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abstract:

A transcript of the discussion Image Lessons. Visual Pedagogies in Troubled 

Times, which took place at the Institute of Polish Culture, University of 

Warsaw on December 18, 2018. 

Bogna Burska  - Visual artist, Faculty Member at the Academy of Fine Arts in 

Gdańsk.

Joanne Morra - Joanne Morra is Professor of Art and Culture at Central 

Saint Martins, University of the Arts London. Committed to an understanding 

of the material, historical, personal and political aspects of art, Joanne is 

concerned with the processes that take place in the spaces of artistic, cultural 

and psychoanalytic practices (the studio, the study, the classroom, the 

museum, and the consulting room). Her most recent publication in this area is 

the book Inside the Freud Museums: History, Memory and Site-Responsive 

Art (I.B. Tauris, 2018). Previous publications include: ‘Being in Analysis: On the 

Intimate Art of Transference’, Journal of Visual Art Practice (November 2017); 

‘On Use: Art Education and Psychoanalysis’, Journal of Visual Culture (April 

2017), ‘Seemingly Empty: Freud at Berggasse 19, A Conceptual Museum in 

Vienna’, Journal of Visual Culture (April 2013); the curatorial project Saying 

It (Freud Museum London 2012); and ‘The Work of Research: Remembering, 

Repeating and Working-through’, in What is Research in the Visual Arts? 

Obsession, Archive, Encounter (2008). Joanne is working on her next book, In 

the Studio and On the Couch: Art, Autobiography and Psychoanalysis.

Krzysztof Pijarski - Artist working mainly with photography, Assistant 

Professor at the Lodz Film School, art historian. Recipient of a Fulbright 

Junior Research Grant at Hohns Hopkins University (2009-2010), and grants, 
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among others, from the Polish Minister of Science and Higher Education, the 

Minister of Culture and National Heritage, and the Shpilman Institute of 

Photography. Headed and partcipated in grants from the Polish Minister of 

Science and Higher Education, the National Science Centre, and the National 

Programme for the Development of Humanities. Interested in developing 

convincing visual forms of thinking, as an artist he focuses primarily on the 

aesthetic – that is, sensual – dimension of the epistemological, political, and 

ethical, creating visual archeologies of institutions and discourses, biographies 

of people and things.  Authored a monograph on modernism as seen through 

the the dual prism of the figure of Michael Fried and photography as a 

technology that changed our understanding of art (Archeologia modernizmu. 

Michael Fried i nowoczesne doświadczenie sztuki [An Archeology of 

Modernism. Michael Fried, Photography, and the Modern Experience of Art], 

2017), as well as (Post)Modern Fate of Images: Allan Sekula / Thomas Struth 

(2013). Edited the volumes Object Lessons: Zofia Rydet’s „Sociological Record” 

(2017) and The Archive as Project (2011). A collection of his translations of 

essays by Allan Sekula was published by the Warsaw University Press in 

2010. Participant of PLAT(T)FORM 2012 at the Fotomuseum Winterthur. His 

project, Lives of the Unholy (2009-2012), was presented at C/O Berlin.

Marquard Smith - Founder and Editor-in-Chief of Journal of Visual Culture; 

publishes widely on the visual and cultural study of bodies, technologies, and 

sexualities in Modernity. Program Leader for the MA Museums & Galleries in 

Education at UCL Institute of Education, London, and Professor of Artistic 

Research at the Vilnius Academy of Arts, Lithuania. He curated among others 

Blood & Bones (2018), Solitary Pleasures (Freud Museum, 2018). He is a 

Founding Editor of KIOSK, a magazine of art, design, and architecture as well 

as the Cultural Studies journal parallax.

Joanna Sokołowska - Curator, works at the Muzeum Sztuki in Łódź. Her 

interests include contemporary art that resonates with feminist practices and 

the transformation of the ecological and economic imagination. Selected 

exhibitions: For beyond that horizon lies another horizon, Edith-Russ-Haus für 

Medienkunst, Oldenburg, 2017; Exercises in Autonomy. Tamás Kaszás 

featuring Anikó Loránt (ex-artists’ collective), Muzeum Sztuki in Łódź, 2016; All 
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Men Become Sisters, Muzeum Sztuki in Łódź, 2015/16; Workers Leaving the 

Workplace, Muzeum Sztuki, 2011; Another City, Another Life (co-curated with 

Benjamin Cope), Zachęta Narodowa Galeria Sztuki, Warsaw, 2008.

Magda Szcześniak - Born 1985. Assistant Professor at the Institute of Polish 

Culture, University of Warsaw, leader of the MA program in visual culture. 

Author of book "Normy widzialności. Tożsamość w czasach transformacji" 

[Norms of Visibility. Identity in Times of Transition, 2016] and co-author of the 

two-volume "Kultura wizualna w Polsce" [Visual Culture in Poland, 2017]. 

Recipient of the Fulbright Foundation Junior Advanced Research Grant 

(2010/11, University of Rochester, Graduate Program for Visual and Cultural 

Studies) and the Fulbright Foundation Senior Award (2019/20, Duke 

University, Institute for Critical Theory). She has also received stipends and 

grants from the National Science Center (Preludium grant, 2013-2015; 

Sonata grant, 2018-2021) and the Ministry of Higher Education and Science 

(stipend for outstanding young scholars, 2017-2020). In 2017, she won the 

prestigious award for young scholars granted by the "Polityka" weekly 

(Nagroda Naukowa Polityki). She has published articles in numerous 

academic journals, including „Journal of Visual Culture”, „Teksty Drugie”, 

„Dialog”, „Konteksty”, „Krytyka Polityczna”, „Kultura Współczesna”. She is 

currently working on a book tentatively titled Feeling Moved. Repesentations 

of Upward and Downward Mobility in Socialist Poland.
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Visual Lessons

Magda Szcześniak: I’d like to open this discussion with a very 

general question about the concept of visual pedagogy, a term 

that has recently been used to describe processes of using 

images to intervene in the public sphere with the intention of 

performing change – using images as active political agents. 

Although this term, or the similar concept of visual activism, 

might be new, the ideas and intentions behind them are not. 

But they have recently generated a lot of interest, presumably 

because of this sense of urgency that we’re all feeling nowadays 

in these times of crisis, in the face of complex and rapidly 

developing political situations which demand new answers and 

new strategies. What does the term visual pedagogy mean to 

you? What do you think about teaching through images and 

acting with images?

Joanna Sokołowska: I can start by telling you what I don’t 

believe visual pedagogy is about, at least in my work. It is not 

about teaching, it is not about lecturing, it is not 

about monologue, and it is not about conveying static knowledge. 

I see my work as a curator as a way of addressing the affects, 

intellects, creativity, and empathy that I believe our audiences 

already have. Perhaps my work allows them to foster certain 

associations and relations between unlikely phenomena they 

have not yet thought of. And my greater goal is not identification, 

but rather dis-identification, enhancing exploring otherness in 

oneself and not in the “other.” I often describe exhibitions as 

“imagination machines” – these mobile sets of diverse elements 

including text, discourses, images, people, production, work, 

humans, infrastructure, logistics, etc. And we put them all in 

motion to liberate an imagination that is not limited to an 

expression of individual desires but is trans-personal.
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Pangea United exhibition view, Teresa 
Murak from the series Sculpture for Earth, 
1974, fot. Piotr Tomczyk, Department of 
Scientific Documentation, Muzeum Sztuki in 
Łódź.

You can see this in the titles I give 

my exhibitions – All Men Become 

Sisters or Pangea United. Of 

course, I know that we are not all 

sisters and the world is not united. 

But I take these utopian 

statements as points of departure 

for working with artists, putting 

together works that open up the 

imagination and help to create life-

affirming visions. I like to stage encounters that never took place, 

connect works that are from different generations and 

geopolitical contexts, distant artistic and theoretical practices. 

They create non-linear, messy and fragmented herstories 

drawing on resonances between manifold, minor voices, but also 

on silence and difference. I believe that this method allows us to 

give artistic work a certain autonomy and singularity, so that is 

not flattened and reduced in an overarching curatorial narrative. 

Likewise, I assume it gives some space for visitors to conceive 

relations between the pieces on display. Let’s take for example 

the juxtaposition of works by Teresa Murak from the 70s and 80s 

and the very recent works by Tamás Kaszás in the group 

exhibition Pangea United. Both artists share a complex, cosmic, 

empathic, and spiritual perspective in their apprehension of the 

commonality of life and death on Earth, yet they have different 

political and aesthetic attitudes and have worked out distant 

methodologies. While Murak is close to Christian spirituality, 

Kaszás has been connected to anarchism and politicized ecology.
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Tamás Kaszás, Lost Wisdom (Sci Fi Agit 
Prop), 2016–2019, Pangea United 
exhibition view, fot. Piotr Tomczyk, 
Department of Scientific Documentation, 
Muzeum Sztuki in Łódź.

Murak’s work evolved historically 

in the context of neo-avant-garde 

experiments in the Polish People’s 

Republic; Kaszás emerged from the 

contemporary post-socialist or 

semi-peripheral Hungarian art 

scene. She has worked in 

a processual manner and in 

relation to particular spaces and 

landscapes, employing organic 

materials such as cress, dust, soil, river mud, or bread leavening 

agents. Her own body and the sensual experience of the 

movement of matter is the perspective from which she has been 

approaching her working environments. Likewise, Kaszás’s art is 

connected intimately to his life, relationships, and living 

environment, but he has developed a more speculative and socio-

politically grounded reflection on ecology. While Teresa Murak 

invites the public to meditate on modest and marginal processes, 

and gestures such as hands wiping floors or planting a new life (

Visitant Nuns Floor Cloths, 1988), Tamás Kaszás, through his 

displays, helps to apprehend structures for the visual culture of 

the future earthly society (Lost Wisdom [SCI FI AGIT PROP], 

2016–2019) – the global, ecological, and political dimension of 

care for diverse forms of life.

MSz: Thank you. Now we move to Marq.

Marquard Smith: Today, for me, visual pedagogy or visual 

activism begins and ends with positionality. In the interests of 

being open and transparent and accountable, I feel that it’s 

necessary to foreground my own position as an academic and 

a curator, as a privileged, white, straight, middle-aged man, as 

someone who has the power and authority (by way of higher 

education, cultural institutions, exhibitions, public programming, 

and collaborative publication projects) to create conditions 

where that power and authority can be shared, redistributed, 
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relinquished. I’m trying to be a better ally, or rather an 

accomplice – because at this time it seems imperative not simply 

to collaborate with others per se but to deliberately commit 

crimes against power and authority!

I do feel that sense of urgency, as Magda put it, observing 

Brexit Britain amplify the discord in my dis-United Kingdom. 

Because of this, 2018–19 becomes a crunch year for me vis-à-vis 

visual pedagogy or visual activism. It’s a year in which three 

projects – three occasions for visual pedagogy, three instances of 

visual activism – have been initiated! They’re provoked by my 

profound ambivalence towards being English, a British citizen, an 

ambivalence which demands that today, on my first ever day in 

Poland, I’m going to come out as “White Other,” as a German-

Polish-Jew! I want to be out and proud of my own mixed-up-

ness! [laughs]

Being mixed up is obviously a matter of heritage (of having 

mixed heritage), but it’s also about the invisibility of whiteness 

and the privilege of passing, as well as rights, choice, and 

belonging more generally. I’m a Londoner and do have a British 

passport, but over these last few years I’ve become ever-more 

estranged from this ever-more divided United Kingdom; it’s 

a feeling exacerbated daily by ever-more unsettling, infuriating, 

damaging, and saddening acts of prejudice.

Historically, being mixed up is rarely not pejorative: it’s to be 

half-caste, quarter-caste, mixed breed, half-breed. It is to have 

mixed blood. It is mestizo, pardo, tisoy. It is kailoma, hāfu, and any 

and every term perceived negatively to describe a person of 

mixed race or ethnicity that, by very dint of being mixed up, will 

somehow adversely influence the “purity” of a particular race or 

culture. (Miscegenation, derived from the Latin mixticius, “mixed,” 

is also the root of mestizo; Caste, also from Latin, castus, means 

pure.)
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Fight the Power 2019/1989: We the 
Ungovernable, discussion at the Research 
Pavilion, Venice Biennale, August 2019, 
photograph by Julija Navarskaite.

Fuck that! I want to talk 

about the benefits!

The first project I’m going to 

share today is entitled Mixed Up, 

but in a good way… It’s a project 

inspired by a conversation I had 

with Chiara Melazzini, then 

a prospective student on the MA 

Museums & Galleries in Education, 

the program I administer in Art, Design and Museology at UCL in 

London. During her interview, Chiara spoke about what it means 

for her to be an Italian-Japanese citizen, and how in Japan she 

is known as hāfu, which means half, half-cast, half-breed, bi-

racial. It is a particular way of thinking in derogatory terms 

about what it means to be mixed up – mixed up but not in a good 

way.

When Chiara arrived in London, we conceived of Mixed Up, 

but in a good way…, a project led by graduate students on our 

MA, and also on the MA Art and Design in Education, and the 

PGCE in Art and Design, for the International Association 

for Visual Culture (IAVC).

The project was conceived by a curatorial collective of students 

who are of mixed heritage, or interested in how mixed heritage 

might shape their activities as artists, designers, artist-

educators, teachers, curators, and museum and gallery 

professionals. The students were curious about what happens 

when mixed-up-ness is a starting point (rather than an added 

extra) for thinking and doing in art, design, and museology; and 

thus how it might transform the workings and effects of learning 

and teaching, making and curating, thinking and doing in schools, 

universities, museums and galleries, the art world, and beyond. 

Put simply, how does being mixed up (and thinking mixed-up-

ness) change our beginnings, the shape of our ideas, what we’re 
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capable of realizing?

In our ever-more excitable, caustic, polarized, and yet 

seemingly homogenous global public culture, how might mixed-

up-ness lead the activities, the projects, the programming, the 

exhibitions, the ambitions of these students, and their ways of 

being and becoming more experimental, demanding, and 

empathetic as colleagues, professionals, collaborators – as 

citizens of our global commons and advocates for social justice?

As the IAVC’s first Curator-in-Residence, the idea was that this 

curatorial collective would “curate” the association’s blog and 

Instagram account for three months, starting in February 2019. 

Building on conversations, reading groups, and meetings 

between students, four “chapters” of the curatorial collective 

wrote and posted regular blog posts (on decolonizing, on 

translation, on fugees/refugees, and a retort). These posts were 

accompanied by clusters of images that, over time, assembled to 

constitute an archive, a resource, a living methodology 

for thinking (and thinking through) mixed-up-ness.

Mixed Up, but in a good way… was an occasion to look to the 

future as mixed up, to a mixed-up future, to a future of mixed-up-

ness, to how we as artists, designers, artist-educators, teachers, 

curators, and museum and gallery professionals might envisage 

that future, and to do so in order not only to interpret the world 

in various ways, but to change it. [laughs] That’s Marx, obviously, 

from his “Theses on Feuerbach.” That’s visual pedagogy; that’s 

visual activism as an act, an action, a doing! [laughs]

The second project was entitled Do the Right Thing. It was also 

a student-led project – there’s a pattern here! [laughs] 

– composed of an exhibition of work by twenty-one PhD students 

in the 5,000-square-foot Titanikas Gallery at Vilnius Academy of 

Arts, a temporary education zone and learning resource center 

slap bang a public program of events and workshops, and 

a disco; and it included collaborations with activist groups, off-

site arts organizations, a pirate radio station, and a publication 
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that is a living archive of the project. Its purpose was to do visual 

pedagogy or visual activism – not just in terms of content, 

but also form and format.

Fight the Power 2019/1989: We the 
Ungovernable, presentations at the 
Research Pavilion, Venice Biennale, August 
2019. Left, Alessandra Ferrini, right, 
Onyeka Igwe.

In terms of its subject matter, 

but also I’d say in terms of its… 

unconventional form and format, it 

was very much tied to the third 

project: curating the 2019 Nida 

Doctoral School (NDS) entitled 

Fight the Power 2019/1989: We, 

the Ungovernable. The NDS is an 

intensive program for DA and PhD 

candidates in the visual and 

performing arts, design, media, 

and the humanities. It’s a context 

that enables PhD students to 

explore unorthodox approaches to 

research. Through making, 

performing, writing, and discussing, 

the doctoral school tests possibilities for generating knowledge 

outside of the more familiar venues and models of academic 

research. NDS’s goal is always to provide time, space, and 

a conceptual framework for participants to gain insight into their 

research, as well as to broaden and diversify their outlook and 

methodological tools.

As you might know, NDS is usually held in Nida on the Baltic 

coast, but in 2019 it was held at the 58th Venice Biennale – at 

the Lithuanian Pavilion (which went on to win the Golden Lion), 

the Research Pavilion, and the Laboratorioccupato Morion, 

a well-established squat and anti-fascist social center 

for gatherings, concerts, and parties, and for staging 

environmental protests.

Much like the project in Vilnius, the NDS was energized by the 

30th anniversary of Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing and its 
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opening-credit sequence soundtracked by Public Enemy. 

Convinced by the radical potential of research-as-praxis, the 

NDS utilized this 30th anniversary to ask the simple question: 

what does it mean to do the right thing?

We asked: how can we as artists, designers, theorists, curators, 

educators, archivists, musicians, and critics engage critically 

with power? Where does power reside? How is it secured, 

consolidated, and utilized? And to what end? If power is 

embedded and embodied in systems – finance, education, 

culture, healthcare, and government – how can we discern, 

participate critically, and even transform such systems? If such 

governmentality is the organizing practice (mentalities, 

rationalities, and techniques) through which our society is 

rendered governable, how might we prove ourselves to be 

“ungovernable”? In our own search for justice, how – we asked 

– can our artistic research – our labor, communicative bodies, 

performative acts, conversations, commitment to communities 

and to our own practice – declare our resistance and dissent, our 

agonism and dissensus, thereby enacting our right to speak, 

which, in turn, enables us to not so much fight the power as fight 

for power, and in so doing, honor our obligation to doing the right 

thing?
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Fight the Power 2019/1989: We the 
Ungovernable, on-site learning at the 
Venice Biennale, August 2019. Centre: 
Michelle Williams Gamaker.

I framed the NDS very much in 

the context of social justice, in the 

present and because the present is 

a hinge between the past and the 

future. As a call to arms, for me 

Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing

vibrates with our own climate of 

rising national populism and 

localism, #BlackLivesMatter and 

#MeToo, structural racial and 

gender and ableist inequalities, the 

global immigration crisis, civil 

unrest, the rise of the precariat 

and the gig economy, feelings of 

helplessness and exhaustion, and 

the whimsy of truth. As such, the NDS was an occasion to take 

stock of the present as it has come to be shaped by the historical-

political-cultural events of and around 1989: the revolutions in 

Central and Eastern Europe; the supposed demise of 

communism; the end of history and the beginning of the post-

Cold War period; the suppression of mass political protest in 

Tiananmen Square; the beating of Rodney King and the LA riots; 

the pre-eminence of neo-liberalism; and the advent of an ethics 

of planetarity. Simultaneously the NDS was an occasion to look to 

the future, to how we might envisage the future, and to do so in 

order to, as I’ve already said, not only interpret the world in 

various ways but to change it! [laughs] I really do believe this is 

possible, and I was hugely encouraged by spending an intense 

week listing to and working with the eighteen PhD students in the 

NDS who identify as British African-Caribbean, British-Nigerian, 

Dutch, English, Filipino, Finnish, Indigenous Canadian, Italian, 

Lithuanian, Mexican, and Nicaraguan.

When it comes to visual pedagogy and visual activism, it was 

the subject matter of the Nida Doctoral School that “called out” 
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to the students, but also the form and the format of the week. 

And, for sure, their work, their praxis powerfully and profoundly 

“spoke to” the possibilities of being “ungovernable” – which is to 

say that they’re familiar with these systems and practices and 

thus able to work with/in/against them and that culture (not just 

through art, but art and design and curating and criticism and 

programming and writing and thinking, etc.), and thereby 

intervene, redefine, and transform those systems and practices. 

Art and design can be weapons in the fight for social justice, yes; 

but artists, designers, critics, educators, academics, 

broadcasters, curators, programmers, and other “culture 

workers” are the agents of social justice!

Fight the Power 2019/1989: We the 
Ungovernable, walking presentation (by 
Vitalij Cerviakov), Venice Biennale, August 
2019, photograph by Julija Navarskaite.

Recently I’ve returned to Roland 

Barthes’s text “To the Seminar,” 

which I’ve found very useful vis-à-

vis visual pedagogy and visual 

activism.  Much like Ivan D. Illich 

and Paulo Freire before him, and 

so many since the emergence of 

critical pedagogy (see, for instance, 

Jane Gallop, Henry Giroux, bell 

hooks, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, 

etc.) and, later, the educational turn in art and curatorial 

practice, Barthes calls for participation, for plurality, for co-

production, for conviviality, for reciprocity, for communities of 

and as difference. He writes that “as phalanstery, the seminar’s 

work is the production of differences” (p. 334), as he celebrates 

the “unpredictable rhythm” of “listening up” as well as “speak[ing] 

up” (p. 336). What I’ve come to realize, by way of Barthes, is that 

it is from my position of authority, actually from here, as Joe L. 

Kincheloe writes after Freire, that I “demonstrate that authority 

in [my] actions in support of students,” which is how, Kincheloe 

goes on, they “gain their freedom […] the ability to become self-

1
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directed human beings capable of producing their own knowledge

. Listening, learning, creating conditions where power and 

authority can be shared, re-distributed, and relinquished – that’s 

how I conceive of my duty of care today.

2

MSz: Krzysztof?

Andreas Gursky, Nha Trang, 2004, 
chromogenic print mounted on Plexiglas in 
artist’s frame, 294.64 x 207.01 cm
Copyright: Andreas Gursky, VG BILD-
KUNST, Bonn, Courtesy Sprüth Magers

Krzysztof Pijarski: I have 

a photographic background, I teach 

photography at the Film School, so 

one point of departure for me 

could be to ask about photography 

itself and the relationship 

between knowledge and visuality. 

To ask what do we actually 

understand from photographs, or, 

what do we see in photographs, 

how do we see the world 

through photographs? I have two 

quotes that may help in responding 

to these questions. The first is 

from Roland Barthes, who says 

that “Ultimately, Photography is 

subversive not when it frightens, 

repels, or even stigmatizes, but when it is pensive, when it thinks.”

 I think this is an important question. What does it mean 

for photography to be a pensive medium? Why should 

photography think, and not just limit itself to pointing? In my 

practice, I try to answer or approach this question in different 

ways. The other quote is from Susan Sontag, who of course was 

very skeptical towards photography. She said: “Photography 

implies that we know about the world if we accept it as the 

camera records it. But this is the opposite of understanding, 

which starts from not accepting the world as it looks. All 

possibility of understanding is rooted in the ability to say no. 

Strictly speaking, one never understands anything 
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from a photograph.”  What I find interesting in Sontag’s 

statement is not so much the claim that photography simply 

cannot be critical because it is purely affirmative or declarative, 

but rather the suggestion that should a photograph ever lead us 

to a revelation in understanding anything, the catalyst or impulse 

must have been external to the image. Now, is it possible to 

imagine a picture where this stimulus is found within the field of 

the photographed thing? Could such a picture be considered 

pensive? What would the conditions of legibility of such 

a stimulus be?

4

My visual point of departure is 

this photograph by Andreas 

Gursky that became a point of 

contention between Michael Fried, 

Jacques Rancière, and Walter 

Benn Michaels. In the picture we 

see a vast factory space in 

Vietnam filled with workers 

constructing wicker furniture, seen from an elevated viewpoint (

Nha Trang, 2004). I will be boiling a very complicated argument 

into one sentence, so bear with me, but Rancière’s basic point of 

critique towards Gursky’s picture, and Fried’s analysis of it, was 

that they treat the people in it as ornament, making the workers, 

who are subjected to capitalist violence, disappear. They become 

subject to a very complex compositional structure. Then Michaels 

comes back to the photograph and makes a distinction 

between what the photograph is of and what it is about. 

This relationship is not obvious at all. While it is a picture of 

workers who we don’t see and from whom we are separated 

very strongly in this visual structure, maybe it is a picture 

about the kind of separation that happens under advanced 

capitalism. Although this photograph might seem abstract and 

decorative, it is also the site of a compelling argument about the 

Excerpt of 'Where the money is made' by 
Eline Benjaminsen (2017)
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