
 

 

 

 

   

DDDOOO   VVVIIISSSUUUAAALLL   AAARRRTTTIIISSSTTTSSS   NNNEEEEEEDDD   TTTOOO   SSSEEEEEE???   

exploring alternative perceptions 

 

Joanna Brendon MBE MA 

 

 

 

 

 

“Vision is the art of seeing things invisible” Jonathan Swift 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MA in Printmaking and Professional Practice 
Brighton University in partnership with londonprintstudio 
2005  

 



 2 

Index 
 
 
 

Page 
 

2  Introduction 
  

4   Looking at Seeing 
 

7  Seeing through Language;  The Poet’s Perspective 
 

9  Averting the Gaze 
 

15  Vision Transformed   
 
20  The Dominant Sense 
 
23   Looking Ahead 
 
26  Sensism 
 
27  Conclusion 

 
30  Index of Illustrations 
  
31  Bibliography 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 3 

Introduction 
 

It is interesting how many visual words appear in the course of everyday 

communication, if you see what I mean.  In writing this essay, I frequently found 

myself trying to substitute words that implied a strong bias towards the visual 

world for more neutral ones.   In the end, I left most of them in, but the prejudice is 

significant.  

 

 Visual artists, by the very nature of their work, are concerned with vision – the 

way they see the world and the way their audiences see their work.  But what 

does it mean to ‘see’ and  how necessary is it?   In this essay I am suggesting that 

it is ‘short-sighted’ to limit our ideas of perception to eyesight and that we should 

open up all our senses to more fully experience works of art, and indeed the world 

in general. 

 

In the opening section, I will define what we mean by ‘to see’; this will 

contextualise the following pages.   I will then introduce the poet, John Heath-

Stubbs, who creates powerful imagery with words, despite being totally blind.    

Next, I will look at two sighted artists who have made a positive choice to work 

blindfold -  the American sculptor Robert Morris and the British artist Claude 

Heath - examining their motives, methods and conclusions; and I shall compare 

the strikingly different techniques adopted by four authentically blind or partially-

sighted artists.  

    

We live in a visually-orientated society;  I would go so far as to say visually-

polluted.  I want to focus briefly on this hypothesis, looking at vision in the context 

of our entire sensory system, before referring to the  predisposition of individuals 

towards a specific sense, as  advocated by  Neuro-Linguistic Programming. 

(NLP).   It is almost with reluctance that I mention the Bionic Eye and stem cell 

research.   Scientifically admirable, they cannot be ignored, but it is the holistic 
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effect, rather than the brilliance of the inventions or discoveries, about which I 

have reservations.  

 

Finally, I  explore the potential for multi-modality perception, the merging rather 

than division of the senses,  referring to the scientists Prof. Alex Meredith and 

Prof. Barry Stein as well as the recent report for ICI by experimental psychologist, 

Dr Charles Spence, before summarising my own conclusions. 

 

The hardest part of the essay has been in deciding what to filter out, but this is a 

problem familiar to artists.  In general, my task has been made enjoyable and 

enlightening, with the potential to inform my own work, thanks to some inspiring 

writing - none more so than that of Jacques Lusseyran  to whom I give the last 

word. 

 

‘ 
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Looking at Seeing 
 

Plato’s theory of visual perception was that particles of light were shot out of the 

eye spraying surrounding objects.1  Later, there was the idea of ‘isomorphism’2, 

with a replica of the image being planted in the ‘inner eye’ and there analysed. 

Once scientists started to examine the brain itself, this theory could no longer be 

supported.  No inner picture was found and so the earlier belief was rejected in 

favour of a sensory system based on neural transmission. 

 

The contemporary understanding is that eyes feed the brain with neural activity – 

chains of electrical impulses – which represent objects, by their code and the 

patterns of brain activity.3     Making the analogy with writing, Richard Gregory 

points out that letters and words on a page have certain meanings, to those who 

know the language. They affect the reader’s brain appropriately, but they are not 

pictures. 

 

Although rejecting earlier empirical theories, Gregory did reaffirm the belief that 

the perceptual system groups things in themes, providing us with a database of 

information from which we subsequently make selections for comparison with the 

object in front of us. 

 

Robert Solso  observed that ‘perception is not determined simply by the stimulus 

pattern, rather it is a dynamic searching for the best interpretation of the available 

data’4.  We understand that individual items are not all logged, but there is a 

master object or exemplar, with which incoming information is compared before 

being accepted as the nearest ’canonic representation’5.  

 
                                       
1 Gregory, R.L. Eye and Brain’ the psychology of seeing. 1966 World University Library p13 
2 Robert Solso: Cognition and the Visual Arts, 1994. MIT Press p37 
3 Gregory, R.L: Eye and Brain – the psychology of seeing. 1966 World University Library p7-10 
4 Robert Solso: Cognition and the Visual Arts, 1994. MIT Press p3 
5 Robert Solso: Cognition and the Visual Arts, 1994. MIT Press 1994 p237 
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It could be argued that this stage of selecting and filtering is very similar to the 

decision-making process that an artist goes through in the making of work. 

 

Gregory uses a  cartoonist to demonstrate the efficacy of the system:   

 

“…  all he has to do is  to represent a few lines to the eye  and we 

 see a face, complete with an expression.  The few lines is all that 

 the eye requires – the brain does the rest, searching the database 

 to find comparable objects:    seeking objects and finding them 

 whenever possible”.6 

 

The process of visual perception can best be summarised by breaking it down 

into a series of stages:  

 

Stage: 1 The eye detects information in the physical world and captures it. 

 

Stage 2:  The information is converted into neural energy and then transmitted to 

the visual   cortex in the brain 

 

Stage 3:  Initial processing takes place, distinguishing shapes and forms 

 

Stage 4:  Information is further processed by other parts of the visual cortex 

 

Stage 5:  Interpretation occurs, based on comparison with previously stored 

information. 

 

Seeing, therefore, is the passive process of capturing information, whilst 

perception is the active process of interpreting these signals.   Arguably, the 

former is of little use without the latter, but this does not mean that perception can 

only be achieved through sight.  
                                       
6 Gregory, RL: Eye and Brain.  – the psychology of seeing. 1966 World University Library p10 
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Seeing through Language;  the Poet’s Perspective 
 

 Lo and behold 
  The sky was full of cochons. 
  As they soared and swerved and swooped, 
  Exactly by what means I could not discern. 
  That was many years ago. I am an old man now, 
  And the sight’s so familiar 
  That I am told people don’t look up now as they once did…7 
 

“People tend to exaggerate the effects of blindness” 8 said John Heath-Stubbs, 

“There's a kind of very primitive fear of it. It's the punishment of Oedipus. Blind 

people don't spend all their time wishing they could see, however; they've got 

more important things to do”;    in his case, write poetry, which neither courts 

sympathy for his blindness nor makes any obvious reference to the condition.  On 

the contrary, it is unselfconsciously peppered with visual words as the poem 

above illustrates.   

  

 ”Most of the time, I'm hardly aware of the blindness. The imagination 

creates the outer world, you see. When I go to plays and operas, 

somebody's only got to indicate what the stage set is like, and I recreate it.   

Indeed, it's sometimes quite difficult for me to remember that I haven't 

actually seen it.”  

 

Sighted people sometimes feel uncomfortable with blindness.   When a 

photographer visited Heath-Stubbs on a professional assignment9, she was 

disturbed when he asked her to switch off the light on leaving.  Obviously, this 

was perfectly logical to him, but she was very conscious of leaving him ‘in the 

                                       
7 Heath-Stubbs, John: Pigs Might Fly from The Day that Pigs Learned to Fly to be 
published by Carcanet Poetry September 2005 
8 Thompson, Raymond: Interview of John Heath-Stubbs from Interviews with Authors of Modern 
Arthurian Literature camelot/intrvws/heath.htm 
9Caroline Forbes: photographer for The National Poetry Archive 
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dark’.    Although intellectually aware of his blindness, it was hard for her not to 

project her subjective understanding.  I am sure that many sighted people would 

feel the same, illustrating over-sensitivity and the difficulty of true empathy. 

 

Writing poetry or prose – painting with words – is very different, physically, from 

creating visual art.    Once learned, the action of moving a pen across paper or 

tapping a keyboard is far more regular than say drawing or painting, and the act 

of appraisal is more direct, but fundamentally, the processes are the same in that 

they both involve gathering information from the outside world and representing 

this, or commenting on it, or subverting it. 
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Averting the Gaze 
 

 Roger Fry and the impressionists talked of the difficulty of finding out what things 

looked like to an unbiased eye because of what they called the ‘conceptual habits 

necessary to life.’10 But they acknowledged that, if these same habits are indeed 

necessary to life, then the very principle of an unbiased eye demands the 

impossible. 

 

Some artists may find a period of non-prejudicial judgement a highly desirable 

state, especially when trying to break new ground and disassociate themselves 

from their previous work.    So, it is not surprising to discover that several fully-

sighted artists have actually chosen to work blindfolded, not with some kind of 

misplaced sympathy for their sighted peers, nor just for a brief experiment, such 

as undertaken by Matisse – ‘I wanted to see if I had the image in my fingers11’ –  

but as a serious modus operandi for a substantial body of work.    This is the 

extreme way of removing the bias from the sight. 

 

I would like to explore two of these artists - firstly the American minimalist artist 

Robert Morris (b1931); he is  known mainly as a sculptor, but here I shall consider 

his series, Blind Time Drawings (Fig 1). 

 
Morris was searching for a way of drawing that avoided either the representational 

or the merely abstract, and found that a blindfold was the ideal strategy. The Blind 

Time Drawings12, started in 1976 and eventually completed in 1991, are the result 

of a series of acts from which ‘images have emerged that were unknown before 

and do not betray their being unknown’.13 They were made entirely by touch, 

fingers dipped into a mixture of graphite and oil, touching, brushing and smudging 

                                       
10 E H Gombrich: Art and Illusion. Phaidon,  London, 1960 p 251 
:11 Kohl , Mary Ann: www.princetonol.com  
12 Robert Morris: Recent Felt Pieces and Drawings 1996-1997. Henry Moore Sculpture Trust p 43 
13  Morris, Robert: Recent Felt Pieces & Drawings 1996-1997. Henry Moore Sculpture Trust p 43 
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over the surface of the paper, changing direction, varying the pressure.    Before 

beginning each drawing, Morris would estimate the time it would take.  Having 

finished it, he calculated the difference between the estimated and the actual 

time, and wrote this  on the margins of the drawings, together with a description 

of the task.   It is almost as if he felt he had to contain these works in some way.    

If he could not do it visually, then he would impose this rigid time frame.   This 

would define their beginning and their end. 

 

The strict method isolated Morris from the origin, keeping him in the ‘here and 

now’.  Constant repetition of the mark-making was all-absorbing, without 

reference to the before or the after, and without any expectation regarding the 

outcome.   The separation between the senses of touch and sight denied the 

primacy of sight and the idea of ‘imitatio of the visible world connected with it’.14 

 

In other words, he sublimated the seeing self in deference to the body as an 

instrument of action.     This approach was by no means new, and can be found 

In the action painting of Jackson Pollock and his contemporaries in the fifties, but 

Morris went much further;  he deprived himself, not only of the visual memory of 

the marks he had made, but of the eye-hand co-ordination.  In actuality, this 

‘instrumentalisation of the body’ far from restricting him in his drawing, liberated 

him, despite the regimented movement of his hands: ‘I reach for the estimated 

mid-points of the left and right margins and work inward.  The intention is to 

traverse the horizontal centre line of the page.’ 15 

 

Choice was not lost by the removal of the faculty of sight; on the contrary, it 

seems that Morris, uninhibited by desires and fears, found an opening up of 

possibilities so that he could experience complete autonomy.  There  was  an 

unrestricted choice and a more direct channel of communication between his 

body, the image and the world, both immediate and global: 

                                       
14 Irene Veenstrap The Blind Time Drawings of Robert Morris 31 
15 The Blind Time Drawings of Robert Morris, p58 
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“I shut eyes to deforestation, child rape, pestilence, homeless- 

ness, overpaid athletes, pollution, street crime, advertising, 

overpopulation, advertising etc and work with a certain equanimity when 

not seeing anything – as though I had shut the door on much that had 

threatened, as though the page were an inviting pile of sand into which my 

head fit, as though, somehow, the occasional metaphor which comes 

along here has cured me of that disease ‘abstraction’”16    

 

This turning away from the world echoes the American Avant-Garde movement 

with their critical attitude towards the dominant values of its society. 

 

Morris started a Blind Time Drawing with an idea, such as “The drawing is a 

metaphorical view, badly rendered, of Marcel Duchamp”.17   Claude Heath, the 

second ’pseudo-blind’ artist I want to refer to, works differently.    Sometimes, 

such as for Face on Dark Blue , he will make work while looking at his subject, but 

with his hands and art materials hidden from sight. 

 

For other works, such as his Drawing from Sculpture 18series undertaken during a 

residency at the Henry Moore Institute in 1999,  which I shall focus on here, he 

worked blindfold but maintained a  tactile relationship with the object, one hand  

constantly moving over and around it, while the other drew his responses to it.    

He never intentionally saw the objects beforehand and, in the case of at least one 

sculpture, even denied himself sight of it afterwards, preferring to maintain his 

‘innocent eye’  to further work on the subject in his studio, accompanied by his 

own audio-recording made during the process.   Initially, he uses black ink but 

then introduces colour to help delineate the contours as his hand familiarizes him 

with the object, passing one way and then another over the surface of the 

                                       
16 Robert Morris from The Blind Time Drawings of Robert Morris p50 
17Robert Morris p56 
18 Dorcas Taylor, editor: Claude Heath: Drawing from Sculpture.  Henry Moore Institute 1999 
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sculpture, exploring every nook and cranny, every variation in texture.   Like 

Morris, Heath feels a need to make some reference to time, again using colour as 

a device, so that in some drawings, a line will represent a single moment in time , 

giving us a temporal articulation. 

 

Heath’s commentary of his process, is in itself quite compelling.   Of one work he 

recorded:  

 “It feels like it is resting on its feet.   Is it a bird wading in the mud, with its 

head arched back to groom its body?   A figure kneeling, with its legs 

tucked underneath, with a big belly and elbows sticking out?  A 

cornucopia twisting and spilling fruit?  Two foothills below a craggy 

mountain?” 19  

(Fig 2) 

  

It is tantalizing, waiting to discover the identity of the sculpture which Heath is 

feeling. .. 

 

“I recognize the nose now, and quite soon other shapes become a face; a 

strong jaw above a long neck descends into two shapes that are like 

breasts.” 

 

From then on he discloses the work with a detailed commentary, and he intends 

to continue until he is completely familiar with  every inch of it.   However, in this 

instance, the work is cut short by his tactile recognition of Smiling Head III  by 

Anthony Caro (Fig 3) of which he had accidentally seen a photograph earlier.    

Significantly, he could no longer carry on drawing in the usual way, realizing that 

all his possibilities were denied to him by seeing the photograph.    He was no 

longer in control;  he had lost his freedom of choice.    

 

                                       
19 Claude Heath: Drawing from Sculpture.  Henry Moore Institute 1999 (1st object) 
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Referring to the potential discrepancy between the drawing,  the way he visualises 

it and the physical reality of the object itself,  Heath firmly believes that  ‘the 

disparity is healthy as it does not confine him to what he expects or imagines or 

even wants to see.’20    

  

Both Morris and Heath use the door as a metaphor.    Whereas Morris refers to 

‘shut(ting) the door on much that had threatened’21,  Heath appears to be facing 

the other way as he crosses the threshold into blindness: ‘I  want to leave the 

door open and hopefully some truth comes in sideways22   Of course, these two 

statements are not mutually exclusive;  together they suggest a neutral ‘white’ 

space between two doors, where the artist is utterly focused on the work and 

where anything is possible. 

 

Claude Heath’s haptic interpretation challenges our understanding of the works 

he is exploring, and provides us with an alternative viewpoint, but unfortunately, 

most of us do not have the opportunity to enjoy the tactile properties of sculpture 

in the public domain.    

 

I am not suggesting that to blindfold oneself for a few hours can possibly give one 

an idea of what it is like to be blind.    Blindness is a holistic experience, not a 

closing of the eyes.   Both Morris and Heath, regardless of when or whether they 

chose to, could remove the blindfold and appraise their work visually.     

Superficially, that would seem to be a great advantage, but then one realises that, 

for as long as they are secure in that knowledge, they can never fully experience 

the freedom from visual dominance and expectation.  The reality may be 

suspended, but cannot be avoided at a subconscious level.   They cannot 

‘unknow’ what is innate. 

 

                                       
20 Claude Heath: Drawing from Sculpture.  catalogue Henry Moore Institute 1999 (2nd object) 
21  Robert Morris from The Blind Time Drawings of Robert Morris, p50 
22 Claude Heath: Drawing from Sculpture.  catalogue. Henry Moore Institute 1999 
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Although a writer and not a visual artist, Jacques Derrida, author of Memoirs 

d’Aveugle,23  discovered, like Morris and Heath, that when he ‘worked blind’, such 

as scribbling notes whilst driving with the eyes on the road rather than on the 

paper,  he was conscious of a different sensation.   Guiding the outline, the eye is  

‘a miner’s lamp at the point of writing, a curious and vigilant substitute, the 

prosthesis of a seer who is himself invisible’24  

 

The principle behind Derrida’s experience seems to tally with my understanding of 

how a  blind person finds his way around with a cane.   The tapping is not a 

permanent fumbling in the dark, like a sighted person looking for a light switch in 

an unfamiliar room;   it becomes another sense, a gatherer of information just like 

seeing or hearing. 

 

As we are beginning to see, in the absence of sight, the roles  of the other senses, 

especially touch, go far beyond being ’visual aids’ .   If this is so in sighted artists 

attempting to simulate the effects of blindness, how much more so must it be in 

authentically blind or visually impaired artists?      

 

After a brief look at what Patrick Trevor-Roper has to say on the matter, I  wish to 

compare the experiences and strategies of  five  contemporary artists who work in 

the professional domain.   To do this, we  need to suspend our admiration, dispel 

any idea that the artists concerned need sympathy or possess courage, and focus 

on their individual methods of ‘seeing’. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                       
23 Derrida. Jacques; Memoirs d’Aveugle translated by Pascale-Anne Braitam & Michael Naas, 
   The University of Chicago and London Press 1993 introduction 
24 Derrida, Jacques. p3-4 
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Vision Transformed 
 

Patrick Trevor Roper, the distinguished eye surgeon with a passionate and 

informed interest in art, made a special study of artists working with visual 

impairment and blindness.   ‘Working with’ rather than ‘suffering from’, is not used 

deferentially, but reflects the belief that the very disabilities which others focus on 

may be, indeed must be, fundamental to the creativity and motivation of the 

artists concerned.  In The World through Blunted Sight, Trevor Roper 

acknowledged that ‘when the dominating eyes are blunted… a new persona is 

born.25’   Obviously, this in turn would affect the work of the artist. 

 

The acknowledgement of impaired vision is as old as modern man, but it was not 

until the Impressionists that the effect was consciously exploited by artists.    

Monet, Cezanne   and Renoir were all myopic and spurned the use of visual aids, 

especially glasses which had  become widely available.   There may have been 

some sartorial vanity involved -  Cezanne apparently commanded ‘Take these 

vulgar things away’26 -  but the concern was primarily to protect their 

impressionistic view which informed their style. 

 

Trevor Roper reveals that in a survey27 of the 128 masters and pupils at L’Ecole 

des Beaux Arts in Paris, 48% were myopic, though records do not show how 

severely.  Rodin, Dufy, Derain, Braque, Vlaminsky and Matisse are all recorded as 

being myopes of some degree.    Degas was another;  his condition, with 

complications, became so poor that he turned from oils to pastels and began 

using photography to overcome his problem of seeing more clearly the figures he 

wished to portray.    As his sight worsened still further, he turned to sculpture, 

relying on his constant sense of touch.   

                                       
25 Trevor-Roper Patrick: The World through Blunted Sight.  Thames & Hudson p10 
26Trevor-Roper, Patrick: The World through Blunted Sight.  Thames & Hudson p33 
27 Trevor-Roper, Patrick: The World through Blunted Sight.  Thames & Hudson p34 
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At that time, sculpture seemed to be the obvious medium for artists with severe 

visual impairment, but turning to the contemporary art world, there is plenty of 

evidence of an extraordinary range of strategies amongst blind and partially 

sighted practitioners, as more and more reject the negative assumption that they 

cannot be professional artists.    

 

John Dugdale, the American photographer, had reached a national level of artistic 

acclaim when AIDS-related retinitis took all of his sight, except for 20% of 

peripheral vision of his left eye. 28   He began to use an antique large format 

camera, contact-printing directly onto hand-coated photo-sensitive paper.   Since 

2000, Dugdale has devoted his time to a body of work using the albumen 

process,  which gives  a delicate tonal scale, in warm sepia.    He sketches and 

titles each image before it is made.  He composes by sensing shapes in his 

mind’s eye, and his assistant focuses the camera.   ‘My style hasn’t changed.   

It’s the same subject matter, but shown with a clarity I didn’t have then.   My 

photographic vision is clearer now than when I could see’.29 

 

Unlike Dugdale, Esref Armagan, a 52 year old, has always been blind.                                          

Remarkably, he paints representationally without ever having seen any of the 

subjects.  He depicts colour, shadow and perspective.  Subjected to rigorous 

scientific tests which would challenge even the sighted, Armagan demonstrated 

that he had a perfect grasp of perspective, accurately positioning the vanishing 

point in each of the exercises. 30 

 

He uses a specialised device, called a Sewell raised line drawing kit, which allows 

him to draw lines that rise off his paper as tiny puckers, so that he can detect 

them with his finger tips. observing the image as it is being drawn. ‘I have tested 

                                       
28 Schaefer, Robert A jnr: Challenged Visions www.alternativephotography.com 
29 Schaefer,  A:  “ 
30 Motluk, Alison: Seeing without Sight New Scientist, 29 January 2005, p37-38 
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blind people for decades’ says John `Kennedy31, a psychologist at the University 

of Toronto ‘and I have never seen a performance like this’.  

 

Touch is obviously extremely important to Armagan, but he is also dependent on 

aural information that he picks up from the world around him.   He is aware that 

there is a visual quality called ‘colour’ and is able to attribute this accurately to 

objects within his paintings.  

 

Kennedy has dedicated much of his professional life to exploring art from the 

perspective of the blind.  He believes that blind children understand and can draw 

in three dimensions, just as sighted children do.   It is simply the lack of 

encouragement and opportunity which inhibits the development of this ability. 

‘Where a sighted person looks out, a blind person reaches out, and they will 

discover the same thing. The geometry of direction is common to vision and 

touch’32. 

 

Neil Harbisson was born with achromatopsia, a rare condition that causes 

monochromatism - complete colour blindness.   In 2004, this young artist was 

fitted with an EyeBorg, a newly invented machine  that changes colours into 

soundwaves with a different sound representing each hue, ‘like hearing a colour 

wheel’33.    A head-mounted digital camera reads the colours and converts them 

by a computer. The spectrum of colours is represented by a scale of musical 

notes – light hues are high-pitched, darker colours are lower, more sonorous, 

giving the wearer a kind of artificial synesthesia.   Harbisson wears the  Eye-Borg 

for every waking moment and clearly feels that his life has been enriched. He 

recently attended a concert and enjoyed  the soprano singing shades of yellow, 

and a pair of socks in a shop window were irresistible because of their chirpiness.   

                                       
31 “  “ 
32 Motluk , Alison: Seeing without Sight New Scientist, 29 January 2005, p39 
33 Gordon, Bryony: Eyes Opened to Sound of Socks. Telegraph.co.uk 
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The  most dramatic impact has been on his artwork. ‘I now see my art as 

composing music on canvas.’ 34 

 

One wonders how Jonathan I, another artist with monochromatism whom Oliver 

Sacks studies in An Anthropologist on Mars, would respond to the Eye-Borg. 

Following a car accident, Jonathan I  (we never know his full name) insisted  that 

‘he still ‘knew’ colours, knew what was right, what was appropriate,  was 

beautiful, even  if he could no longer visualise them in his  mind’35.    But, this 

certainty evaporated as he lost the visual memory of colour as he struggled to 

comprehend the ‘leaden world into which he has fallen36’. (Fig 4)  One can 

dismiss any notion that his experience had a period filmic quality;  his was not a 

well-contrasted black and white world, but dull and depressing. Over the next 

two years, however, he became less concerned with the whole subject of colour.  

Gradually, the sense of profound loss and abnormality seemed to disappear, or 

even reverse.(Fig 5)  Although not in denial about his condition, he  came to feel 

that his sight had become ‘highly refined’ and ‘privileged’  as he saw a world of 

pure form, uncluttered by colour.    He now appreciates the subtlety in textures 

and patterns and feels he has been given ‘a whole new world which the rest of 

us, distracted by colour, are insensitive to.’37 

 

The final artist I want to look at is Sally Booth.  She  still has a little sight but had 

to adapt her practice as it deteriorated.   Graduating in painting and then 

completing a masters degree in drawing, she has since combined these 

disciplines with technology and photography to explore in depth the nature of 

vision and visual impairment.   She  has recently produced a series of works, 

which positively exploit the qualities of light, blurred focus and altered colour 

sense which is individual to her particular vision (Fig 6).  Whereas other people 

                                       
34 Gordon, Bryony: Eyes Opened to Sound of Socks. Telegraph.co.uk 
35 Sacks, Oliver: An Anthropologist on Mars. Picador, London 1995 p2-20 
36 “  “ 
37 Sacks, Oliver: An Anthropologist on Mars. Picador, London 1995 p35-38 
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might have thought she should be thinking of an alternative career, to Booth it 

seemed ‘less demanding to carry on than to stop’38, and she has certainly not  

been compromised in her international career. 

  

These blind and partially-sighted artists are not exceptional in their commitment.  

They are among many who have found a way to continue their art, or even to start 

it.    They may be dedicated, some are clearly very talented – despite far fewer 

training and exhibiting opportunities - but the important point here is that they 

clearly illustrate how it is perfectly possible for artists without sight to  take their 

place in the contemporary art world, without patronisation or  prejudice.   And 

they  challenge us to redefine the word ‘blind’ in the context of visual art. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                       
38 Booth, Sally: www.ndaf.org/gettingnoticed/ artists/sallybooth 
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The Dominant Sense 
 

Sight has long been recognised as the dominant sense in man.     We live in a 

world almost wholly dominated by sight and we seek our food, shelter and sex 

through information provided by our retinal images39.   In a general way, we 

assume that others see what we see, even if they do not see how we see or draw 

the same conclusions or make the same associations.    Society functions on that 

premise, adopting an accepted visual schema.    

 

 In prehistoric man, the sense of smell was far more important than it is today.    In 

recent times,  we have even come to rely less on the smell of food as a test of 

freshness.    We tend to look more for visual clues - the colour (even knowing it 

may be artificially enhanced) and the sell-by date.    Something has to be in a 

serious state of decay before our noses alert us.    

 

Our sense of hearing has always been important as a means of communication 

but for the sighted person it has less relevance than vision in helping us to assess 

the external world, except by hearsay40. 

 

It seems as if those with all their senses intact take the less dominant ones for 

granted, even when they have a supporting role in perception. We are easily 

fooled into believing what we see, when in fact we should have trusted another 

more subtle sense.   This was illustrated by an experiment devised by  Heston 

Blumenthal, Michelin-starred chef/proprietor of The Fat Duck Restaurant. He 

offered an audience orange and beetroot jelly.  Incorrectly, many concluded that 

the orange-coloured jelly was made of oranges, whereas in fact it was made of a 

yellow beetroot, and the red jelly was made of blood oranges.   However, when 
                                       
39 Trevor-Roper, Patrick: “The World through Blunted Sight”  Thames & Hudson p9-10 

40 Trevor-Roper, Patrick“The World through Blunted Sight”  Thames & Hudson p9-10 
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blindfolded, they made the correct selection through taste alone (and, one 

presumes, smell).41 

 

It is the same principle in ventriloquism, though with the modalities of sight and 

hearing involved.  Even though we know that the voice we hear is coming from 

the operator’s mouth,  we are able to suspend this knowledge and perceive it as 

coming from the dummy 

 

NLP (Neuro-Linguistic Programming)42.   a  communication system  devised by 

the Americans Richard Bandler and  Dr John Grinder, is largely based on the 

theory of sensory preference:  ‘Our five senses are constantly receiving and 

processing information about the world about and within.’43  They find that our 

rapport with others is vastly improved if we cultivate our sensory acuity and relate 

to people according to their sensory category. 

 

The sensory predisposition of the individual is very relevant to how we experience 

the world.   A blind person may be more inherently ‘visual’  than  a sighted one, 

though this is not necessarily the case.   They often have acute aural perception 

and may have strong visio-spatial intelligence, but everyone - blind or sighted, 

artist or not - possesses a mixture of senses, though we are nearly always 

predisposed to a particular one.  The co-relation is not always obvious;  a 

musician may ‘feel’ the instrument and the music, a writer may be very visual as 

we can tell from the poetry of John Heath-Stubbs.   Claude Heath,  is clearly a 

tactile artist, though at this stage in his career a painter and drawer rather than a 

sculptor.    

 

But what about people who suddenly lose their sight;  what happens to their 

sensory pre-disposition?   

                                       
41 Halsall, Francis, Journal of Visual Art Practice Vol3.No2 Intellect Ltd 2004 p 107 
42 http://www.professionalguildofnlp.com/ 
43 http://www.professionalguildofnlp.com/ 
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In his autobiography Touching the Rock44, John Hull  tells how, within two years 

of losing his sight at the age of 48, he had lost all visual imagery or memory 

(except in dreams).   Even his own family did not summon up any pictures for 

him;  he was reliant on tactile, olfactory and auditory impressions.    There was a 

period of bereavement and adjustment, but eventually he came to appreciate the 

heightening of his other senses.  Being a very spiritual person, Hull celebrated his 

entrance into ‘deep blindness’ as a gift; to him it was ‘an authentic and 

autonomous world , a place of its own’.  He rejoiced in being a ‘whole body seer’ 

and felt an intensity of being, far richer and more fulfilling than his sighted years.   

 

Very different, though equally positive, is the case of Zolan Torey, an Australian 

psychologist.  When he became blind, he worked hard to retain visual imagery 

and became ‘extremely successful, developing a remarkable power of 

generating, holding and manipulating images in his mind” 45.     As his confidence 

increased, he was able to visualise more complex mechanical and technical 

problems, such as a differential gearbox as seen from inside.  Later, he replaced 

the roof guttering on his multi-gabled house (much to the alarm of his 

neighbours), and when typing he would ‘watch’ the keys and even ‘see’ the 

typing mistakes.  

 

Torey had not been an artist and never became one, but this account does    

demonstrate that strong visual imagery is not the prerogative of artists. let alone 

sighted artists and that the visual cortex is not dependent on information being 

gathered through the eyes.  

 

 

                                       
44 Hull, John:  Touching the Rock SPCK, London 1990 p76 
45 Torey, Zoltan:  Out of Darkness.  Picador (Pan Macmillan,Australia) 2003 http://e-bility.com   
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Looking Ahead 

 

It is with some ambivalence that I refer to  the Bionic Eye  as the next 

‘development’ in the field of ophthalmic science.    This, ‘the ultimate tool for 

blindness,’ 46will comprise a  pair of glasses, fitted with a tiny video camera, which 

will capture images and transmit them to a micro-computer sited in the glasses.   

The computer will then electronically stimulate optical nerve endings through a 

microchip surgically embedded in the eye and transmit the images directly to the 

visual cortex of the brain which will be fooled into thinking it has  experienced the 

reality via the retina in the conventional way.   ‘We are effectively restoring the 

vision of people who are either blind or partially sighted’47   proudly announced 

Professor Gislin Dagnelle of John Hopkins University in Baltimore who is helping 

to develop the chip for the company Second Sight. 

 

      

 

Figs 7 and 7a  

Above right: how a blind person fitted with a microchip would see the woman pictured on the left. 

 

                                       
46 BBC News: Bionic eye will let the blind see www.bbc.co.uk/news 5 April 2005 
47 “   “ 
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Even since the Bionic Eye was announced,  there has been  a scientific 

breakthrough in the field of stem cell implantation, so that restored vision by this 

technique  has become a real possibility.  

 

Artificial sight, stem cell replacement, and even the sensory converters such as 

the Eye-Borg, have enormous implications for the blind world, and people could 

be forgiven for thinking that there would  be a huge demand, but the  possibility of 

sight is not universally a positive prospect for blind people.    As we have seen, 

very often there is a feeling that they have gained very much more than they have 

lost.    The experience of suddenly having eyesight can be extremely traumatic, as 

we learn from the case of Virgil as documented by Oliver Sacks.48    

 

Blind from a very early age, Virgil had his sight restored at the age of 52, when 

they discovered that his condition had been previously misdiagnosed. The new 

experience was almost intolerable for him and he often retreated into his old 

world, acting blind.   He  could visually comprehend detail, an angle, or a 

movement but could not synthesize them to form a complex perception.  His own 

cat, for instance, he could recognise piecemeal – a paw, the fur, a tail – but could 

not distinguish the whole animal.  To do this, he had to pick it up and feel it as he 

had done when he was blind.  Sacks spent a long time with Virgil and witnessed 

the conflict that he suffered, living between two worlds – the visual world that he 

had not come to terms with and the world he had been forced to give up.   

Paradoxically, Virgil then experienced a second blindness.   To him this was a gift: 

‘ he could return to his own true being, the intimate concentrated world of the 

other senses that had been his home for almost fifty years.’49 

 

Artificial sensory substitution or surgical recovery of sight  may be welcomed by 

many – and I can imagine some artists using the pixelated images generated by 

                                       
48 Sacks, Oliver: An Anthropologist on Mars, Picador 1995 p103-144 
49 Sacks, Oliver: An Anthropologist on Mars, Picador 1995 p144 
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the Bionic Eye as a leitmotif -  but it is clearly not the solution for everyone  - and 

it would be a grotesque society which presumed that it was and attempted to 

enforce it.    However,  regardless of how many people do opt for it when the time 

comes, the very possibility is significant philosophically and even neuro-

scientifically;  it opens up a new line of thinking about the brain and the senses. 
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Sensism  
 

The prospect of a bionic eye seems almost ironic  in the  face of mounting 

evidence that the traditional division of the senses – sight, hearing , touch etc – is 

not fundamental to how we experience the world .   It is the interconnection of the 

sensory modalities which really formulate our experiences.       

 

It is already well documented that information gathered through one sense will 

affect interpretation by another.  It is easy to understand this concept of co-

existence of different  modalities and how, in the absence of sight,  the dominant 

role is taken up by another with impressive results.  The latest research, however, 

shows that  perception is not based on a series of independent sensory 

experiences in which the integrity of each modality is preserved in its own location 

in the brain.   Rather, there is ‘an interweaving of different sensory impressions 

through which sensory components are subtly altered by and integrated with one 

another.’50  

   

Dr. Charles Spence,  the leading experimental psychologist and author of a 

recently published report, The ICI Report on the Secret of the Senses51 urges 

people to recognise their fundamental need for ‘multisensory stimulation and to 

adopt a new philosophy based on a greater understanding of the way the senses 

work in harmony’.   He calls this ‘Sensism’’. 

 

Spence contends that while there has been undoubted movement towards 

holistic approaches to the senses, reflected in the £1.6 billion spend on holistic 

therapy over the past year, the potential has not yet been fully realised.   Sensism 

                                       
50 Stein, Barry and Meredith, Alex: The Merging of the Senses. The MIT Press, Mass, USApxi 
51 “ICI Report on the Secret of the Senses: ICI and Oxford University 
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impacts on all areas of life and holds out the prospect of permanent 

“improvements to wellbeing, health and lifestyle”52.  

 

The very fact that there is need for a promotional spin on behalf of the other 

senses is evidence of visual pollution.   Undoubtedly, the ubiquitous television has 

been a major factor,  - the new wallpaper - but the internet, advertising, the  

growth of consumerism with an overwhelming choice in retail outlets, and the 

need for more and more public signage  -  all these mean that we have become 

visually stressed as our eyes are assailed by all this information.   At the same 

time, interaction is impaired (although avid text messagers  would argue that their 

method  of communication is totally valid).   

 

It was only mildly surprising when ‘International TV Turnoff Week’53 was launched 

on 25th April 2005 by  the organisation White Dot, with the  specific aim of 

eradicating television from public places, which they recognise as being  harmful 

to the well-being of society.      To further the cause, a US inventor has produced 

an universal zapper which will switch off public televisions at a range of 7m.    

Technically,  the TV-B-Gone has been only partially successful, but its existence 

does reinforce the argument that visual pollution has become extreme, and that 

there is growing awareness of this. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                       
52 ICI Report on the Senses ICI and Oxford University 
53 ”  “ 
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Conclusion  
“The voyage of discovery is not in seeing new landscapes, but in having new eyes”54. 

 

I set out to explore through this essay whether it is necessary for visual artists to 

see and I found the journey far more eventful and fascinating than I could have 

imagined.     If I have strayed a little outside the  realms of art, it is simply 

because the best examples of a certain way of ‘looking at’ something are 

sometimes found elsewhere.     

 

I do realize that there may be artists who, upon losing their sight, give up 

working.   Georgia O’Keefe was one example, though at 85, her retirement might 

equally have been due to other factors.    At the same time, I am very conscious 

of those I have not included, such as Sargy Mann, who is as prolific and 

successful as ever; in an essay of this length omissions are inevitable. 

 

Both the work of artists who choose to work ‘blind’ and the  processes of several 

who do not have that choice were  examined.   Their methods vary greatly but 

they all share a positive ‘outlook’ .   They are not victims of their condition, they 

are not in denial and they are not stoic;   they have simply found a way of getting 

on with what is most important to them, making art.     They prove that blindness 

does not inhibit creativity.    It obviously affects their work, may consciously 

inform their work, but does not stop them making it .    On the contrary, as well as 

being a motivational force, it may provide a greater insight and focus.  Even 

Robert Morris and Claude Heath found this when working blindfold. 

 

Good visual imagery is not the prerogative of artists,  and certainly not of sighted 

artists.     But I believe we should  go  further than to simply acknowledge the 

                                       
54 Proust, Marcel:  A la Recherche du Temp Perdu  (Remembrance of Things Past(1923 
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perception of blind artists.   As Charles Spence has warned, we as a society are in 

danger of visual over-load and need to re-awaken all our other senses in order to 

fulfill our potential as sentient beings.   

  

We do not need to be blind to follow Spence’s  advice, but as Jacques Lusseyran, 

the blind Frenchman who started a Resistance movement in Paris, writes:  

‘Because of my blindness, I had a new faculty.   Strictly speaking, all men have it, 

but almost all forget to use it.   That faculty is attention.’ 55    Lusseyran goes on to  

explain how this attentiveness gave him the power of being completely present,  

and how every object and every living being revealed itself to him through its 

‘quiet yet unmistakable pressure that indicates its intention and its form’. 

 

But Lusseyran does not take a superior stance;  he believes that his blindness 

carries responsibilities: 

 

‘… it is the task of blindness not only to recall to memory the origin of all 

knowledge, but also to remind us of the wonderful gift that permits a 

mutual exchange between other forms of perception and perceived 

pictures.   The blind know from direct experience. that the act of seeing 

has priority over seeing in the usual sense, outer seeing.   I consider it 

important that they do not hide this knowledge.   I consider it especially 

important that the blind and the seeing compare what they see.  They 

should get together before they pass judgement, before they establish an 

order of rank for inner and outer seeing;  they should compare their 

experiences, become aware of their mutual wealth of experiences’.56 

 
Lusseyran  urges us to have a dialogue with each other, sighted with non-sighted,  

just as artists might compare their perceptions in a mutual critique ; but he makes 

                                       
55 Lusseytan, Jacques: Against the pollution of the I. Parabola Books, New York 1999 p31-32 
56 Lusseytan, Jacques: Against the pollution of the I. Parabola Books, New York 1999 p64-65 
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no assumptions about anyone else’s vision.   At the end of the day, whatever 

science tells us, we can only see for ourselves.  

 
 
So, perhaps the time has come to acknowledge a sort of   multi-media neo-vision 

– a perception that may or may not involve the eyes, but which is synergetic in 

nature and far richer than simply looking.      We do not need to teach blind 

people, and especially not blind artists, how to lead more experiential lives; it is 

probably the fully-sighted who need to become more attentive to what is already 

there, waiting to be explored -  in every sense.       
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Fig 1  Robert MORRIS 
  Drawing from Blind Time Drawings IV 
  (time estimated error 2’4”) 
  graphite and oil on paper 
 
 
Fig 2  Claude HEATH 
  Anthony Caro:  Smiling Head III 

Bronze 
Henry Moore Sculpture Foundation 

 
 
Fig 3  Claude HEATH 
  Drawing from Sculpture: Object No1 
  Mixed media on paper 
  Henry Moore Sculpture Foundation 
 
 
Fig 4  Jonathan I’s fruit 
  Lowell Handler; photograph 
  Oliver Sacks: An Anthropologist on Mars 
 
 
Fig 5  Jonathan I; painting 
  Lowell Handler; photograph 
  Oliver Sacks: An Anthropologist on Mars 
   
 
Fig 6  Sally BOOTH 
  Poster for Exhibition; Still Lights  
  www.ndaf.org/getting notices/artists/sally booth 
 
 
Fig 7a/b The Bionic Eye 
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