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Abstract

This study examines the concept

of action-oriented perception

in contemporary art through

two examples from the Slovak
context. Drawing on Ladislav
Kesner's theoretical framework, it
understands seeing as an embodied,
active process rather than a purely
visual or cognitive one. Kesner
challenges the Cartesian mind-body
divide, emphasizing that image
perception involves perceptual-
motor processes that prepare the
viewer for action. Artworks thus
function as stimuli that activate
bodily responses, spatial orientation,
and physical empathy. The study is
grounded in broader reflections on
corporeality in art and philosophy,
including phenomenology and the
concept of embodied knowledge.

It also addresses historical shifts

in the understanding of the

body, highlighting its growing
recognition as central to perception
and experience. These ideas

are examined through two case
studies of contemporary Slovak
artists. Ludmila Hrachovinova'’s
installations combine painting with
spatial elements that encourage
viewers to sit, lie down, or otherwise

physically engage, turning viewing
into a participatory act. Juraj

Gabor's large-scale architectural
interventions, situated in landscapes
or built environments, require visitors
to enter, climb, or traverse them.
Both approaches demonstrate how
contemporary art transforms vision
into a dynamic, embodied experience
in which perception and action are
inseparably intertwined.
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Soee

From the beginning of the
twentieth century, tendencies
characterized by a significant
mediating role of the body in

the presentation of the resulting
(most often processual) artwork
gradually became established

in art. The performative
approaches of certain avant-
garde movements, such as
Futurism and Dadaism, as

well as the use of the body in
realizing the possibilities of the
Gesamtkunstwerk (the total work
of art) within Bauhaus thinking,
and also, for example, action
painting, prepared the ground for
the emergence of action art in
the late 1950s. Since then, action
art has become one of the key
tendencies in world art, within
which a wide range of formats has
developed, emphasizing different
eventualities of the body, such

as the happening, performance,
event, and others.

In the context of the Eastern
Bloc, these approaches have been
characteristically associated with
conceptualism and collective
creation in studios, private
apartments, urban environments,
or landscapes, in particular

since the 1960s. Despite the
classification of action art during
the 1970s, together with the onset
of the period of “Normalization”,
as among the prohibited artistic
expressions, a large number

of high-quality works in this

field were produced in Central
and Eastern Europe during the

1970s and 1980s (Rusinova,
2001). As a result, following the
revolutionary changes of 1989

and the emergence of pluralism
in contemporary art, action art
today constitutes an important
field of artistic production in
Slovakia.

The growing interest in the body
in the twentieth century and

in the present, however, does
not mean that such reflections
were absent during earlier
periods. On the contrary, the
question of corporeality has
accompanied both art and culture
since their beginnings, which is
why aesthetics and art theory
today offer a wide spectrum

of approaches to it. Many of
these approaches, however, did
not remain merely at the level

of reflection but were directly
translated into artistic practice
itself.

Reflections on the human

body in the past were marked

by numerous contradictions

that shaped society’s view of

this phenomenon. In ancient
philosophy, the body was
regarded as the measure of the
world, according to which art
and architecture were formed
(Panofsky, 1921), but also as an
important component of the
human being as a whole, in which
it was meant to remain in balance
with the soul (§ip, 2008). By
contrast, in the thought of the
Presocratics, and even more

strongly in the philosophy of
Plato, the features of a dualism
between the physical and

the spiritual deepened, and
the mutual relations between
these two realms would change
significantly over the course of
history.

From the emergence of Christian
thought onward, and particularly
through the influence of the late
antique Christian philosopher
Augustine of Hippo, Platonic
ideas were transmitted into
medieval thinking. This resulted,
for a long period, in a rather
complex attitude toward the
body and corporeality. These
antagonistic positions stemmed
largely from a distrust of the
body, perceived as something
potentially dangerous, sinful,

and weak.' Only toward the

end of the Middle Ages did this
situation begin to change, as the
devaluation of both body and

of sensory knowledge gradually
receded in the thought of several
significant authors (Karnes, 2017).

After the relatively brief
Renaissance restoration of the
body’s importance in Western
culture, however, a major turning
point occurred in the first half of
the seventeenth century with the

1 Author’s note: This situation already stemmed from
the biblical tradition. In one of the decisive moments
of the New Testament, Christ admonishes the sleep-
ing apostles in the Garden of Gethsemane shortly
before his arrest: “Watch and pray that you may not
enter into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but
the flesh is weak.”
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philosophy of René Descartes.
In his thought, a dualistic model
separating the physical and
spiritual worlds was established,
within which the body functioned
merely as an instrument through
which the mind acts in the real
world (Dercova, 2010). This
sceptical Cartesian attitude
toward the body profoundly
influenced European thought for
more than two centuries, thereby
limiting the scope for further
philosophical inquiry in this
direction.

As Amelia Jones points out

in the entry “Body” in Critical
Terms for Art History (2003), the
privileged Cartesian position

in attitudes toward the body

and corporeality only began

to weaken toward the end of

the nineteenth century. She
associates this gradual paradigm
shift, for example, with Friedrich
Nietzsche’s proclamation of the
death of God, which points to the
disintegration of the “conceptual
boundary differentiating body
and mind" (2003, p. 348). Jones
further interprets Nietzsche's
reflections as a clear rejection

of Cartesianism, leading to a
shift in Western thought toward
the conviction that body and
mind (or soul) are necessarily
interconnected. As a result of
these transformations, the second
half of the nineteenth century
saw a growing interest in the
body. Evidence of this can be
found, for instance, in the gradual
return of kalokagathic thinking,
the systematization of physical

education, and the promotion of
a healthy lifestyle - developments
that later evolved into the
emergence of a cult of the body,
advancing ideas such as the
“body as a temple,” among others
(Mistrik & Sej¢ova, 2008).

According to Jones (2003),
however, this did not mean the
immediate “liberation of the
body”. On the contrary, the body
was once again subjected to
forms of repression connected
with the ideas of psychoanalysis
as formulated at the beginning of
the twentieth century by Sigmund
Freud. The impact of these ideas
within the emerging discourses
of the twentieth century
subsequently provoked a further
wave of responses, bringing
about the development of various
critiques, including feminist ones.
These later became crucial for
reflections on questions of the
body and corporeality. At the
same time, several intellectual
movements of the twentieth
century initiated a kind of
emancipatory effort in this field,
while also producing a range of
independent lines of research
that opened the space for further
tensions.

Alongside feminist and

queer critiques (de Beauvoir,
2015), the phenomenological
movement regarded the body
and corporeality as one of the
key subjects of its inquiry. In
addition to its founder, Edmund
Husserl, this topic was also
extensively addressed by other

Action-Oriented Perception: Two Case Studies from Contemporary Slovak Art

representatives of the movement,
such as Jan Patocka and Maurice
Merleau-Ponty (Crossley, 2012).
Particularly toward the end

of the twentieth century, the
cognitive sciences experienced
significant development; among
their key research areas is the
philosophy of mind and the
investigation of the nature of the
relationship between mind and
body, especially the brain (Searle,
2005).

In these contexts, it is also
appropriate to mention the
concept of embodied knowledge,
which has been developed in
sociology, philosophy, art theory,
and the cognitive sciences. This
term, generally referring to a
type of knowledge that is not
theoretical or abstract but deeply
rooted in the body, the senses,
and physical experience, became
established in connection with the
work of several thinkers, including
the aforementioned Maurice
Merleau-Ponty, as well as Pierre
Bourdieu and Hubert Dreyfus,
among others.

Among the most influential
contributions to the
understanding of the body
within art-historical research
over the past twenty-five years
are the works of Hans Belting.
In his book An Anthropology of
Images: Picture, Medium, Body
(20m), he offers a highly original
reassessment of the relationship
between images and the human
body, proposing the concept

of a new “science of the image”
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that deliberately departs from
the frameworks of traditional
art-historical inquiry. Through
his own triadic model of image,
medium, and body, Belting (2011)
discusses the role of the body in
the emergence of the image as
such, the gradual abandonment
of the body in new media, and,
ultimately, the emergence of
artificial bodies that fulfil utopian
visions of the body’s immortality.

A distinct area of research into
the relationships between bodies
and images, both in the past and
the present, is body art. This term
generally encompasses a broad
range of practices involving the
creation of images on the body
through various techniques, such
as tattooing, painting on the
skin, scarification, perforation,
and other procedures involved in
shaping the body.

Since the mid-twentieth century,
the concept of the gaze and
seeing has become increasingly
established in art-theoretical
discourse. On the one hand, it
functioned as a link between
image and body; on the other,

it clearly referred to questions
of power and strategies of
manipulation (Berger, 2009).
The gaze and seeing thus
became key concepts not only
for the study of contemporary
visual culture from the
perspectives of feminism,
psychoanalysis, phenomenology,
or cognitive science, but

were also fully applied in the
research and reassessment of
earlier histories of images. In
connection with the question
of the gaze, it has become
evident that the production and
control of movement play an
extraordinarily important role
in the effectiveness of an image
(Foletti, 2022).

In 2009, the Czech art theorist
and neuroscientist Ladislav
Kesner proposed a particularly
stimulating reassessment of the
act of seeing within traditional
art-historical thinking. He
pointed out that art history had
underestimated the corporeality
of the viewer and largely
ignored their perceptual-motor
processes. In his reflections,

he opposed Cartesian dualism
and, drawing on the concept of
affordance from the ecological
psychology of James J. Gibson,
advanced the conviction that
looking at an image means being
prepared to act. According

to Kesner, an image activates
the body even when the body
appears not to move. We
therefore do not see images
merely with our eyes, but with
the entire body, through the
potential for movement, touch,
and interaction. For this reason,
he characterizes vision as a form
of activity, an “action-oriented
perception”. In this context, the
image is understood as a stimulus
for action, such as spatial
orientation, the anticipation of
movement, or, even through

mirror neurons, physical

empathy. In this way, Kesner does
not replace theories of the gaze
but rather supplements them

by addressing the perceptual
mechanisms of the viewer’s body
(Kesner, 2009).

Today it appears that
contemporary art is able to make
productive use of these insights
and transform them into an
artistic strategy. Two examples
of such an approach may be
mentioned: one relating to work
within the gallery environment,
and the other to artistic
installations and interventions
outside the gallery space.

The Slovak artist Ludmila
Hrachovinova (*1984) creates
situations through which she
invites viewers to enter into
physical interaction with her
works. Whether in her solo
exhibitions such as Silent
Immediacy (Knoll Gallery
Budapest, 2020), Participatory
Presence (Galéria Médium, 2021),
30° (éepan Gallery, 2022), Don’t
Step on the Line (Galéria umenia
Ernesta Zmetédka, 2025), or during
her participation in collective
projects, she initiates this
invitation through simple chairs,
backrests, or loungers placed in
front of variously installed works,
usually positioned freely in the
space rather than on the walls.

If the viewer accepts the
invitation and positions their
body in the suggested way, they
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Figure 1: Ludmila Hrachovinova: Do Not Step on the Line. Ernest Zmetak Art Gallery, Nové Zamky, 2025

Tempera on Canvas, Mattress

Source: Private archive of Ema Landaric¢ova, 2025

enter a different mode of seeing
and experiencing the work.
Hrachovinovd guides the visitor's
behaviour in space and stages
the reception of the painting as a
complex bodily experience. This
experience moves beyond the
established stereotypes of how
one behaves in front of a painting
and diverts attention from the
conventions associated with

the reception of the traditional
hanging picture. She initiates
movement that is not precisely
defined or bounded as a fixed
gesture or exercise. Rather, it

tends to resemble movements
connected with actions

that people perform almost
unconsciously: breathing, getting
up in the morning, stretching, or
touching another body.

At the moment when the recipient
sits down, lies down, or leans
against the structures proposed
by the artist, they become “tuned”
into a bodily dialogue with the
works, which can then continue to
guide their movement. Although
at first it may not be entirely clear
what element within the abstract

paintings encourages a particular
action, participants are able, once
they find the “ideal posture”,

to recognize these movements
and subsequently “mirror” them
intuitively. The selected actions
are painterly encoded within

the works through a language

of flowing, plastic forms that

are both intuitive and rationally
structured so that, once the
viewer assumes an interactive
role, they become sufficiently

legible.

Despite this premise, however,
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Figure 2: Ludmila Hrachovinova: Holding onto Previous Thoughts While Holding a Bag. Gallery Sumec,
Bratislava, 2025. Performance Duration: 60 Min. Installation of Paintings, Tempera On Canvas

Source: Private archive of Jan éipécz, 2025

the works demand an

expanded and authentic mode
of perception that in itself
compels movement, as discussed
earlier in connection with the
reflections of Ladislav Kesner.
At first glance, it is clear that
the primary source of dynamism
in the paintings lies already in
the authorial gesture - the hand
pulling the brush across the
canvas and leaving trajectories
of movement in the form of
colour. Yet this alone would not
suffice to produce the effect

of Hrachovinova's works. The

movements in question are far
more layered and complex.

One can recognize within them
inhalation and exhalation, the
turning of the head, the lifting
of the shoulders, the extension
of the arms, or the tilting of the
torso to one side, but also the
impulse to stand up and sit down
again in order to adjust distance
or change perspective.

It may therefore be assumed that
the artist is deliberately working
with processes of mirroring, as
considered by Kesner (2009).

In order to develop some of
these interactive relationships
further, she often employs
performers in her work, who can
be understood as articulating
the broadest possible range

of physical interactions with

the painting. Together with the
backrests and other elements,
they can be interpreted as
“extensions of the paintings”

- a kind of prosthesis in the
communication between the
viewer's body and the image. On
the one hand, they function as

the artist’s interactive proposals
»
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Figure 3: Juraj Gabor: Mirroring. Haluzice, 2023. Wood, Steel

Source: own processing, 2023
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directed toward the bodies of
viewers so that the dialogue can
begin; on the other hand, they
also act as instructions on how
to allow the body and the image
to develop another layer of
dialogue.

As aresult, looking at these
paintings becomes a more
strongly embodied experience:
vision naturally expanded into
additional dimensions - thus

a form of “seeing for action”

- while action simultaneously
expands vision. Evidence of the
highly sophisticated conception
of viewing at work here can
also be found in the nuanced
adjustments of the individual
installations, which transform
seemingly banal activities such
as lying down or sitting into an
interactive perceptual process.
The viewer's movement is
predesigned by the artist in such
a way that it allows an intimate
alignment with the painting.
Her practice can therefore be
understood as a research into
perceptual and interactive
potential: a manifesto of action-
oriented seeing.

Within this expanded field

of vision, however, it is also
necessary to recognize a range
of socio-cultural implications.
As the artist herself states: “In
my projects, | also deal with the
renewed awareness of one’s own
presence and existence in the
present within environmental
and socio-political structures.
For example: being controlled

vs. being free, active vs. passive,
close vs. distant, present vs.
absent, individual vs. general.”
(Oskar éepan Awards, 2020,
“Statement”, para. 1)

4 Changing the Situation,
Changing the View

The presence of strategies that
develop action-oriented seeing in
the work of the Slovak intermedia
artist Juraj Gabor (*1985) was
already noted by Peter Megyesi
(2016). He did so particularly

in connection with several of
Gébor’s well-known projects,
most notably Visual Pyramid
(Right Now) (2015), installed in
the Sulovské skaly in northern
Slovakia between 2015 and 2020.

Another work in which Géabor
approached similar ideas was
the installation Transfer (2019),
created in the hills near Banska
Stiavnica in central Slovakia.
With the widely known project
Sphere (2021) he intervened in
the gallery space of the Nova
synagéga, where he constructed
a monumental installation in the
form of a hemisphere placed
opposite the synagogue’s dome.
More recently, he attracted
public attention with another
intervention that drew interest,
not only for the work itself,

but also for its location. The
installation Mirroring (2023) was
placed within the architecture
of the Romanesque Church of
All Saints, a site known for its
character as an architectonically
articulated ruin with its roof

missing. On the grassy surface of
the former church interior, Gébor
created large wooden waves
running the full length of the nave
and the semicircular apse.

In most of his works, Gabor
operates at the intersection of
art, architecture, and design.

He is particularly known for

his monumental realizations,
usually constructed from wood
and technically organized into
complex structural systems
(Kralovi¢, 2016). In the first of
the works mentioned above,

he created a pyramidal object
which, after a climb into the
Sulovské skaly, allowed visitors
to shelter from the weather
inside a structure resembling a
simple refuge. At the same time,
its opening framed a specific
segment of the surrounding
landscape. The next work,
Passage, consisted essentially of
a staircase with a simple frame
structure erected above each
step, giving it the appearance of
a mining tunnel. The staircase
connected two different elevation
levels but was also conceived as
a kind of transformational portal
leading travellers from a water
spring to a spiritual source, the
statue of Saint John of Nepomuk.

Sphere, by contrast, was a massive
wooden structure in the form

of a hemisphere, effectively
completing the imaginary

sphere that corresponded to

the oppositional hemispherical
dome vaulting the synagogue
building from 1931. Gabor thus
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completed the half-dome into the
full shape of a sphere. Visitors
could enter and move inside it,
although the curved surface
meant that movement always
involved a certain struggle with
gravity, requiring the activation
of the body. Positioned in

the middle of the synagogue,
Sphere functioned not only as a
sculptural or architectural object
but also as a space for cultural
and artistic activities, including
concerts, exhibitions, theatrical
and dance performances,

and other events. In the most
recently mentioned work,
Mirroring, Gébor constructed

a unified, smooth, walkable

mass from wooden planks -
creating a continuous, rhythmic
undulation across the floor
surface. As in his earlier works,
he once again demonstrated

a high level of craftsmanship,
indicating a strong authorial
confidence and a determination
to realize his visions despite their
evident technical, material, and
undoubtedly financial demands.

In each case, Gabor chooses
seemingly simple forms that
nonetheless introduce a change

in height, level, plane, or stability
- elements that provoke a need

to alter posture, bodily position,
and thus also perception. Yet

it was not only this element of
spatial gradation that led to the
activation of viewers within these
installations. The very approach to
the works required a principle of
journeying, which naturally involved
both physiological and mental

responses from those who came

to experience them. A walk was
always necessary to reach Visual
Pyramid, Passage, or Mirroring.
Anyone who decided to visit
Gébor’s work had to set out toward
it with the awareness that some
distance had to be covered on foot.

This principle then continued in the
physical negotiation of the works
themselves, in the act of entering
“into” them. As Peter Megyesi has
pointed out, Gabor’s works contain
an “action script,” an invitation to
activate “viewer movement” or
“seeing for action” (Megyesi, 2016).
This activation does not concern
only the individual but also the
community, as evidenced by the
frequently collective realization of
his projects.

Once inside Gabor's installations,
visitors were typically presented
with unusual views: a framed
segment of landscape, a
perspective into an ascending
tunnel-like structure, or a glimpse
of the vault of the sky. Beyond
these frames, however, the works
also opened possibilities for new
perspectives on the surrounding
landscape, with views that required
heightened bodily coordination and
a temporary loss of stable ground
beneath one’s feet.

Both of these examples are
characteristic in that they operate
within what Rosalind Krauss

in the 1970s described as the
expanded field of sculpture,
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or potentially painting (Krauss,
1979). What is crucial, however,
is that the aim of these artistic
programs is to transform vision
into an active process supported
by bodily experience. Such an
approach, deliberately departing
from static frameworks, enables
an accelerated mode of seeing
which, as Ladislav Kesner (2009)
argues, is from the outset
oriented toward action-based
perception.
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