea obtained from 
them is more an idea of enjoyment, rather than the cognition of the external object” 
(41). The philosopher neglected the epistemological potential of the lower senses. 
Mark M. Smith (2007) emphasised the moral aspect of taste, as it was believed that 
it had to be disciplined, because the indulgence in taste-related pleasures could 
lead to the sin of gluttony. Reasons listed above led to the longterm exclusion of 
taste from the scope of interest of aesthetics.

Nowadays, scientist and philosophers recognise the complexity and value 
of taste. With the growing interest in food, investigated in the context of both so-
cial practice and scientific research, taste becomes a prominent topic. Karen Grøn 
(2017: 7) noticed that “using food, we can comment on particularly anything: so-
cial problems, cultural habits, our identities, our understanding of nature, setting 
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boundaries, our sensibilities and our visions of the future.” This interest can also 
be observed in the art world, as more and more artists look at food and eating as 

“sapid” topics.
This article concentrates on various aspects that are related to the presence of 

taste in art: its multisensory properties, ability to communicate various meanings, 
ephemerality, its emotional aspect and potential to evoke memories. I would like to 
address all those issues to reflect on why and how artist engage taste in their pro-
jects and how it changes the way we perceive an artwork.

For ages food was an important motif in art and it was often saturated with re-
ligious and/or symbolic meaning. Obviously, the actual taste experience was absent 
from artistic representations of food (but it does not mean that artists did not at-
tempt to visually represent taste). With the emergence of avant-garde movements, 
food actually started to be present as an artistic medium and used in performance 
art (Bottinelli, D’Ayala Valva, 2017). The avant-garde developed an interest in food 
but also in eating, where taste was taken into consideration as an element of en-
gaging with an artwork. The rising numbers of artists who engage in food art and 
use food as a medium of their artworks proves that it is important to reflect on 
how taste is experienced.

One of the most important aspects connected with the use of real food prod-
ucts as an artistic medium is that experiencing art becomes multisensory. Food 
and eating engage various senses  – taste, smell, touch, sight and even hearing. 
Barry C. Smith (2017: 62) described this complexity of taste as follows:

We don’t just taste with the tongue. What we call tasting is always a combination of 
touch, taste and smell: the texture and temperature of food in the mouth, the aromas 
reaching the nose from the plate and from the mouth all add to the taste sensations on 
the tongue. The brain has to weigh and integrate all these factors in order to arrive at 
single, unified perception of flavour.

This way, Smith emphasises the role of various senses in taste experience. For 
instance, the sight of the meal contributes to its taste; also the feeling of the texture 
of the food is important. Even sound can affect taste. This aspect was present, for 
instance, in Heston Blumenthal’s famous dish, Sound of the Sea. In our everyday 
experience we do not often reflect upon our taste experience and its complexity. 
Nevertheless, taste is not a simple physiological act, it is shaped by various factors. 
The fundamental aspect of taste experience is also its connection with smell. The 
relation between those two senses is so essential that it is impossible to perceive 
flavour if the perception of smell is somehow disrupted.

Martin Yeomans (2008, see: Smith, 2017: 63) claims that “multi-sensory in-
tegration may be at its most extreme in the case of the flavour perception, since 
few other experiences offer opportunity for concomitant stimulation of all major 
senses.” The multisensory aspect of taste is a rich field of inspiration for artists. For 
instance, Australian artist Jo Burzynska experiments with wine and sound, as she 
tries to study how different tones affect the taste of alcohol. Multisensory qualities 
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of food were also very important for the Futurists. For Filippo Tommaso Marinetti 
(2014) cuisine was one of the crucial elements of the futurist utopian project in 
which the fundamental feature was the creation of a “new human.” The future life-
style of new Italians required agile and slim bodies, and this was to be achieved 
with novel, light diet. Therefore, food became one of key issues in futurist writings 
and art. In the famous manifesto of futurist cooking, Marinetti (2014) condemned 
the Italian predilection for eating pasta, as he believed this particular food product 
made them slow and lazy. The futurist interest in cuisine resulted in the opening 
of the first artistic restaurant, The Holy Palate, in Turin. This place quickly became 
the centre of culinary experiments. Most of the futurist experiments were aimed 
to astonish restaurant visitors. Reading the famous futurist cookbook one may dis-
cover that playing with the senses was one of the key features of futurist cuisine. 
For instance, Marinetti or Fillìa (2014) proposed dinners during which no food 
was actually eaten. Instead of being consumed, food products were only touched 
or smelled. Futurists were well aware of the multisensory aspects of eating and 
of how the whole environment and setting affect the experience of food and taste. 
Therefore, for instance, in Tactile Dinner Party, Fillìa proposed to concentrate on 
the haptic aspects of the feast. Waiters served salad without cutlery, so that the 
diners had to touch it; the meal was also accompanied by music. Futurists fully ac-
knowledged that surroundings affect the taste experience so they concentrated not 
only on meals themselves but also on everything that went with them. The taste 
itself was also important in Marinetti’s vision of the cuisine of the future. Marinetti 
(2014: 35) proposed the “abolition of traditional mixtures in favour of experimen-
tation with new, apparently absurd, mixtures” and the abolition of “everyday medi-
ocrity from the pleasures of the palate”. For Futurists, taste had an important social 
and even political meaning, and the new cuisine was a key aspect of their vision of 
the future society.

After Futurists, more and more artists became interested in cuisine as art and 
they launched their own restaurants (for instance, Gordon Matta-Clark and Daniel 
Spoerri). There are many artworks and performances in which artists use food 
products. But it is important to indicate that not every artwork or project that uses 
food concentrates on taste. Many artists focus on the social and relational aspects 
of eating and they use food to create a certain social situation. For example, in her 
performances, Elżbieta Jabłońska prepared simple meals for the audience. For her, 
the communal aspect of food and the bonds that are created when people gather to 
eat together were crucial, for which reason actual taste of prepared dishes did not 
convey any particular meaning. In such projects, the consumption of food and the 

“disappearance” of taste is not an obstacle that a researcher has to face during anal-
ysis. Similarly, taste is not a significant issue when an artwork is only made of food 
products, but it is not destined to be eaten, so the actual taste experience is absent 
(for example, Kijewski/Kocur’s sculptures made of jellies and sweets).

However, there are artists for whom, just like for Futurists, flavour is a very 
important aspect of their projects. For instance, in the works by Anna Królikiewicz, 
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taste is fundamental. She often concentrates on physiology of taste perception 
and creates unusual and surprising taste experiences. Królikiewicz uses taste and 
smell (which is in some cases inseparably linked with taste sensation) experiences 
to create narratives about memory, loss and longing. In her work, Flesh Flavour 
Frost, she treated the audience with ice cream whose flavour was to resemble the 
taste of human body. With the addition of cumin, she wanted to create an aroma 
that brings to mind the smell of human skin on a sunny day. As artist recalls she 
used also “Japanese tofu, almond milk, smoked salt, birch-tree juice and black truf-
fles” (Stronciwilk: 2018) because of their biological-like smell. Królikiewicz also 
spoke about the response of the audience, most of the members of the audience 
seemed to enjoy the taste, although it was unusual. Only two persons reacted with 
the disgust response, howewer the response did not occur during the tasting but 
afterwards when artist revealed to them that the taste was thought to resemble the 
taste one feels when their tongue comes in the contact with human skin. This ex-
ample proves that the disgust reaction is not only physiological but often it is based 
on cultural associations. In this case it was not the taste itself that was perceived 
as disgusting but the idea that it resembles the taste of human body. The concept 
of transgressing one of the most powerful food taboo – the anthropophagy became 
the source of repulsion.

Deborah Lupton argued that tastes are strongly connected with emotions as 
she wrote that “there is particularly strong link between senses of taste and smell 
and the emotional dimensions of human experience” (1996: 31). This is another 
reason which makes tastes an inspiring artistic medium. Tastes are often linked 
with very intimate and personal memories. Also, our response to taste sensation is 
very direct and immediate. Flesh Flavour Frost is an emotional narrative about loss, 
absence, and longing, since the work she created was a response to the absence of 
a particular body. In Królikiewicz’s projects, taste experience is linked with place, 
memory and emotions. It is especially visible in her projects in which she works 
with the memory of a certain place by creating smells and tastes that are in vari-
ous ways connected with the history of the site (e.g. Drugstore, Absolutes). For in-
stance, her work Drugstore (2012) was placed in a closed shop in Gdańsk which 
once offered soaps, perfumes and cosmetics (often with oriental provenance). In 
Drugstore Królikiewicz prepared a special set of sweets – cakes, muffins to which 
she added a distinctive aroma of patchouli and lavender. Therefore, Królikiewicz 
created a scent and taste based experience which was a reference to the history of 
the site. The members of the audience were experiencing the presence of the past 
through their bodies and sensory stimulus. Interestingly, artist concentrated on her 
own olfactory memory, translated it to tastes and scents and allowed others to par-
ticipate in it. Also in this case Królikiewicz recalls that some members of the audi-
ence considered the “sweets” she prepared inedible, especially the strong patchouli 
flavour was something they described as repulsive (Stronciwilk: 2018). Nicola Pe-
rullo (2017) tried to discuss the issue of relation between cuisine and art. Perullo 
describes various aspects of cuisine considered as an artform, for him the cuisine is 
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an art of joy and pleasure – therefore he does not see a possibility of creating delib-
erately distasteful or repulsive dishes:

Now, if in contemporary art one can research expressions that provoke disturbing feel-
ings in the viewer that are distressing and shocking, the same is not possible for cui-
sine for theoretical reasons. […] This expressive limit in cuisine has often been used as 
an objection to its artistic possibilities (Perullo: 2017: 37).

Artists who refer to cuisine are not constrained by such limitations; therefore, 
they can often experiment with taste(s) in wider aspect than chefs. For Perullo, the 
pleasure of the eater lies in the core of the cuisine, even if it is creative and experi-
mental. Examples of works by Królikiewicz show that artists are more open to ex-
periment with tastes which are not pleasant, as for them the expressive aspect of 
taste is more important than the comfort of the “viewer” (or rather eater). Interest-
ingly this creates a different, new and fresh space for gastronomical inquiry – art is 
a space where the cultural and social boundaries of taste can be examined.

The fact that taste is intertwined with memory is another key aspect of flavour 
that makes it a fascinating medium for artists. The famous “Proust effect” refers 
to olfactory memory and ability of smells and tastes to evoke memories. Scien-
tists prove that such memories are different from those evoked by words or im-
ages, they are more emotional, long lasting and they are often connected with early 
stages of life (Chu, Downes, 2000).

Jennifer Fisher indicated that situations that involve “eating art” are both 
“ephemeral (they can’t last) and contextual (they present edibles in a particular sit-
uation)” (1999: 39). This ephemeral and contextual aspect is clearly visible in the 
works of Królikiewicz, which are often designed for a particular place. Many of Kró-
likiewicz’s artworks are narratives about memory and how sensory experience is 
intertwined with embodied memory. Consequently, she also allows her objects and 
installations to become only a memory in the minds and bodies of those who expe-
rienced them.

Ephemerality is a persistent aspect of contemporary art practices. With the 
development of Conceptualism, dematerialisation of the art object has become one 
of the most significant aspects of artistic production. Also, performance artists ac-
customed the audience to the momentous and ephemeral ontology of art. Many 
contemporary artists use non-permanent materials, while decomposition of the 
artwork becomes an important aspect of its meaning. When artists decide to use 
food products as a material for an artwork, it becomes almost inseparably linked 
with ephemerality. I would like to emphasise the difference between art that uses 
food and an artwork that is actually edible. I believe that there is a significant dif-
ference between the ephemerality of an artwork that can be documented/photo-
graphed and an edible artwork that is based on taste experience. For instance, it is 
easier to reconstruct and analyse performance pieces that are mostly visual than 
performance art that focuses on taste sensation. In the latter case, taste is a me-
dium for the meaning –flavour carries and evokes memories and emotions. The 
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crucial aspect of this kind of sensory artworks is presence, as they can be perceived 
only with the actual presence of the viewer. They cannot be transmitted, recorded 
or photographed, or, more precisely, documentation of this type does not tell an-
ything about the essence of the artwork, which lies in the direct and embodied 
sensory experience. Erika Fischer-Lichte (2008) noted that an actual experience 
of performance requires that the viewer is present at the site where it takes place 
(32). Still, watching a recorded performance can give us some insight into its mean-
ings and how it was conducted, even if it does not mean that doing so we can fully 
experience it. However, it is different in the case of edible artworks where taste, 
touch and smell experiences define their essence. Sensory experiences cannot be 
recorded or transmitted, therefore photographs of Królikiewicz’s installations, for 
instance, are almost absolutely useless for the researcher. Of course, visual aspect 
is also important for her, and photographs can give us some idea about what her 
artworks looked like, but it is taste that is crucial and therefore visual information 
is insufficient to provide the insight into the meaning of the artwork. Unlike with 
traditional, visual artworks (for instance painting), one cannot go to a gallery or 
museum to perceive the artwork, as it usually no longer exists.

It might seem that the only way to somehow preserve a taste-based artwork 
is to collect recipes, but Królikiewicz does not reconstruct her artworks or installa-
tions. They are often site-specific and they are linked with the memory of a particu-
lar place, so they cannot be recreated in other conditions. Moreover, what is very 
important is that following the recipe does not guarantee recreating the exact taste. 
What is particularly difficult in reconstructing taste is that taste itself is affected by 
many factors. Therefore, even the same ingredients in the same amount will not 
produce exactly the same taste, as the quality or terroir of ingredients may vary. 
Even though collecting recipes does, unavoidably, contain the risk of imperfection 
of reconstructed works, still it could be one of the important ways of documenting 
food art. However, not every artist would be eager to share their recipe, as they do 
not accept it as a form of preservation of their art. What is more, food art often con-
centrates not only on what is eaten but also how, where and with whom, just like it 
was in the case of futurist banquets.

Królikiewicz’s artworks are mainly documented with photographs and de-
scriptions. However, what seems the most important for her is not the object but 
the experience. Food-based art completely blurs the distinction between the sub-
ject and the object, as the artwork is incorporated into the body of the viewer. It 
might almost seem that experiencing the artwork is inseparably connected with 
its destruction. Yet the main aspect of those artworks is the sensory experience 
itself, not the edible object. Therefore, Królikiewicz accepts the consequences of 
creating sensory and ephemeral artworks: since they cannot become a part of mu-
seum collection, they cannot be collected or preserved. What remains from her 
artworks are often only leftovers – both in literal and metaphorical sense. Meta-
phorically, those leftovers are memories, narratives and photographs that can only 
give a glimpse of the actual artwork.
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As in any sensory experience, taste vanishes when the stimulus is no longer 
present. This aspect concerns every sensory experience, even visual and audial, 
but I believe that in case of experiencing smell or taste, documentation and recon-
struction becomes especially difficult. But what is also crucial is that perhaps some 
of those artworks do not require such attempts, as artists accept the ephemeral-
ity and vanishing of taste. The desire to preserve the object is somehow typical 
for an art historian, or museologist. However, conceptual art made us accustomed 
to the fact that the object is not fundamental. We accepted the fact that ideas and 
concepts are equally important and thus they can be preserved, regardless of the 
existence of the object. But in case of some food-based artworks it is the bodily ex-
perience that is crucial, not only the concept that lies behind it. Very often, the sen-
sory experience of taste cannot be repeated or reconstructed. This is also because 
taste experience cannot be separated from the subject who experiences it.

Jim Drobnick (1998) wrote about olfactory dimension in contemporary 
art, but his writings can also be referred to taste sensations, as those senses are 
strongly linked. In this context, Drobnick mentions (1998) “the difficulty of writing 
about volatile, ephemeral works”; he also points out the “general indifference to-
wards artistic production that resists categorisation as enduring (and marketable) 
visual objects.” He also emphasises the tradition of reduction of sensuous stimuli in 
the space of “white cube.” The gallery space was thought to be devoid of any “un-
necessary” sensuous stimuli. The experience of an artwork was considered purely 
intellectual, and the body remained absent.

The lack of vocabulary used to describe taste and smell experiences makes it 
even more difficult to reconstruct that kind of experience. Therefore, a researcher 
who tries to describe a food-based artwork often faces major difficulties. The abun-
dance of taste sensations one experiences are produced from only four types of 
tastes: salty, sour, sweet and bitter (McLaughlin, Margolskee, 1994). Even if the 
fifth taste – umami is added, still it is difficult to describe the complexity of this 
sensation with such limited vocabulary. It seems reasonable that when studying 
food art, a  researcher should “borrow” vocabulary from gastronomy and chefs, 
since artists who use food often experiment with various gastronomic techniques. 
It can be seen that nowadays researchers struggle with the description and analy-
sis of food- and scent-based artworks. The language of art history is almost purely 
visual, so a significant amount of vocabulary of the discipline is not useful in de-
scribing artistic projects that focus on taste. Drobnick (1998) emphasised an im-
mediate aspect of such artworks stating that “in culture heavily dependent on 
images and texts as the means by which to access art, the privileging of presence 
serves an effective counterpoint”.

The fact that the taste or smell experience is difficult to verbalise can also be 
understood as a way artists want to avoid the textual reading of an artwork. There-
fore, the problems which appear with the description of taste-based artworks 
should not perhaps be perceived as a kind of drawback, but rather as an impor-
tant aspect of these artworks. Artists try to create different and very direct way of 
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experiencing art which requires not only the presence of a viewer in a certain place 
and time but also their opening for the radical proximity and incorporating the art-
work inside one’s body. The artwork is experienced inside the body. It cannot be 
perceived as an outside object. To not incorporate it is to miss its full significance. 
It reveals its meanings only when it is eaten and tasted. This could be challenging, 
as artists sometimes propose tastes that are surprising, not evident and even not 
pleasant.

In many examples of food art, the bodily experience is more important than 
the verbal interpretation of the artwork, which often reveals the insufficiency of 
language to describe the experience of taste. However, it is also crucial to highlight 
the fact that taste experience can still convey meanings even if they are difficult to 
verbalise.

A sensuous experience of an artwork becomes very intimate and personal, but 
on the other hand, tastes and aromas can communicate meanings and emotions 
because they have cultural and social dimension. An actual experience of taste will 
be different with every individual, but sensory experiences are also deeply rooted 
and shaped by culture. In some cases, artists refer to almost universal taste dislikes 
or preferences to evoke certain reactions, memories or emotions. For instance, in 
Królikiewicz’s Tear Flavoured Ice-cream, the bitterness of the ice-cream is a way 
to convey its meaning related to bitter emotions. The taste of the ice-cream was 
a bit unpleasant, as the dislike of bitter taste is almost universal. Researchers in-
dicated that bitter taste often signals poisonous food (Rozin et. al., 2006). Con-
sequently, people have a tendency to avoid it, and it often triggers their disgust. 
Another almost universal tendency is the liking of sweet flavour. Those almost uni-
versal aspects of tastes can be used by artists to elicit certain emotions or reac-
tions. But most food artworks are based on more nuanced taste experiences. For 
instance, Tear Flavoured Ice-cream consisted of not only bitterness but also a salty 
aftertaste of a tear and an addition of a sweet flavour. Therefore, they reflected con-
trasting emotions what can be read in the context of the Black Protest, since the 
She‑Gastronomes exhibition during which they were sold was linked with it. This 
example proves that tastes can have critical and political meaning, as well.

Flavours can communicate various meanings because we exist in particular 
culture and we are accustomed to dominant taste preferences. This aspect was visi-
ble in Oskar Dawicki’s performance piece, The Treatise on the Anatomy of Bad Taste 
(2011). Every dish he proposed with an anthropologist Ryan Bromley during the 
performance was edible, but taste combinations were so unusual that the feast be-
came somehow unpleasant for the diners. Bromley (2016: 26–27) recalls that he

conceived and developed a menu of canapes which were aesthetically pleasing, yet 
which were subtly distasteful. An example was a  truffle made of 100% chocolate, 
which is bitter and cloying, with finely diced pith from a grapefruit rolled within the 
chocolate so if the participant was to try to replace the bitter-cloying flavour of the 
chocolate truffle, they would find it instead heightened by a salty panna cotta with 
mildly fermented berries.
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The only drink available during the feast was meat infused vodka; although 
meat and vodka are very often consumed together, combined in one liquor they 
created an unusual and even unpleasant taste. In the video-documentation of the 
performance Dawicki raises the toast with this special drink, and it is visible that it 
is difficult for him to swallow as he starts to expectorate. The important aspect of 
the project was the contrast between the plausible visual presentation of the food 
and its unusual, disturbing tastes.

Dawicki’s performance was an experiment in which taste preferences were ex-
amined. The dual meaning of “taste,” as an aesthetic category and as a sense, seems 
crucial for this performance, which can be read as a word game with these two 
meanings. But the reason why Dawicki’s feast could affect the audience in certain 
way is because of the cultural aspect of taste. Therefore, even if absolutely edible, 
some taste combinations are perceived as inadequate or even disgusting. Dawicki’s 
performance raised the question about the standards of taste – both in the context 
of art and food. The visitors, faced with “distasteful” dishes, did not behave as they 
would have behaved had it been an ordinary everyday situation, because rather 
than rejecting the food, they started consuming it. Bromley (2016:  27) wrote: 

“Rather than following their biological signals to reject the distasteful food the au-
dience began instead to celebrate the violation of this chemical safeguard. Culture 
trumped physiology as a cultured audience celebrated the violation of their bodies 
and descended together towards the boundary between their cultured and bestial 
natures.”

The performative space became a laboratory in which each individual experi-
mented with neglected taste sensations as well as with their own and cultural taste 
restrictions. Dorota Koczanowicz (2018: 329) states that the complexity of sensory 
perception lies in the fact that on the one side the senses are a source of “subjective 
experience but at the same time private feeling is a subject of cultural and social 
conditioning.” The experience of taste is both extremely private and socially shared. 
Priscilla Ferguson argued that taste is the most singular of all the senses and that 

“tasting subject requires heightened intimacy with the taste object defined by cor-
poreality and ephemerality” (Ferguson, 2011: 371). She writes about “egoism” of 
taste, as in the strictest sense no one can taste the same object at the same time as 
someone else. But taste is shared in other ways, as “every culture works to counter 
the physiological singularity of food” (Ibid.). Ferguson mentions such social prac-
tices as “samplings that extrapolate from the tasting of a dish, language that com-
municates tastes; and a focus on the common gustatory space of the meal.” The 
same concerns food art, where tastes can be perceived individually by various in-
dividuals but also shared when they communicate and discuss their sensations. In-
dividual dislikes (or preferences) and food avoidances do not exclude the existence 
of shared taste associations.

Examples discussed above prove that taste experience is both ephemeral and 
persistent. Tastes often carry with them certain meanings, associations and emo-
tions. But those meanings are even more difficult to grasp than in the case of visual 
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artworks. Tastes and smells do not have codified meanings, they do not have fixed 
symbolism, but it does not mean that they cannot be used to communicate a mes-
sage or form a statement. Drobnick (1998) wrote that: “these meanings may vary 
considerably from context to context, from community to community, smell factors 
prominently in acts of memory, social affinity and definitions of place, character, 
mood” and this can also be referred to taste. As in many cases in which artworks 
are edible, taste itself disappears with the consumption of the artwork. But again, 
very often it is not the food itself that is crucial, but the whole situation around it – 
the space, surroundings etc.

The stories created by tastes are contextual, unobvious and not everyone will 
be able to “read” them. But even when the meaning of the taste remains unclear, 
what is always present is the bodily sensation – pleasant, disturbing, thought pro-
voking, surprising, etc. When experiencing art pieces of this kind the audience 
experiences the object and their bodily reactions at the same time. The body and 
art become inseparably linked and intertwined in a complex, multisensory taste 
sensation. Some artistic works of this type can therefore be referred to Richard 
Shusterman’s project of somaesthetics. The philosopher wrote about reflective and 
heightened somatic self-awareness emphasising that “intensified body conscious-
ness need not disrupt but rather can improve our perception of and engagement 
with the outside world by improving our use of the self that is the fundamental 
instrument of all perception and action” (2008: 8). Artistic projects that focus on 
sensory experience can often raise the awareness of bodily sensations among 
members of the audience. As they engage with unfamiliar and novel tastes, they 
might reflect on the taste experience itself.

What makes tastes so appealing for artists is their ephemerality, the fact that 
they engage the body and blur the distance between the subject and the object. 
This is a different way of experiencing the artwork, as it has to be incorporated into 
one’s body. Focusing on tastes and smells opens up the possibilities of non-verbal 
and non-pictorial communication. It might seem that aspects of food art that are 
most challenging for the researcher are the same that make it so exceptional and 
fascinating. Also, regardless of whether the art historian accepts it or not, the fact 
of vanishing of taste often lies in the core of food art projects and it supplements 
their meaning.
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Vanishing Taste: On the Sensual Experience of an Artwork

Abstract
The main aim of the article is to analyse the uniqueness of taste experience and its pres-
ence in contemporary art. Ephemerality of the sensual experience becomes an important 
challenge for researchers, art historians, and conservators. The article concentrates on the 
various aspects of experiencing taste, its place in aesthetics and different ways in which art-
ists engage this sense in their works. The analysis is focused on artworks and performances 
of two Polish artists: Anna Królikiewicz and Oskar Dawicki. What remains as the taste 
vanishes? How to “preserve” taste? Why contemporary artists concentrate on non-visual 
senses? Those are the main issues raised in the article.
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