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IS IT JUST A METAPHYSICAL TURN?
  

Abstract: The paper introduces the phenomenological definition of metaphysics in art and out-
lines the relationship between metaphysics and 20th century art, suggesting possible "escape from 
metaphysics," and the reactions to this suggestion within the philosophical turn announcing “the 
end of art" and within the so-called “metaphysical turn”. As the illustration of those “turns”, the 
author analyzes the  installations of Miroslaw Balka, James Turrell and Bill Viola. The analysis 
leads to the conclusion about the possible connection of the described works with the various 
"turns" and to the hypothesis that the methodologies of the “turns” in fact seek to unveil the 
metaphysics from which art had tried to escape. The metaphysics transcends the various turns. 
This confirms the philosophical truth that "there is no escape from metaphysics," pointing out 
at the same time that metaphysics in art cannot be reduced to a "turn".

Keywords: contemporary art, metaphysics, escape from metaphysics, end of art, metaphysical 
turn, visual turn

Phenomenologists associated with the tradition of classical philosophy believe 
that metaphysics in art enables it to discover  ideas or participate in the world 
of “ur-phenomena”.1 It is essential for art and determines its identity, while  
philosophy just talks about it. It could happen, however, that art may be meta-
physical in its essence, but may also explore metaphysics (e.g. in religious art).

The world of ideas is not created by the art. It is only unveiled, uncovered. See: W. Stróżew-
ski, O metafizyczności w sztuce [About Metaphysics in Art] [in:] idem, Wokół piękna. Szki-
ce z estetyki [Around Beauty. Essays on Aesthetics], Universitas, Kraków 2002, p. 93-134; 
M. Scheler, Metafizyka i sztuka [Metaphysics and Art], original: Metaphysik und Kunst [in:] 
idem, Pisma z antropologii filozoficznej i teorii wiedzy [Writings of Philosophical anthropology 
and the Theory of Knowledge], transl. S. Czerniak and A. Węgrzecki, PWN, Warszawa 
1987, p. 430-461. 
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However, in the art of the twentieth century, it is possible to observe an attitude 
that may be called “escape from metaphysics” (only to a certain extent similar 
to the situation in philosophy). Although it sometimes referred to the case of 
art focused on metaphysics (especially religious art) or criticized the under-
standing of metaphysics, the term was often automatically associated with the 
more general rejection by art of its metaphysical essence.2 Rather than on ideas 
or ur-phenomena, art began to concentrate on the study of the subconscious, 
ideological and political criticism, or on superficial, but intense experience (the  
intensity, however, could be also a provocation, deliberate rejection of the  
traditions of decorum3).
 One response to this situation could be seen in the philosophical turn  
announcing “the end of art” (because art became a philosophy reaching its 
fulfillment as described in Hegelian thinking).4 Such art was then able to  
philosophize about metaphysics because philosophy treats the reflection of 
metaphysics as one of its core tasks. The philosophical turn of “the end of art” 
would thus mean an intellectual synthesis of art metaphysical in its essence and 
art on metaphysics. 
 Another response may be called a “metaphysical turn”. It is manifested 
in some artists’ and curators’ conscious turn to the values of classicism. For 
example in 2007 in Gdańsk, Donald Kuspit presented his exhibition "New Old  

In a sense, at least from the time of Marcel Duchamp art reflected the philosophical  
discussion about the possibility to escape from metaphysics identified with positivism on the 
one hand and Nietzsche and Heidegger on the other (although in the postmodern thinking 
inability to escape from metaphysics is similar in Derrida’s philosophy and Duchamp’s ready 
mades, see: T. D. Tucker, Derridada: Duchamp as Readymade Deconstruction, Lexington 
Books 2010). It is also possible to discuss the relationship of conceptual art with the early 
analytical philosophy (skeptical towards metaphysics) but finally conceptual art and mini-
malism show thats an escape from metaphysics is impossible (see: P. Lamarque, Work and 
Object: Explorations in the Metaphysics of Art, Oxford University Press 2012). The specific 
case of such a situation took place in Poland after the political transformation at the turn of 
the century. See the exhibition Irreligia curated by Kazimierz Piotrowski and Włodzimierz  
Majewski in Atelier 340 Museum in Brussels in 2002 or on the other hand (as a kind of  
reaction) „Catholics in Kronika” in Gallery in Bytom in 2010 curated by Stanisław Ruksza 
(see: Ł. Białkowski,  Rozbierany twister. „Katolicy w Kronice” [Strip Twister. Catholics in 
Kronika], „Obieg”, http://www.obieg.pl/recenzje/17839 (17. 05. 2013). See also: A. Żmijewski, 
Trembling Bodies, Conversations with Artists, Galeria Kronika & DAAD Berlin, 2011 or  
I. Kowalczyk, Ciało i władza. Polska sztuka krytyczna lat 90. [Body and Power. Polish Critical 
Art of 90’, SIC, Warszawa 2003.
See: A. Draguła, Bluźnierstwo. Między grzechem a przestępstwem [Blasphemy. Between Sin 
and Crime], Więź, Warszawa 2013.
About the so called „end of art” see: A.C. Danto, Świat sztuki [Artwold] [in:] idem, Świat 
sztuki. Pisma z filozofii sztuki [The Artworld. Writings on the Philosophy of Art], transl. 
L. Sosnowski, WUJ, Kraków 2006, p. 42, and Koniec sztuki [The End of Art], ibid., p. 214  
Original: The Artworld (essay, 1964); After the End of Art (1997); The Abuse of Beauty  
(2003).
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Masters" illustrating his belief in the return of contemporary art to classical 
standards, idealism, the concept of beauty, universal humanism, and spirituality.5 
This met with a negative reception from the critics as a defense of quietism in 
art or a promotion of capitalist, commercialized, expensive art. Nevertheless, 
the modern revival of classicism (or the discovery of its persistence) has become 
popular. The presence of spiritual elements in art is still appreciated by artists 
and theorists not only in traditional religious art, but also in abstract art (today 
not so radical in its non-figuration), thanks to the deep spiritual need going beyond 
aesthetics.6 In Polish art even the artists identified with the radical, contro-
versial “critical art” began to appreciate the value of traditional, classical, “fine 
arts” methods and spiritual sensitivity, as was the case with Paweł Althamer.7

 Finally, the term “metaphysical turn” appears in the context of the poetic  
search for meaning, as poetry still seems to be the most obvious artistic conduit  
for carrying such content. Metaphysical content, philosophical reflection, 
sensory experience, and poetry, with their aesthetic bias towards metaphysics,  
meet in the interpretation of visual arts. The “archaeological” discovery of one’s 
identity or the “timelessness" concealed in our heritage and memory, in facts 
and objects, in the participation in reality but at the same time transcending 
it, in the exploration of forgotten ideas and archetypes, alternative critical and  
social metaphysics may be encountered in the work of Zbigniew Libera or  
Grzegorz Klaman.8 It is worth noting that the art of the “metaphysical turn”  

See: New Masters, Subliminal Projects, http://www.subliminalprojects.com/main/past/56/
new-masters/; Jacob Collins, http://www.flickr.com/photos/gandalfsgallery/5823429999/.; 
R. Piotrowska, M. Bochenek, Zgalwanizowani Mistrzowie w Oliwie [Electroplated Masters 
in Oliwa], http://www.obieg.pl/recenzje/676 (30. 08. 2015).
See: R. Rogozińska, W stronę Golgoty. Inspiracje pasyjne w sztuce polskiej w latach 1970-
1999 [Towards Golgotha. Passion Inspirations in Polish Art in the Years 1970-1999], St. 
Adalbertus Library, Poznań, 2002; Renata Rogozińska, Ikona w sztuce XX wieku [Icon in 
the Art of the 20th Century], WAM, Kraków 2009; Sacrum i sztuka [Sacrum and Art], ed. 
N. Cieślińska, ZNAK, Kraków 1989 and G. Sztabiński, Poza estetyzacją. Problem duchowo-
ści w sztuce współczesnej, „Sacrum et Decorum. Materials and Studies on The History of 
Sacred Art” 2009, no. 2, p. 128. 
See the conversation with Ł. Ronduda in: Stach Szabłowski, Wystawa, którą kochasz nie-
nawidzić, część II „Co widać. Polska sztuka dzisiaj” w Muzeum Sztuki Nowoczesnej [The 
Exhibition You Love to Hate, part 2 „What Is Seen. Polish Art Today” in the Museum of 
Contemporary Art], 08.02.2014, http://obieg.pl/rozmowy/31299.
D. Kuryłek, Ewa M. Tatar, Teraz jest teraz. Artyści i gdańska Wyspa Spichrzów [Now is Now. 
The Artists and the Granary Island in Gdansk], http://artmuseum.pl/pl/publikacje-online/
teraz-jest-teraz-artysci-i-gdanska-wyspa (30. 08. 2015); Ł. Ronduda, „Tożsamość tranzytowa 
– życie i twórczość Zbigniewa Libery wlatach 1981–2006” [Transitional Identity – Life and 
Work of Zbigniew Libera in 1981-2006], [in:] Libera, ed. Dorota Monkiewicz, exhibition 
catalogue, Warszawa 2009, p. 26; Metafizyka społeczna. Esencjalny kwartalnik na rzecz zbli-
żenia estetyki z egzystencją [Social Metaphysics. Essential Quarterly for Rapprochement of 
Aesthetics to Existence] 1992, no. 1.
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assigns a special role to experience. Such experience is not only intense, but 
immersive,9 overwhelming, and intersensory, as observed by theorists and  
analyzed by somaesthetics or synaesthetic studies.10 But art seems to transcend 
the philosophy of experience, because it demands an opening to metaphysics 
which is not just an alternative, intensive reality. It is something different from 
reality, although it is the reality provided by experience which can give us access 
to the level of metaphysics. It is the special role of the experience, transcending 
its own philosophy, in the artistic ”metaphysical turn”. 
 On the other hand, are the phenomena described above just a matter of  
a “metaphysical turn”, one of the many others, standing next to the “language 
turn”, the “visual turn”, or the philosophical “end of art”? Perhaps the following 
examples, which fit in with the search for metaphysics in contemporary art, will 
show the real significance of the situation described as a “metaphysical turn”.

Space and darkness. The need for metaphysics

How it is by Miroslaw Bałka was exhibited in 2009 at the Tate Gallery in London, 
in the former Turbine Hall.11 It was a huge steel container 13 meters high, 10 
meters wide and 30 meters long. The container seen from a distance seemed to 
be a work associated with simple and monotonous monumental minimalism of 
the second avant-garde (e.g. Richard Serra, Berlin Block ‘For Charlie Chaplin’, 
1978). 
 The audience walked up a ramp into the container, completely dark and 
muted by black velvet. It was no longer the “silence of the image”, but its loss 
along with the loss of light and perception.12 Light, this product of physical  

The aesthetic category of immersion describes being absorbed, engaged and embraced during  
the perception of an artwork or, especially in connection with virtual reality, “the state of 
consciousness where an immersant’s awareness of physical self is diminished or lost by being 
surrounded in an engrossing total environment , see: Immersion (virtual reality), https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Immersion_(virtual_reality) (30. 08. 2015) and also J. H. Seo, Aesthe-
tics of Immersion in Interactive Immersive Installation : Phenomenological Case Study, 
http://isea2015.org/proceeding/submissions/ISEA2015_submission_237.pdf (30.08.2015).
About somaesthetics as a philosophical discipline involving the use, appreciation, and know-
ledge of one’s own body, see: R. Shusterman, Somaesthetics:A Disciplinary Proposal, „The 
Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism”, Vol. 57, No. 3, pp. 299-313.
See: K. Majewska, Skala. Mirosław Bałka w Tate Modern [Scale. Mirosław Bałka in Tate 
Modern] „Arteon” 2009, no. 11 (115), pp. 6-9. 
See: H.-G. Gadamer, O zamilknięciu obrazu [About the Silence of an Image], transl.  
J. Margański [in:] Estetyka w świecie [Aesthetics in the World], ed. M. Gołaszewska, vol. 
2, Jagiellonian University Press, Kraków 1986, pp. 55-62 (original.: Vom Verstummen des 
Bildes, 1965). Rudolf Arnheim in his psychological theory pointed out that the function 
of light is to illuminate the darkness and to create the space, Levinas (in accordance with 
Plato) wrote that „seeing in the light [...] allows you to stand in front of the “semblance” of 
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radiation, physiology of vision and work of the mind now remained only in 
the mind – in  memory or in longing for seeing and restoring the power of 
the senses and balance. Inside the container people were lost in darkness and 
silence, isolated completely from the others and from the world. The feelings 
of loneliness and fear in captivity, isolation, alienation corresponded with the 
symbolism of emptiness and darkness so different from light.13

 The work could also bring to mind the mystical experience of "the dark 
night of the soul", the darkness of God's silence, a well-known experience of 
St. John of the Cross.14 Bałka himself used the title to direct attention toward 
the existential skepticism of Samuel Beckett. How It Is is a novel containing  
a recapitulation of life carried out by the “barely there” and muttering narrator, 
mired in endless mud and only intermittently meeting a companion.15 
 Although for Beckett it is a hopeless situation, that grim, dark and "dirty" 
vision was sometimes interpreted in the context of a purgatory (also essential 
for St. John of the Cross’ “dark night”), paradoxically reminding us about the 
desire of purification. Therefore, on the one hand, in Bałka’s work the total 
darkness of the interior, the terrifying emptiness, the disappearance of the image 
and the loss of the senses, could evoke the metaphysics of evil. On the other 
hand, as the visitors are always aware that there is a way out, this installation 
inspired by Beckett showed how lonely isolation, the sense of oppression, the  
understanding of determination can be purifying and opening experience.  
Opening us to an image independent of physics, the senses and the mind. 
The experience of the metaphysics of the image would be enabled here not by  

nothingness, which is emptiness and recognize objects as if at their source, deriving them 
from oblivion”), the light is to master the darkness (related to the immensity) in the Bible. 
See: R. Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception: A Psychology of the Creative Eye, University 
of California Press 2004 (orig. 1954); E. Lévinas, Całość i nieskończoność. Esej o zewnętrz-
ności [Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority], transl. M. Kowalska, PWN, Warszawa 
2002 (orig. 1961), p. 223. Abot the „loss” of an image, see: J. Ranciere, Estetyka jako poli-
tyka [Aesthetics as Politics], transl. Julian Kutyła and Paweł Mościcki, „Krytyka Polityczna” 
Press, Warszawa 2007, p. 43.
The utter emptiness is left to God, Who alone can create ex nihilo (see: John Paul II, List do 
artystów [Letter to Artists], http://www.opoka.org.pl/biblioteka/W/WP/jan_pawel_ii/listy/
do_artystow_04041999.html (03. 04. 2012). In the ancient tradition Parmenides denied the 
existence of emptiness. For Democritus, infinite void has sense for man only as an opposition 
and space for existence. As the arché - beginning it usually turns out to be filled with the most 
primary matter: air, water, fire ... Aristotle believed that nature abhors a vacuum (horror 
vacui). See eg. Stanisław Mrówczyński, Krótka historia pustki - pociągająca próżnia [A Brief 
History of Emptiness - Attractive Vacuum], „Polityka”, 1997, no. 20, http://www.ujk.edu.pl/
ifiz/pl/files/mrowczynski/proznia.html. (03.04.2012).
See: Dark Night of the Soul, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dark_Night_of_the_Soul (30. 08. 
2015).
See: How It Is, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/How_It_Is (16.03.2012).
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perception of light (elementary for any image) or perfect harmony. The meta-
physics would be evoked "inversely", through the experience of what is absent 
and through the understanding that one needs the Other as an image needs 
light. The essence of the metaphysics of the Other is proper comprehension 
of the cognitive role of one’s own senses. Understanding thanks to intensive, 
overwhelming experience, but also thanks to literary allusions and poetic  
inversion that the ultimate essence of sensory experience is the unveiling of 
the level of metaphysics. In Bałka’s work the senses get to know the emptiness 
and the desire of light, the mind prompts the role of the world as its given  
heritage. However, the universal “replenishment”16 of  human identity gives 
only the Other whose metaphysical encounter transcends any other experience 
and enables the realization of ideas.

Light. About metaphysics

It may be worth comparing this work with the installation Bridget's Bardo 
(Ganzfeld Piece, 2009) by James Turrell. In the museum in Wolfsburg James 
Turrell presented a space of light in an interior of 700 m2 and 11 meters high.17 
After seeing from the dark vestibule a rectangle resembling a flat surface of  
a monochromatic image in the style of color field painting (but illuminated), 
the visitor could surprisingly enter the rectangle (which required him to over-
come his feeling of insecurity), to find himself in a room with initially illegible 
limits, entirely filled with intense light of varying color (blue, various shades 
of pink, violet, carmine, red). After some time, the visitors’ eyes could distinguish  
the walls of this "viewing space” and a walking ramp tapered downwards.  
Walking down he gradually reduced his distance to the brightest opposite wall.  
When he came closer to it, the wall turned out to be another “sensing” space.  

Hans-Georg Gadamer has distinguished „complement” (related to the sensation), „fulfill-
ment” (evoking perhaps concretization), and „replenishment” (Auffüllen) in which „ any 
opposition between thought and being, artist and recipient disappears” and that was is  
a result of research and exploitation of the own self acquires a universal dimension, because 
„everybody who enters the orbit of an artwork is allowed to encounter the true myself”, see: 
H.-G. Gadamer, Koniec sztuki? Od heglowskiej nauki o przeszłościowym charakterze sztuki 
do dzisiejszej antysztuki [The End of Art? From the Hegelian Doctrine of the Past Nature of 
Art to Today’s Anti-Art] [in:] idem, Dziedzictwo Europy [The Heritage of Europe], transl. 
Andrzej Przyłębski, Spacja, Warszawa 1992, p. 53. Original: H.-G. Gadamer, Das Erbe  
Europas, Suhrkamp Verlag Frankfurt/Main 1989.
James Turell, The Wolfsburg Project, film, form-art.tv, red. Dirk Finger, http://vimeo.com/ 
12230931; James Turrell: the Wolfsburg project, Kunstmuseum Wolfsburg, Germany,  
October 24th, 2009 to April 5th, 2010, http://www.designboom.com/weblog/cat/10/view/8017/ 
james-turrell-the-wolfsburg-project-at-the-kunstmuseum-germany.html (03.04.2012). Turrell has 
been using light to create spatial objects in the Ganzfeld Series since 1967.
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Which, however, the visitor could not enter and which ultimately neither  
allowed him to discern the boundaries of the space nor to find the source of the 
light. Going back along the ramp, he could reach a rectangular opening letting 
him exit into a "normal", regular, unilluminated space. There was a definite 
feeling of crossing a border. A look back inside replicated the view of "sensing 
space” in the background, split in the center with a trapezoidal column rising 
upward, thanks to the reflection of the radiance resembling a luminous flux (in 
fact, it was the bottom part of the ramp seen from the lower level).
 The „viewing space” allowed the visitor to immerse himself in the atmosphere 
of the piece and to experience the changes of perception under the influence 
of different colors, distances, and levels. It brought him closer to the "sensing 
space". This space, “sensed with the eyes”,18 appeared to show light in pure 
form, coming from an unknown source, unlimited, infinite.
 The sensory experience of radiance received by the retina, the physical  
foundation of the image, exceeded its traditional aesthetics. The subtitle Ganz-
feld Piece, refers to a parapsychological experiment involving a limitation of 
sensory data provided to human brain only to one permanent light and to one 
sound, which forced the mind to produce its own experiences (visual, sound, 
even olfactory; according to the authors there was also telepathic contact).19 
Turell constructed a kind of machinery to perform similar inexperiment on  
a large scale, but with a variety of colors and a more engaging space. This 
immersive project involved the senses, the transcendental ego, and treated the  
brain and its relationship with the senses as a subject of psychological research.
 Nevertheless, the main purpose of the experiment went beyond focusing on 
mental activity; its associations led towards metaphysics through the sensation 
of concentrated light, its power over the senses, its still mysterious physical 
characteristics able to provide vision, warmth, healing, tranquility, but also able  
to destroy, blind and kill, its speed unattainable to man, its symbolism and  
sublime and bewildering aesthetics. 
 The artist, who is a Quaker sensitized to light, admitted that he accepts the 
allegorical and symbolic interpretations obvious in the case of light.20 What is 
more, the title of Bridget's Bardo evoked a vision of reality transitory between 
death and rebirth, known from Tibetan Buddhism, and perhaps also alluded to 
the Christian mystic St. Bridget of Sweden, known for her visions of the birth 
of the Infant in radiant light and the purgatory revelations.21

Ibid.
See: Ganzfeld experiment, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ganzfeld_experiment (16.03.2012).
See: James Turell, Art: 21, http://www.pbs.org/art21/artists/turrell/clip2.html (09.02.2005).
See: bardo, http://www.thefreedictionary.com/Bardo (07.03.2012); Bridget of Sweden, 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bridget_of_Sweden (07.03.2012).
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 This work empirically analyzed the mechanism of sensory activity, building  
up the sense of perspective, space and colors, and experimenting with an  
attempt to "deceive the brain". But it also turned out to be a work about the 
aesthetics of light, showing not only its scientifically explained specifics, but  
also the idea. The work was an example of abstract, immersive aesthetics  
exploring experience and cognition, and focused on metaphysics in art revealed  
through simple beauty and the metaphysics of light. Light allows sensory  
experience, cognition and participation in the world of ideas as it contains  
cognizable concepts and beauty – highest in the Platonic hierarchy. The overwhel-
ming experience of light turns out to be a transcendental cognitive synthesis.

Seeing the invisible

At the 52nd Venice Biennale in 2007, Bill Viola presented his video installation 
Ocean Without a Shore.22 In a small, sixteenth-century Renaissance church of 
San Gallo (used today as an exhibition space), the artist placed three plasma 
screens in the main and two side altars. Each one was initially just a grey, empty 
surface. However, the experience of the emptiness and the quiet murmur that 
surrounded and permeated the viewer created an expectation that something 
would soon happen. 
 Then a point began to emerge from the “inside” of the emptiness. As it  
increased, it turned out to be a human figure, slowly approaching the plane of 
the screen and the viewer. It was still vague and black-and-white. Finally, the 
person raised his/her hands to separate the transparent water curtain located, 
as it turned out, between him-/herself and the plane of the screen (or the viewer, 
or the lens of the camera).
 The person’s passage through the water curtain split it into silvery radiant 
streams of varying thickness. After the passage, the person stopped for a while. 
The colors and the details of his/her appearance, sex, age, race, weight and  
height became clear. Then the figure turned around and passed through the 
water curtain again, moved away and disappeared.
 The altars where the screens were located are the places of transcendence.  
The isolation from external turmoil, the atmosphere of the sacrum of the 
church, the mysterious penumbra, the image lightening up in the altar, the low 
murmur, the monumental „slow motion” and the perfect quality of the high 
definition video (all typical for Viola) are not only immersive, but transcend-
entally overwhelming. The work shows how man gets to know sensory reality  

Por. Bill Viola: Past Exhibitions, http://www.billviola.com/pastexhibitions.htm; J. Grace, Death 
as Presence. Bill Viola’s Ocean Without A Shore, http://www.arts.usyd.edu.au/publications/
philament/issue15_pdfs/GRACE_death%20as%20presence.pdf (24.07.2010).
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only for a moment, it also suggests a rising above the senses. It reveals the 
meaningful symbols and paradoxical metaphors evoked by the artist. Infinity 
is not an empty, “total” desert, but an ocean full of life thanks to water. The 
„crossing” of the water curtain presented water as a transforming power and 
metonym for human body (mostly made up of water). It was also the symbol 
of purification (also dangerous) and a beginning - understood as a start of 
„experiencing”.
 Perhaps the metaphysical beginning and end of human existence, can be 
shown by the artist only in opposition to non-existence, emptiness, suggested 
appearance or semblance of the void? Or to what fills the void but is not available 
in sensory cognition, as it is etaphysical? The figures presented by Viola did not 
cease to exist. They turned around and came back.
 The artist seemed to confirm such an interpretation, explaining in an inter-
view that Ocean Without a Shore is about the presence of the dead in our lives.  
The three stone altars in San Gallo become transparent surfaces for the  
manifestation of the images of the dead attempting to re-enter our world.”23 
Viola added that he was inspired by the poem of Birago Diop, telling the story 
of the dead who are not gone, because they are present in the sounds of water, 
the wind, the rustling of the leaves, in shadows and flames... This recalls the 
role assigned to the artist by the Zen master Daien Tanaki or a thirteenth- 
century Persian poet and Sufi mystic Moule Dżalaloddin Rumi.24 It is as if the 
artist wanted to verbally convey the experience of the invisible.
 The artist also said that the persons passing through the water curtain 
immediately “sensed” themselves. This means that the human beings gaining 
carnality in the „real” world necessarily start to make use of Kantian cognitive  
categories, including  time and space, which in the ocean seem to have no  
meaning. Nevertheless, the effect of transgression suggests that being exists 
before and beyond the boundary of the water curtain. The mysterious, symbolic 
space of the endless ocean is not just emptiness nor "heaven". "Extrasensory" 
being in it brings to mind the separation of just being and being-in-the world  
claimed by Heidegger or Lévinas trying to characterize being outside of time.25

Bill Viola quoted in Claire Walsh, “Press Release: Bill Viola, Ocean Without A Shore, 2007”, 
haunch of Venison, May 2007 (29.07.2009); http://www.haunchofvenison.com/media/4897/
hov%20‐%20viola exhibition venice%20‐%20press release%20‐%20final.pdf. (24.07.2010).
See: Death - An Anthology of Ancient Texts, Songs, Prayers and Stories, red. D. Melzter, 
North Point Press: San Francisco 1984, p. 190; M. Duncan, Bill Viola: Altered Perceptions, 
“Art in America”, march 1998, pp. 62-69.
Heidegger finds the identity of a person in the unity of being and thinking. However, the 
quest for the essence of being is never fully successful, because of the inevitable entangle-
ment of Dasein (conscious being-there, being-in the world, different to essential being) in 
the world. See: Martin_Heidegger http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martin_Heidegger; Dasein, 
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 In this way, the overwhelming sensations and meanings called in by the 
poetics of symbolic allusions, and finally the allegory of being readable in 
the comprehensive reception of the installation evoked deep philosophical  
reflection and led to metaphysics. Aesthetics revealed the level of metaphysics 
as fundamental for being (of an artwork and of humans) which is available 
to the senses only for a moment but essentially “is” (truly exists) not only for  
a moment (specific for a human understanding of time).
 Viola shows that we are not able to grasp our beginning, as indeed  time and 
space, because their essence lies in metaphysics. Therefore he clearly denies 
postmodern concepts because the beginning in the Ocean... is a mystery, but 
neither is it a consequence of an  absence or a reference to other „signifieds”26 
and every human being acquires identity and maintains it regardless of the gaze 
of other people. That is why we try to reach deeper, below the surface of the 
senses (though with their participation). To see the Other, not just to be seen 
by others. To see the invisible. Because it is not an image (real or remembered) 
which guarantees „being” (as perhaps Hans Belting would say),27 but an idea. 
In the case of humans the idea of humanity present, in spite of all, at the source 
of the “project thrown into a world”28 that is visible in the world with the use 
of our senses and our care, but we can really see it only as a metaphysical trans-
cending of experience, as it is was intended by Viola in his installation.

“Metaphysical turn”…

The above-mentioned works fit into the "metaphysical turn". The experience 
of light, darkness, emptiness, and the infinity connected with them, the border  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dasein (28.08.2015); B. Skarga, W drodze [On the Road] 
[in:] Tożsamość i różnica [Identity and Difference], Znak, Kraków 1997, p. 196-276 and. 
In the context of identity Levinas speaks of a metaphysical being outside of time, where it  
loses its difference. See B. Skarga, Emanuel Lévinas: kultura immanencji  [E. Lévinas. Culture  
of Immanence [in:], Tożsamość…, p. 93, See also: Emmanuel Levinas [in:] Stanford  
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/levinas/#TimTraOthThaBei 
(30. 08. 2015) (especially about Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence and Time and 
the Other).
See: B. Banasiak, Jacques Derrida - najgłośniejszy myśliciel XX wieku [Jacques Derrida - the 
Most Famous Thinker of the Twentieth Century, http://bb.ph-kna, f.org/teksty/bb_derrida.
pdf, (17.05.2013).
H. Belting, Obraz i śmierć [Image and Death], [in:] Antropologia kultury wizualnej. Zagad-
nienia i wybór tekstów [Anthropology of Visual Culture. Issues and Selection of Texts], ed. 
I. Kurz et. al, Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego, Warszawa 2012, p. 73. See also: 
H. Belting, Toward an Anthropology of Image, Anthropologies of Art, Yale University Press, 
2005.
About Dasein “having-been-thrown into the world”, see: Martin Heidegger, [in:] Stanford  
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/heidegger/#BeiWor (30.08.2015).
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and the crossing, were necessary for the artistic essence of the works, and 
thus immanent to them. But such artworks also showed that such experiences 
are immanent to human “being in the world”, already able to transcend such  
restricted being and orient itself towards metaphysics. Metaphysics was  
opened up in comprehensive and overwhelming experience, immanent for 
humans and allowing them to participate in the transcendence. Metaphysical  
(social to some extent) was finally the desire for the Other.
 It was shown by the “projects of experience” that metaphysics resides 
not only in their artistic value (metaphysical because metaphysics is obvious 
in art), or in the order categorically imposed on perception, but in the very  
perception intrinsically present in the idea of humanity. Thanks to it the senses 
do not "constrain" us by imposed and inevitable cognitive categories, as one 
might think, but on the contrary, they let us act and open us to cognition (not 
only experiential).
 However, the experience given in the artworks begins with visual activity,  
with a viewing glance, and it is still an image that determines perception. The 
image “fixed” in our bodily abilities and intellectual cognition (body and mind 
are the image’s medium) participates in revealing the level of metaphysics 
transcending its popular functions of representation and presentation.29 In this 
way, the “metaphysical turn” meets the “visual turn”.
 Finally, these works were also examples of the presence of literature and 
philosophy in visual arts. This is usually identified as a characteristic of the  
“linguistic turn”30 in visual arts and “the end of art” (which could be called  
a “philosophical turn”). The poetics of allusions, quotations, inversion, symbol, 
allegory, parable, or metaphors clearly indicated and confirmed the role of 
experience and image in the revealing of metaphysics as the essential meaning 
and the real function of an artwork.

…or “transturn” metaphysics?

Perhaps the susceptibility of the artworks to be analyzed in the context of  
various “turns” is a contemporary illustration of the persistence of the idea of  

About the visual (iconic, pictorial) turn see: H. Belting, op. cit.; Ikonische Wende, https://
de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ikonische_Wende (30.08.2015)  and A. Zeidler-Janiszewska, Visual 
Culture Studies czy antropologicznie zorientowana Bildwissenschaft? O kierunkach zwrotu 
ikonicznego w naukach o kulturze [Visual Culture Studies or Anthropologically Oriented 
Bildwissenschaft? About the Orientations of the Iconic Turn in Culture Studies], „Teksty 
Drugie” 2006, no. 4, pp. 9-29.
About the relation between linguistic and visual turns, see: A. Martinengo, From the Linguistic 
Turn to the Pictorial Turn — Hermeneutics Facing the ‘Third Copernican Revolution’, http://
www.eurosa.org/volumes/5/MartinengoESA2013.pdf (30.08.2015).
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the unity of arts which, importantly, reveals its essence at the level of meta-
physics.31 This situation perhaps recalls the metaphysics hidden in inter- or 
transdisciplinary “interturns” (or “transturns”).
 Consequently, it appears that the “turns” consist in searching for and “restor- 
ing” metaphysics. The metaphysics from which art has tried to escape, but 
which is its essence and which cannot be reduced only to one of the “turns”.
 Anna Zeidler-Janiszewska wrote that the special purpose of the “turns” is 
the opening of new fields of research.32 They are meant to explore, to open, to 
reveal. But not only that:  it appears that their appearance coincides with the 
“escape from metaphysics”. Maybe they are in fact a kind of  reaction to that  
escape. The “turns” appear in order to explore and open not only fields of  
research, but metaphysics. The metaphysics rejected and lost, but restored,  
because it is imposing itself and it has been persistent as the essence to be 
revealed in art. Because of such revelations art remains art. The turns are just 
there to show it.
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CZY TO TYLKO „ZWROT METAFIZYCZNY”?
(streszczenie)

Artykuł wprowadza w fenomenologiczne definicje metafizyczności w sztuce oraz zarysowuje 
relacje z metafizyką w sztuce XX wieku, sugerując obserwowanie w niej  „ucieczki od metafizyki” 
i reakcje na taką ucieczkę w obrębie filozoficznego zwrotu zwanego „końcem sztuki” oraz tzw. 
„zwrotu metafizycznego”. Jako ilustracja tej reakcji przeanalizowane zostają artystyczne insta-
lacje Mirosława Bałki, Jamesa Turrella i Billa Violi. Ostatecznie analizy prowadzą do wniosku  
o wpisywaniu się dzieł w różne „zwroty” oraz do hipotezy, że metodologie różnych zwrotów służą 
w istocie odkrywaniu metafizyki, od której sztuka próbowała uciekać, a która transcenduje zwro-
ty. Potwierdza to filozoficzną prawdę, że „nie ma ucieczki od metafizyki” wskazując zarazem, że 
metafizyczności w sztuce nie można sprowadzić do jednego ze „zwrotów”.     

Słowa kluczowe: sztuka współczesna, metafizyka, ucieczka od metafizyki, „koniec sztuki”, zwrot 
metafizyczny, zwrot wizualny
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