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The iCa is pleased to present the fourth issue of  Roland, 
which accompanies our december-january exhibition: For 
the blind man in the dark room looking for the black cat that 
isn’t there. The first half  of  the magazine contains a guide 
to the exhibition and its associated events, while the second 
half  features background material relating to the project, 
including texts and images by a range of  authors, artists and 
theorists. if  you receive your Roland by post then your 
copy will also include a special insert on Calling Out Of   
Context, a nine-day festival of  experimental music and 
sound that is being held in the iCa’s theatre and galleries  
in november.
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We begin in ancient greece, with socrates announcing,  
“i know that i know nothing”. Clearly, confusion has 
always been at the heart of  wisdom. Centuries later  
comes a statement that many have attributed to Charles 
darwin: “a mathematician is like a blind man in a 
dark room looking for a black cat that isn’t there”. as 
a scientist committed to cataloguing, explaining and 
drawing a clear picture of  nature, darwin mocked the 
mathematician’s inability to describe the physical world 
in anything but abstract and speculative terms.
 but artists also understand the world in speculative 
terms. With their help, we can learn to enjoy the 
experience of  not-knowing and the playfulness of  being 
in the dark. For the blind man in the dark room looking for 
the black cat that isn’t there begins with the premise that 
art is not a code that needs cracking. Celebrating the 
experience of  not-knowing and unlearning, the artists 
in this exhibition understand the world in speculative 
terms, eager to keep art separate from explanation. 
embracing a spirit of  curiosity, this show is dedicated 
to the playfulness of  being in the dark.
 For the blind man in the dark room looking for the 
black cat that isn’t there is organised by Contemporary 
art museum st. louis, and was originated by the latter’s 
chief  curator, anthony huberman.

For 
the 
blind 
man 
in 
the 
dark 
room 
looking 
for 
the 
black 
cat 
that 
isn’t 
there

3 December 
2009—31 
January 2010

sarah Crowner,
the blind Man, no. 1, 2008
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benoît maire and falke pisano,  
Organon, 2008 

matt mullican, installation view, 
Contemporary art museum st louis, 2009

Lower Gallery

bRuno 
munaRi — bruno munari was an art-
ist, graphic designer, industrial designer, 
poet, and illustrator, among other endea-
vours. incorporating basic shapes (the 
circle, the square), basic materials (paper, 
wood), and basic objects (chairs, tables), 
he remained curious about the most com-
mon things in life. in the series of  twelve 
grainy black-and-white photographs shown 
at the iCa, he presents a man’s attempts to 
sit in an armchair while reading his newspa-
per. The piece resonates with the spirit of  
unwavering curiosity and relentless energy 
to investigate (shared by many of  the art-
ists in For the blind man…) while also illus-
trating the sometimes comic effect of  such 
steadfast pursuits.
 bruno munari was born in milan 
in 1907. he first showcased his useless 
Machines—a series of  dadaist, ever-mov-
ing geometrical solids suspended in the 
air—in 1932. in 1948, munari co-founded 
the maC movement (Movimento per l’arte 
Concreta) with the hope “to develop abstract 
painting and sculpture, with no links what-
soever to the outside world”. during this 
time, munari continued creating his Convex-
Concave sculptures and experimented with 
colour, space, movement, form, and back-
ground in his negative-Positive works. after 
a career of  over seventy productive years, 
munari died in milan in 1998.

maTT 
mulliCan — for over three decades, 
matt mullican has created a complex body 
of  work which deals with systems of  knowl-
edge, meaning, language, and signification. 
his consistent concern has been the rela-
tionship between perception and reality, 
between the ability to see something and 
the ability to represent it. mullican’s oeuvre, 
which takes the form of  drawing, collage, 
video, sculpture, performance, and instal-
lation, confronts the nature of  understand-
ing, rationality and cognition. his immense 
project, conceived for the iCa, presents the 
artist’s highly subjective theory of  every-
thing, realised over the entire length of  one 
of  the walls in the iCa’s lower gallery.
 matt mullican was born in 1951, 
in santa monica, California, and currently 
lives and works in berlin. Recent projects 
include solo exhibitions at the museum of  
Contemporary art, los angeles (2005) and 
ludwig museum, Cologne (2005). mullican 
will perform a lecture at the iCa on 12 janu-
ary (see page 18). in 2011, mullican will be 
the subject of  a solo exhibition at haus der 
Kunst, munich.

gioRgio 
moRandi — The classical still-life 
has been a distinct genre in painting since 
the seventeenth century, and by the 1930s it 
had been rendered with Chardin’s masterful 
precision, Cézanne ’s bleeding colours, pica-
sso’s cubist distortions, magritte ’s language 
games, and dalì’s surreal juxtapositions. 
nevertheless, from 1910 to 1964, a period 
of  modern machines, wars, and technol-
ogy, giorgio morandi painted still-life after 
still-life, each one almost identical to the 
next. To paint a bottle sitting next to a jar, 
his art suggests, is always a speculative pro-
cess. from the opposite side of  the atlantic, 
morandi remained committed to breaking 
apart what jasper johns called the “things 
the mind already knows”. often composed 
of  no more than a few bottles, glasses, jars, 
pitchers, and vases set upon a table-top—a 
classical still-life arrangement—morandi’s 
paintings brought together a complex visual 
field of  volume, vacuum, surface, light, 
shadow, and colour. most of  all, his brush 
painted what was not there: the negative 
space around the objects and the slow pas-
sage of  time. morandi’s still-lifes are exhib-
ited in the iCa’s upper and lower galleries.
 giorgio morandi was born in 1890 
in bologna, where he died in 1964. he was 
awarded first prize for painting at the 1948 
venice biennale, and the grand prize in the 
1957 são paolo biennale. The metropolitan 
museum in new york and the museo d’arte 
moderna di bologna organised a retrospec-
tive of  his work in 2008.

benoÎT 
maiRe 
and 
falKe 
pisano — benoît maire and falke 
pisano are both highly influenced by the use 
of  language, and often work in the format 
of  lectures and other kinds of  performances. 
at the iCa they are showing Organon 
(2008), their first large-scale jointly-created 
installation. The physical appearance of  the 
sculpture will change several times during 
the exhibition, as it is ‘performed’ by a per-
son assigned by the artists to rearrange its 
tables and other objects. The text portion of  
the sculpture hovers between plain descrip-
tion, description of  an act, and abstract 
theorisation. The piece can be regarded as 
the result of  an ongoing conversation and an 
attempt to dissolve the distinction between 
performance, text, and sculpture by using 
and activating a set of  abstract objects. it is a 
formal piece of  work, operating in a formal 
language, but it is a language without rules.
 falke pisano was born in 1978 in 
amsterdam, where she lives and works. she 
has had solo exhibitions at halle für Kunst 
e.v, lunebürg, germany (2008) and grazer 
Kunstverein, graz, austria (2009), among 
others. benoît maire was born in paris in 
1978. he has had solo exhibitions at palais 
de Tokyo, paris (2008) and grazer Kunstv-
erein (2009).
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RaChel 
haRRison — Rachel harrison is pri-
marily known as a sculptor. her work draws 
upon a wide range of  influences, most nota-
bly art history and pop culture. Well-known 
cultural figures such as Tiger Woods, fats 
domino, and johnny depp have all given 
their names to her works, alongside Claude 
levi-strauss, amerigo vespucci, and alex-
ander the great. harrison’s methodology is 
as disparate as her subject matter; her sculp-
tures are frequently composed of  found 
objects and hand-made forms. The artistic 
process is for her a means of  investigating 
subjects that are deemed incongruent or 
inequitable, and a vehicle for raising impor-
tant questions about cultural and social val-
ues. at the iCa, harrison is represented by 
an anthropomorphic sculpture.
 Rachel harrison was born in 1966 
in new york City, where she currently lives 
and works. Recent solo projects include 
exhibitions at le Consortium, dijon (2008); 
portikus, frankfurt (2009); and The Cen-
ter for Curatorial studies at bard College, 
annandale-on-hudson, new york (2009). 
The latter exhibition will be shown at 
Whitechapel art gallery in 2010.

RosemaRie 
TRoCKel — With a multi-faceted 
body of  work, Rosemarie Trockel breaks 
apart a traditional understanding of  ‘the 
feminine ’. her sculptures, drawings, 
assemblages, and films often feature simple 
domestic objects and spaces that are imbued 
with a sense of  tragedy, anxious introspec-
tion, or claustrophobia. While dessert 3 
(2007)—the wall sculpture on display as 
part of  this exhibition—seems to be a mir-
ror, its decorative border is a mangled blob 
and its shiny surface provides only a blurred 
reflection. part ornament and part detritus, 
this ceramic sculpture places vanity along-
side the grotesque, and while it seduces, it 
offers only a blank stare. 
 born in 1952 in schwerte, ger-
many, Rosemarie Trockel studied painting 
at the Werkkunstschule in Cologne. since 
her debut show at galerie philomene mag-
ers in bonn in 1983, she has exhibited widely 
in europe and north america and was 
included in the venice biennale (1996 and 
1999), the istanbul biennial (1995 and 1999), 
and documenta X (with Carsten höller, 
1997). 

Rosemarie Trockel,  
dessert 3, 2007

fisChli 
& 
Weiss — in the video piece the right 
Way (1983), on display in the lower gal-
lery, peter fischli and david Weiss pursue 
their urge to understand the world by ask-
ing large metaphysical and ethical questions 
about the human condition. in their hour-
long promenade through the swiss country-
side, the artists search for peace and solace 
while negotiating the codes of  altruism,  
ethics, and survival. dressed as a rat and 
a bear, however, their earnest revelations 
become child’s play, and are only margin-
ally helpful. made in a similar spirit, and 
on display in the upper galleries, a series 
of  drawings by fischli and Weiss entitled 
Order and Cleanliness (2003-09)—newly 

revised and translated on the occasion of  
this exhibition—turn large existential cate-
gories into a game of  rubber-band balls, and 
summarise complex philosophical ideas in a 
school-teacher’s venn diagram. also on dis-
play in the upper galleries is Sleeping Pup-
pets (2008-09), a playful realisation of  the 
well-known rat and bear characters. 
 peter fischli was born in 1952 in 
zürich. david Weiss was born in 1946, also 
in zurich, where they both now live and 
work. The pair began to collaborate in 1979. 
Their work includes photographs, videos, 
slide projections, films, books, sculptures, 
and mixed-media installations that rely on 
keen observation and uncanny wit. in 2007 
their work was the subject of  a major ret-
rospective exhibition that originated at Tate 
modern, london.

peter fischli & david Weiss, 
still from the right Way, 1983
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sarah Crowner, 
the blind Man, no. 2, 2008 

saRah 
CRoWneR — in 1917, marcel duch-
amp famously submitted a urinal to the 
armory show as a ‘readymade ’ sculpture, 
signing it “R. mutt”. after the jury rejected 
it, duchamp chose not to protest, but instead 
to co-publish (along with artist beatrice 
Wood and writer henri-pierre Roche) two 
issues of  a small satirical magazine called 
the blind Man—a pointed critique of  the 
short-sightedness of  the critical establish-
ment and of  the viewing public’s attitude 
towards modern art. The second issue 
included a contribution—left anonymous, 
signed only by the editor—titled ‘The Rich-
ard mutt Case ’. almost a century later, on 
the occasion of  the 2008 Whitney biennial, 
sarah Crowner, along with co-conspiring 
publishing collective dexter sinister, re-
released both issues of  the blind Man, 
launching them into circulation again. at 
the iCa they are on sale in the bookshop, for 
the original prices printed on the magazines’ 
front covers: ten and fifteen cents (seven and 
ten pence, respectively).
 sarah Crowner was born in 1974 
in philadelphia. she lives and works in new 
york. her work has been exhibited at ven-
ues throughout the us and europe, includ-
ing printed matter, new york (2001); White 
Columns, new york (2005 and 2006); 
orchard gallery for north drive press, 
new york (2006); and daad galerie, ber-
lin (2008).

Concourse

fRanCes 
sTaRK — frances stark’s work is what 
the artist calls a torment of  follies, and it 
evokes timidity, self-deprecation, playful 
anxiousness, interminable apprenticeship, 
and the eerie and risky suspicion that some-
how, maybe, it might all be a fraud. These 
are fragile and incomplete thought-exper-
iments that consider the human condition, 
take on an air of  speculation, conjecture, 
emotion, humour, and tragicomic incom-
pleteness, and remain aware that all learning 
includes unlearning. at the iCa, frances 
stark presents a work that—in her custom-
ary manner—explores language, hesitation 
and her own artistic doubts. 
 frances stark was born in 1967 in 
newport beach, California. she currently 
lives and works in los angeles. solo exhibi-
tions include van abbemuseum, eindhoven 
(2007) and in 2008 an exhibition of  her work 
travelled to portikus, frankfurt, secession, 
vienna, and Culturgest, lisbon. she is cur-
rently the subject of  an exhibition at the 
newly-opened nottingham Contemporary. 

jimmy 
RasKin — The history of  ideas can 
perhaps be described as a story of  poets 
and philosophers. While the former place 
faith in pure expression and intuition, the 
latter prefer critical thought, foresight, and 
logic. jimmy Raskin operates at the juncture 
between both, and is interested in moments 
when the two figures are at odds, such as the 
prologue to nietzsche ’s thus Spoke Zara-
thustra (1883-85). The battle between the 
philosopher and the poet mimics the artist’s 
own struggle with the question of  how art 
can be a form of  critical thought—without 
extinguishing the often unruly and vulner-
able poetic act. at the iCa, jimmy Raskin 
exhibits a number of  collages that continue 
his longstanding analysis of  the ideas pre-
sented in nietzche ’s prologue.
 jimmy Raskin was born in los 
angeles in 1970, where he currently lives 
and works. he has presented solo and group 
exhibitions at institutions including p.s.1 
Contemporary art Center, long island 
City, new york (2001); KW, institute for 
Contemporary art, berlin (2001); Real art 
Ways, hartford (2005-06); and Centre Cul-
turel suisse, paris (2006).

jimmy Raskin,
Confrontation at the hollow tree-border (inseparability vs. Simultaneity), 2009
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david William,  
towards an intuitive understanding of  the Fourth dimension (continued), 2009

installation view, Contemporary art museum st louis

mariana Castillo deball,  
Klein bottle piñata, 2009 

Café

maRiana 
CasTillo 
deball — a regular apparition in 
mariana Castillo deball’s mexican home-
town, a piñata is often used for special occa-
sions and celebrations. We enjoy it only 
when we don’t know what it contains: once 
a group of  blindfolded players break it open 
to reveal and release the assorted candies 
inside, the piñata ceases to be an object of  
interest, as if  curiosity had indeed killed the 
cat. at the iCa deball is exhibiting a piñata 
in the form of  a Klein bottle: for a game 
that twists back on itself, the artist chooses 
a shape that does the same. a topological 
form possible only in a hypothetical two-
dimensional space, a Klein bottle is an object 
whose outside is indistinguishable from its 
inside, both of  which form one uninter-
rupted surface. The piñata will be struck 
down 31 january (see page 18).
 mariana Castillo deball was born 
in 1975 in mexico City, and now lives and 
works in amsterdam and berlin. she has 
held solo exhibitions at the jan van eyck 
academie, maastricht, the netherlands 
(2003); stedelijk museum, amsterdam 
(2004); museum of  Contemporary art Car-
rillo gil, méxico City (2006); and de appel, 
amsterdam (2007). 

Stairwell

maRCel
bRoodThaeRs — among the 
many projects of  belgian artist and poet 
marcel broodthaers was a museum of  his 
own invention, the Musée d’art Moderne, 
département des aigles (museum of  modern 
art, department of  eagles). in it he would 
discuss, display, categorise, and store art-
works, forming a prescient critique of  the 
institutionalisation of  art. in interview with 
a Cat, which he recorded in his museum in 
1970 and which is broadcast at the iCa, he 
tries to understand a work of  art by asking 
a cat: est-ce que c’est un bon tableau, celui-là? 
(is that one a good painting)?
 marcel broodthaers was born in 
1924 in brussels and died in 1976 in Cologne. 
originally a surrealist poet, broodthaers 
organised exhibitions, publications, and 
films through his fictitious museum, and 
was among the first artists to question the 
role of  the institution, display, and text in 
an art object’s reception. his exhibitions at 
the iCa included décor: a Conquest (1975) 
and Marcel broodthaers: Complete Prints and 
Multiples (1992).

david 
William — david William’s contri-
bution to the exhibition is a game designed to 
encourage young children to explore the idea 
of  the fourth dimension. The version made 
for the iCa is one stage in the development 
of  the game, which is inspired by lewis Car-
roll’s nonsensical ideas, Robert smithson’s 
solid-state laughter, merleau-ponty’s notion 
of  babbling and lewis padgett’s vision of  
jabberwocky as a language from the future. 
players of  all ages are invited to intuit the 
rules and structure of  the game, and david 
William are also encouraging participants to 
help determine the next stage of  the proto-
type, through workshops with young chil-
dren that are being held in the fox Reading 
Room (see page 18).

david William is the composite name for 
david Reinfurt and Will holder. david 
Reinfurt was born in 1971 in Chapel hill, 
north Carolina, and currently lives in new 
york. he jointly edits and designs the pub-
lication dot dot dot, and co-runs dexter 
sinister, a ‘just-in-time workshop and occa-
sional bookstore ’ in new york City. Will 
holder was born in 1969 in hatfield, and 
lives and works in london. a writer, edi-
tor, performer and book designer, holder’s 
activities include the journal F.r.daVid. 
he co-curated the talk Show season at the 
iCa earlier in 2009.
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Upper Galleries

anonymous — The Renaissance-
era ancestor of  the museum, the Wun-
derkammer (curiosity cabinet), was born 
out of  the impulse to own exotic and alien 
objects. Collectors in the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries would travel to far-off  
lands in search of  the extraordinary and the 
miraculous. They would return with prized 
curiosities—animals, plants, tools, but also 
paintings and artefacts—and display them 
in dedicated rooms, filling every spare cen-
timeter. guests would visit and wonder. at 
its heart, the Wunderkammer’s popularity lay 
in the fact that its visitors could inhabit a 
place they didn’t understand. The sixteenth-
century engraving of  a Wunderkammer, dis-
played as part of  this exhibition, reminds us 
that not-knowing has been a central part of  
the museum experience since its beginning. 

nashashibi
/
sKaeR — Our Magnolia (2009) is 
a 16mm film by the collaborative duo 
nashashibi/skaer. The film begins with a 
close-up shot of  paul nash’s painting Flight 
of  the Magnolia (1944). apparently, nash 
created the painting in response to the threat 
of  an english sky dotted with enemy para-
chutes during the second World War. The 
film is a grainy visual journey that incorpo-
rates shots of  seemingly disparate images, 
including a whale ’s skeleton washed up on 
a beach in scotland, a close-up of  a pho-
tograph of  margaret Thatcher’s face, and 
footage of  a woman crying in the baghdad 
museum as it is looted during the invasion 
of  iraq in 2003. amalgamating footage from  
different sources and time periods, the artists 
make an oblique exploration of  the relation-
ships between art, war, and film. 
 nashashibi/skaer is a collabora- 
tion between the artists Rosalind nashashibi 
and lucy skaer that began in 2005. 
nashashibi was born in 1973 in Croydon 
and now lives and works in london. skaer 
was born in 1975 in Cambridge and has 
recently moved to new york. solo exhibi-
tions by nashashibi/skaer include spike 
island, bristol (2007); Tate britain, london 
(2008); and CaC bretagny (2008).

anonymous,  
Portrait of  the Ferrante imperato Museum, 1599

hans-peTeR
feldmann — john Cage warned 
that “it’s useless to pretend to know mush-
rooms”, and bumping up against such inher-
ent incompleteness is part of  what knowl-
edge is about. hans-peter feldmann, as 
much an obsessive collector as he is an art-
ist, tries to come to terms with our relation-
ship to images and information. he has long 
had an ambivalent relationship with art—he 
quit for ten years and remains sceptical of  
its economics. moreover, to dislodge art’s 
supposed sovereignty in the realm of  the 
visual, he prefers the trivial, the common, 
the stupid, and the illegitimate. his thirty-
four photographs of  strawberries, shown at 
the iCa, are the photographic equivalent 
of  ‘a pound’, playfully juxtaposing a rigid 
system of  measurement and categorisation 
with the blunt reality that there are no two 
identical strawberries. as a critic astutely 
noted, “photography, whatever its source, 
is about never getting the whole picture”. 
 hans-peter feldmann was born in 
1941 in düsseldorf, germany, where he 
currently lives and works. he has pre-
sented solo exhibitions at the fundación 
antoni Tàpies, barcelona, spain (2001); 
museum ludwig, Cologne (2003); sprengel 
museum, hanover (2007); and arnolfini, 
bristol (2007). 

dave 
hullfish 
bailey — dave hullfish bailey is 
interested in the often entropic process of  
disorganising and re-organising informa-
tion. beginning with in-depth research, his 
projects echo the makeshift solutions, and 
self-organisation, associated with radical 
communities of  the 1960s. often staged like 
laboratories, his sprawling installations are 
flimsy, provisional, and subject to change. 
at the iCa, bailey presents a new work 
connected to his research into regions of  the 
Colorado River delta which have been left 
dry by irrigation. The structure (a mobile 
shade canopy) proposes an itinerant infra-
structure for field research. its form is based 
on a text that google maps displays when its 
satellite cannot zoom in any closer: the pixi-
lated screen image has been enlarged to cor-
respond to the land itself  on a 1:1 scale.
 dave hullfish bailey was born 
in 1963 in denver, Colorado, and he cur-
rently lives and works in los angeles. he 
has presented exhibitions, installations, and 
performances at venues worldwide, includ-
ing secession, vienna (2006) and CasCo, 
utrecht (2007). he recently completed a 
residency at Raven Row, london, which 
culminated in autumn 2009 in a two-person 
exhibition alongside nils norman.

hans-peter feldmann, 
One pound of  strawberries, 2004
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patrick van Caeckenbergh, 
Chapeau!, 1989

ayşe
eRKmen — ayşe ermen is best known 
for creating ephemeral scenarios and subtle 
architectural interventions. she frequently 
uses the exhibition site as a springboard for 
making cultural and historical associations. 
in her videos, too, erkmen draws from a 
wide range of  references and sources. in 
the video Coffee (2006), erkmen explores 
the Turkish art of  reading coffee cups. 
The noted reader fatih Özgüven carefully 
observes erkmen’s empty coffee cup and 
recites a confident and detailed account 
of  her future, including the trips she will 
take, the people who will threaten her, 
and the objects that will keep her house 
safe. although his is an impossible knowl-
edge, he steers clear of  mysticism, explic-
itly rejecting what he calls “that Chinese 
bullshit” and sticking to the physical reality 
of  what he sees in the empty cup and saucer.  
 ayşe erkmen was born in 1949 in 
istanbul, Turkey. she lives and works in 
berlin. she has held solo exhibitions at 
secession, vienna (2002); sculpture Center, 
long island City, new york (2005); schirn 
Kunsthalle, frankfurt (2005); the nation-
algalerie im hamburger bahnhof, museum 
für gegenwart, berlin (2008); and Kunst-
sammlung nordrhein Westfalen, düssel-
dorf  (2008).

eRiC 
duyCKaeRTs — eric duyckaerts 
is a well-trained student of  logic. in his 
performative lectures he puts on a professo-
rial air and uses coloured markers to offer 
explanations of  complex problems in logic, 
maths, and philosophy. in the videos shown 
at the iCa the artist explains a series of  ideas 
in arguments that hold together logically yet 
still seem impossibly absurd. his is an art 
of  telling true fictions; his proofs remain at 
the limits of  the plausible. a presentation 
on the phenomenology of  perception, for 
instance, concludes that the world is always 
perceived with a slight sideways bias, since 
right-handed people encounter it differently 
than left-handed people. duyckaerts’ didac-
tic monologues are short face-offs between 
reason and fancy, intellect and humour, and 
art and play. both sides always win. 
 eric duyckaerts was born in 1953 
in liège, belgium, and he lives and works 
in nice, france. he has performed and 
exhibited at institutions including drawing 
Center, new york (2007); Tate modern, 
london (2008); and barbican art gallery, 
london (2008). duyckaerts also presented 
work in the belgian pavilion at the venice 
biennale (2007).

eric duyckaerts, Magister, 1989

paTRiCK  
van 
CaeCKenbeRgh — in the photo-
collage shown at the iCa, entitled Chapeau! 
(1989), patrick van Caeckenbergh tells the 
story of  a journeyman who, instead of  wan-
dering the world to gather new informa-
tion and cure the ignorance of  mankind, is 
plagued with knowing too much. To help 
himself  categorise and organise the vast 
knowledge he has of  the world, he wears 
a very tall hat. inside the hat are dozens of  
small drawers, each containing a small relic 
of  a recollection. van Caeckenbergh also 
presents a more recent work, a photocol-
lage which is comprised of  dozens of  found 
images collected by the artist.
 patrick van Caeckenbergh was 
born in 1960 in aalst, belgium. he lives and 
works in sint-Kornelis-horebeke, belgium. 
he has been the subject of  solo exhibitions 
at bonnefantenmuseum, maastricht, the 
netherlands (2001); musée des beaux-arts 
de nîmes, france (2005); and la maison 
Rouge, paris (2007). 

Texts by anthony huberman
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peter fischli & david Weiss, 
from Order and Cleanliness, 2003-09

RogeR bueRgel and RuTh noaCK 
monday 7 deCembeR 7pm

nash Room / £4 (£3 concessions,  
free to iCa members)

Roger buergel and Ruth noack, who are best known 
as the curators of  documenta 12, reflect upon the 
idea that art can be a tool for rendering visible the 
excluded, repressed, or unthinkable, often baffling 
in the process. buergel and noack use the exhibition 
they curated at the generali foundation, vienna, in 
2000, things We don’t understand, as a reference for 
their conversation. 

maTT mulliCan  
Tuesday 12 januaRy 7pm

iCa Theatre / £4 (£3 concessions,  
free to iCa members)

for over three decades, matt mullican has created a 
complex body of  work which deals with systems of  
knowledge, meaning, language, and signification. 
mullican’s oeuvre, which takes the form of  drawing, 
collage, video, sculpture, performance and installa-
tion, confronts the nature of  subjective understand-
ing, rationality and cognition. for this event, mul-
lican will perform a lecture using drawings, slides 
and footage of  previous performances. mullican 
will also create a special limited edition print for the 
iCa. please see www.ica.org.uk/editions for more 
information.

emily peThiCK 
ThuRsday 21 januaRy 7pm

meet in lower gallery / free

a gallery talk on For the blind man... by emily 
pethick, director of  The showroom, london.  
This talk will be signed in british sign language  
by Richard law. 

piÑaTa bashing CeRemony 
sunday 31 januaRy 4 pm

iCa Café / free

as part of  For the blind man..., mariana Castillo 
deball hangs a large piñata in the shape of  a Klein 
bottle—a topological form whose outside is indis-
tinguishable from its inside—in the iCa cafe. join 
us on the last day of  the exhibition to take a swing 
at the piñata and find out what’s inside! To mark the 
occasion, the iCa bar will create a special mexican- 
themed cocktail. 

The foX Reading Room

The fox Reading Room—situated at the end of  
the iCa’s concourse—is our new resource space, 
providing artist-selected publications and related 
material to accompany our visual arts programme. 
it also provides learning resources for teachers and 
educators, linking our exhibitions to the national 
curriculum. for the duration of  the current exhibi-
tion the fox Reading Room is presenting a number 
of  publications selected by participating artists, and 
will host a series of  events relating to For the blind 
man…, including a workshop for children organised 
and run by david William (the collaborative duo 
who are among the exhibitors—see page 12). please 
go to ica.org.uk/learning for further details of  
events.

eXhibiTion evenTs  
& ResouRCes



Roland / issue 4 / novembeR 2009—januaRy 2010

21

FOr the blind Man... / Other eVentS

peter fischli & david Weiss, 
from Order and Cleanliness, 2003-09

aRTisTs’ film Club: luCile desamoRy 
ThuRsday 19 novembeR 7pm

lower gallery / free / booking required

artist lucile desamory (born brussels, 1977, lives in 
berlin) employs collage techniques, using large-scale 
paper cut-outs and films to create rich vignettes. 
Reminiscent of  early cinema, her work is positioned 
between corporeal surrealism and fin de siècle mysti-
cism. her cut-up and animated film graphics share 
a significant relationship to the language of  music 
videos. desamory has performed with bands such 
as Rude pravo, and with musician Kevin blechdom. 
This month’s artists’ film Club—presented as part 
of  the Calling Out Of Context season—focuses on 
her film practice, and exhibits desamory’s character-
istic collision of  music, image and text. The evening 
includes her film Countdown to nothing (2004), made 
with blechdom, and other recent film work. 

oTheR evenTs

Calling ouT of ConTeXT
14—22 novembeR 2009

institute of  Contemporary arts

Calling Out Of Context is a festival of  experimental 
music and sound. for nine days the iCa main 
gallery becomes a performance space; the upper 
gallery a working recording studio; and the theatre 
hosts gigs, workshops and discussions. 
 The festival features more than 40 
performers and groups, revealing the vitality and 
relevance of  the sonic avant-garde. The programme 
includes performances by The Red Krayola, 
gravetemple, aaron dilloway, seb Rochford,  
ei arakawa and sergei Tcherepnin, Rhys Chatham, 
9!, james beckett, agf, mira Calix and lucky 
dragons, as well as new sound works by jan st 
Werner and Robin Watkins, and recording sessions 
from about, mica levi, and alexander Tucker. 
The festival concludes with a weekend symposium 
dedicated to the british avant-garde musician and 
activist Cornelius Cardew, with contributions from 
john Tilbury and ultra-red.

luke fischbeck of  lucky dragons
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matthew brannon
Misused pronoun, 2009

aleksandra mir
heart on Fire, 2009

The following is a selection of  the 
exhibition-related publications 
that are available in the iCa 
bookshop.

iCa members receive 10% off  all 
books, iCa branded gifts and iCa 
films and dvds.

www.ica.org.uk/bookshop

The unfinished sysTem 
of nonKnoWledge

by georges bataille
edited by stuart Kendall
university of  minnesota press, 
2001
£15.50 

a deft reconstruction of  what 
georges bataille envisioned 
as a continuation of  his work 
la Somme athéologique, this 
volume brings together the 
writings of  one of  the foremost 
french thinkers of  the twentieth 
century on the central topic of  his 
oeuvre. gathering bataille ’s most 
intimate writings, these essays, 
aphorisms, notes, and lectures 
—on nonknowledge, sovereignity, 
and sacrifice—clarify and extend 
bataille ’s radical theology, his 
philosophy of  history and his 
ecstatic method of  meditation. 

ThaT peRson’s 
WoRKbooK

by matt mullican
Ridinghouse, 2007
£48.00

that Person’s Workbook has 
developed out of  mullican’s 
hypnosis performances 
(1977–present) and, more recently, 

publiCaTions iCa pRinT poRTfolio 2009

photography, drawing and object 
making that he has created during 
a trance state. mullican has 
described the person that emerges 
during these performances as 
“a sensual, impulsive, almost 
hedonistic individual with a highly 
developed sense of  humour and 
theatre, lying somewhere between 
schizophrenia and autism.”

design as aRT

by bruno munari
penguin books, 2008
£9.99

munari insisted that design 
be beautiful, functional and 
accessible, and this enlightening 
and highly entertaining book 
sets out his ideas about visual, 
graphic and industrial design and 
the role it plays in the objects we 
use everyday. lamps, road signs, 
typography, posters, children’s 
books, advertising, cars and 
chairs – these are just some of  
the subjects to which he turns his 
illuminating gaze.

The emanCipaTed 
speCTaToR

by jacques Rancière
verso, 2009
£12.99

The role of  the viewer in art 
and film theory revolves around 
a theatrical concept of  the 
spectacle. The masses subjected 
to the society of  spectacle 
have traditionally been seen 
as aesthetically and politically 
passive. in response, both artists 
and thinkers have sought to 

transform the spectator into an 
active agent and the spectacle 
into a performance. in this 
follow-up to the acclaimed Future 
of the image, Rancière takes a 
radically different approach to this 
attempted emancipation.  

againsT inTeRpReTaTion 
& oTheR essays

by susan sontag
penguin books, 2009 
£12.00

against interpretation was susan 
sontag’s first collection of  essays 
and made her name as one of  the 
most incisive thinkers of  our time. 
sontag was among the first critics 
to write about the intersection 
between ‘high’ and ‘low’ art 
forms. originally published in 
1966, this collection has never 
gone out of  print and has been a 
major influence on generations of  
readers, and the field of  cultural 
criticism, ever since.

We are delighted to announce 
the iCa 2009 print portfolio 
—four new limited edition 
prints, available to buy indi-
vidually or as a group, by art-
ists who have featured in the 
iCa’s exhibition programme. 
The prints are by matthew 
brannon, marc Camille 
Chaimowicz, aleksandra mir 
and falke pisano, and offer a 
great opportunity to collect 
affordable works by some of  
the most exciting artists work-
ing today. 

The iCa regularly pub-
lishes limited edition prints 
by artists in our exhibitions, 

pendragon fine art frames are the iCa’s 
official framing partner—frame your 
limited edition with them and receive a 15% 
discount (contact vicky steer for details). 
The iCa’s print programme is also kindly 
supported by K2 screen.

and all proceeds contribute 
to our future programme. 
please note that iCa members 
receive up to 20% off  limited 
editions prints. for more 
information about the iCa 
print portfolio 2009, or other 
limited editions prints, contact 
vicky steer (020 7766 1425 or 
vicky.steer@ica.org.uk) or 
visit the iCa website  
(www.ica.org.uk/editions).

maTTheW bRannon
Misused pronoun, 2009
silkscreen print, 61x 46cm, signed edition 
of  150
£200 (£180 for iCa members) including vaT

maRC Camille ChaimoWiCz
les Voyageurs, 2009
silkscreen print with collaged giclee element, 
51 x 35cm, signed edition of  100
£160 (£144 for iCa members) including vaT

aleKsandRa miR
heart on Fire, 2009
lithograph on archival mount board with 
cut-out shape, 52 x 40 cm, edition of  100 with 
signed certificate
£50 (£45 for iCa members) including vaT

falKe pisano
Figure 1 (Context, Past, Present, Future), 2009
silkscreen print, 40 x 40cm, signed edition 
of  50
£90 (£80 for iCa members) including vaT
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The second half  of  the magazine includes a collage of  
texts, essays and illustrations. it includes an excerpt from 
a new essay by anthony huberman, edited and designed 
by Will holder, as well as contributions from exhib-
iting artists benoît maire, matt mullican and patrick 
van Caeckenbergh. it also features an extract from 
bruno munari’s book for children, Search for a Stone  
(1972), a text by jacques Rancière, sections from gus-
tave flaubert’s dictionnaire des idées (1881), as well as 
excerpts from essays by susan sontag, george bataille 
and simon Critchley, among others.
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pleasurable pain. in my view, the best humour brings 
about a change of  situation, a transient but significant 
shift in the way we view reality.
 This idea of  a change of  situation can be caught in 
mary douglas’ claim that: “a joke is a play upon form 
that affords an opportunity for realising that an accepted 
pattern has no necessity”.2 Thus, jokes are a play upon 
form, where we play with the accepted practices of  a 
given society. The incongruities of  humour both speak 
out of  a massive congruence between joke structure 
and social structure, and speak against those structures 
by showing that they have no necessity. The anti-rite of  
the joke shows the sheer contingency or arbitrariness 
of  the social rites in which we engage. by producing a 

1. Trevor griffiths, Comedians, faber,  
 london, 1976, p. 20
2. mary douglas, implicit Meanings: essays  
 in anthropology, Routledge, london,  
 1975, p. 96

of  alimentation and defecation 
wastes and pines wastes and pines 
and concurrently simultaneously 
what is more for reasons unknown 
in spite of  the strides of  physical 
culture the practice of  sports such 
as tennis football running cycling 
swimming flying floating riding 
gliding conating camogie skating 
tennis of  all kinds dying flying 
sports of  all sorts autumn summer 
winter winter tennis of  all kinds 
hockey of  all sorts penicillin and 
succedanea in a word i resume 
flying gliding golf  over nine and 
eighteen holes tennis of  all sorts 
in a word for reasons unknown 
in feckham peckham fulham 
Clapham namely concurrently 
simultaneously what is more for 
reasons unknown but time will 
tell fades away i resume fulham 
Clapham in a word the dead loss 
per head since the death of  bishop 
berkeley being to the tune of  one 
inch four ounce per head approxi-
mately by and large more or less 
to the nearest decimal good mea-
sure round figures stark naked in 
the stockinged feet in Connemara 
in a word for reasons unknown 
no matter what matter the facts 
are there and considering what is 
more much more grave that in the 
light of  the labours lost of  stein-
weg and peterman it appears what 
is more much more grave that 
in the light the light the light of  
the labours lost of  steinweg and 
peterman that in the plains in the 
mountains by the seas by the riv-
ers running water running fire the 
air is the same and then the earth 
namely the air and then the earth 
in the great cold the great dark the 
air and the earth abode of  stones 
in the great cold alas alas in the 
year of  their lord six hundred and 
something the air the earth the sea 
the earth abode of  stones in the 
great deeps the great cold on sea 
on land and in the air i resume for 
reasons unknown in spite of  the 

Changing 
The siTuaTion

simon CRiTChley

but is that an end to the matter? hopefully not. i want to 
claim that humour is not just comic relief, a transient cor-
poreal effect induced by the raising and extinguishing of  
tension, of  as little social consequence as masturbation, 
although slightly more acceptable to perform in public. 
i rather want to claim that what goes on in humour is a 
form of  liberation or elevation that expresses something 
essential to the humanity of  the human being. The shape 
of  the thought i am after is expressed by eddie Waters, 
the philosopher-comedian from Trevor griffiths’ bril-
liant 1976 drama Comedians: 

a real comedian—that’s a daring man. he dares 
to see what his listeners shy away from, fear to 
express. and what he sees is a sort of  truth about 
people, about their situation, about what hurts or 
terrifies them, about what’s hard, above all, about 
what they want. a joke releases the tension, says 
the unsayable, any joke pretty well. but a true joke, 
a comedian’s joke, has to do more than release ten-
sion, it has to liberate the will and the desire, it has 
to change the situation.1

The claim here is that any joke releases tension, but a 
true joke, a comedian’s joke, suddenly and explosively 
lets us see the familiar defamiliarised, the ordinary made 
extraordinary and the real rendered surreal, and we 
laugh in a physiological squeal of  transient delight, of  

WaiTing  
foR godoT

samuel beCKeTT

luCKy: given the existence as 
uttered forth in the public works 
of  puncher and Wattmann of  
a personal god quaquaquaqua 
with white beard quaquaquaqua 
outside time without extension 
who from the heights of  divine 
apathia divine athambia divine 
aphasia loves us dearly with some 
exceptions for reasons unknown 
but time will tell and suffers like 
the divine miranda with those 
who for reasons unknown but 
time will tell are plunged in tor-
ment plunged in fire whose fire 
flames if  that continues and who 
can doubt it will fire the firmament 
that is to say blast hell to heaven 
so blue still and calm so calm 
with a calm which even though 
intermittent is better than nothing 
but not so fast and considering 
what is more that as a result of  the 
labours left unfinished crowned by 
the acacacacademy of  anthro-
popopometry of  essy-in-possy of  
Testew and Cunard it is estab-
lished beyond all doubt all other 
doubt than that which clings to the 
labours of  men that as a result of  
the labours unfinished of  Testew 
and Cunnard it is established as 
hereinafter but not so fast for 
reasons unknown that as a result 
of  the public works of  puncher 
and Wattmann it is established 
beyond all doubt that in view 
of  the labours of  fartov and 
belcher left unfinished for reasons 
unknown of  Testew and Cunard 
left unfinished it is established 
what many deny that man in 
possy of  Testew and Cunard that 
man in essy that man in short that 
man in brief  in spite of  the strides 

 
The Cheshire Cat
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I N 1 8 3 1 ,
Charles Darwin set sail and traveled
to the Cape Verde Islands,

the Falkland
Islands,

the Galápagos Islands,

The notes he took in his journal
led to our general understanding
that life-forms develop in the context
of how they adapt to various environ-
ments in their efforts to survive,
and not in isolation.

While mathematicians were in their dark rooms
looking for abstract black cats that weren’t there,
Darwin wrote a theory of evolution that explained
life on earth.

and

Australia.

theSouth
Americancoast, kkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkk

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, however, 
the speculations of mathematicians began hinting 
at a far more complex explanation of nature. 
Non-Euclidean geometry allowed mathematics 
to take into account the reality of curved space, 
and the work of mathematician Henri Poincaré 
lay the foundation for chaos theory. 
Most remarkably, he suggested that 

puncturing science’s long-standing obsession 
with facts and truth.

I N  T H E  DA R K  R O O M …

15

The life of 
mathematics 
exists in intuition

not logickkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkk
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Centuries later comes a statement 
many have attributed to Charles Darwin: 

A mathematician is like a blind man in a dark room
looking for a black cat that isn’t there.

As a scientist committed to cataloguing, explaining, 
and drawing a clear picture of nature, Darwin mocked
the mathematician’s inability to describe the physical
world in anything but abstract and speculative terms. 

BUT!

artists also understand the world in these terms. 
With their help, we can learn to enjoy the 
experience of not-knowing and the playfulness 
of being in the dark...
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O U R S T O R Y begins in Ancient Greece,
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FOr the blind Man... / beCKett, CritChley, huberMan & hOlder

tennis the facts are there but time 
will tell i resume alas alas on on in 
short in fine on on abode of  stones 
who can doubt it i resume but not 
so fast i resume the skull fading 
fading fading and concurrently 
simultaneously what is more for 
reasons unknown in spite of  the 
tennis on on the beard the flames 
the tears the stones so blue so calm 
alas alas on on the skull the skull 
the skull the skull in Connemara 
in spite of  the tennis the labours 
abandoned left unfinished graver 
still abode of  stones in a word 
i resume alas alas abandoned 
unfinished the skull the skull in 
Connemara in spite of  the tennis 
the skull alas the stones Cunard 
[mêlée, final vociferations] ten-
nis … the stones … so calm … 
Cunard … unfinished …

excerpt from simon Critchley, ‘did you 
hear the joke about the philosopher who 
wrote a book about humour?’ in When 
humour becomes Painful, heike munder and 
felicity lunn, eds., migros museum für 
gegenwartskunst & jRp Ringier, zürich, 
2005, p. 47-48.

excerpt from samuel beckett, ‘Waiting for 
godot,’ in paul auster, ed., Samuel beckett: 
dramatic Works, grove press, new york, 
2006, p.44–47, first published 1953.

consciousness of  contingency, humour can change the 
situation in which we find ourselves, and can even have 
a critical function with respect to society. hence the 
great role that humour has played in social movements 
that have set out to criticise the established order, such 
as radical feminist humour: “how many men does it take 
to tile a bathroom?” “i don’t know.” “it depends how 
thinly you slice them.” as the old radical left street has 
it, es wird ein lachen sein, das euch beerdigt, it will be a 
laugh that buries you, where the “you” refers to those  
in power. 
 by laughing at power, we expose its contingency, we 
realise that what appeared to be fixed and oppressive is in 
fact the emperor’s new clothes, and just the sort of  thing 
that should be mocked and ridiculed. To a resident alien 
of  new york City, living in a country that at times seems 
to be governed exclusively by delusive fantasy, nothing 
is more important today than laughing at power, even if  
we are powerless.
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seek to abolish it, 
but imagined that

confusion
could lead us 

to a new
realism!

and identified positive 
and productive forms 
of confusion:

L O O K I N G  F O R  T H E  B L A C K  C AT …
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Even Denis Diderot
(the inventor of the Encyclopedia), 
did not consider confusion 
to be the enemy of knowledge.  

He saw—beyond good / bad—
confusion as the condition 
that defines all of us. 

I N  T H E  DA R K  R O O M …

it isn’t 
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EXEMPLI GRATIA

*

In his Letter on the Blind (1749), 
Diderot embraced the confusion of the blind man, 

*Homer…
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(e.g.)

*

for if understanding the world required breaking down
(démêler and décomposer) any subject

…Milton…

40

EXEMPLI GRATIA

*

to its original, elemental components and then 
putting them back together again 

…Bach…

41

EXEMPLI GRATIA

*

in an orderly fashion (composer) without skipping 
any steps,8

…Joyce…

42

EXEMPLI GRATIA

*

then the blind man—with his superior powers 
of abstraction and speculation—

can do it best.

…and Borges all became blind late in life.
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… T H AT  I S N ’ T  T H E R E .

R O B E RT  R AU S C H E N B E R G

Bruno Munari, even more to the point, claimed: 
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…Working alongside Einstein at Princeton, 
Gödel inherited a discipline which began to realize 
that the human mind is not a logic engine, 

BUT!

an analogy engine, 

a learning engine, 

a guessing engine, 

an esthetics-driven engine, 

a self-correcting engine.1

… T H AT  I S N ’ T  T H E R E .

17

revealing that

all axiomatic theories (top-down ‘explanations’)

are necessarily incomplete and that truth

will always have a hole in it.

In other words, 

all mathematics—even simple arithmetic—always

relies on at least one assumption that cannot be

proven within its own system.2

To re-state this theorem
(outside the language of numbers) 

would be to claim that 

it is fundamental to the nature of any explanation

that it always contains an element that remains

unexplained and not understood.

In his speculative mathematics, 
Gödel arrived at 

a proof

F O R  T H E  B L I N D  M A N …  

18

Re-stated: 

all explanations also don’t explain. 

In the world of science—that fortress of logic, reason, and knowledge—
not-knowing has inched its way into knowledge. 

Not to replace it, and also not to contradict it…

I N  T H E  DA R K  R O O M …
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The encyclopedic 
ambitions of the
Enlightenment
(the historical period 
leading up to Darwin)
began losing ground, 
and Modernity set off 
with what John Keats’
Negative Capability
(the ability to tolerate, and
even enjoy, the experience
of confusion or doubt.) 

All of a sudden it struck me
what quality went to form a
man of achievement: I mean
negative capability, when a
man is capable of being in
uncertainties, mysteries,
doubts, without any irritable
reaching after fact and rea-
son. The sense of beauty
obliterates all consideration.3

… T H AT  I S N ’ T  T H E R E .

Bas Jan Ader sets sail across the Atlantic

… but instead to become acknowledged as a necessary part 
of how knowledge works. 
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W I T H  T H A T  I N  M I N D , let us recognize 
the im portance of not understanding a work of art. 
A work of art opens up that world of nonknowledge 
and helps to make sure we don’t lose sight of it, 
keeping us curious and actively speculating. 

B RU C E  NAU M A N

I N  T H E  DA R K  R O O M …

94

J O S E P H  B E U Y S

L O O K I N G  F O R  T H E  B L A C K  C AT …

95

117

– You really think so? 

Meeeeaaaaaooooww. 

Mmmmmmmmhhhh.

MeeAAAAAow.

66

I N  T H E  DA R K  R O O M …

We couldonly be in Broodthaers’ own conceptual
museum, a place he created to evoke, dissect, 
and ultimately puncture the categories of knowledge. 

67

L O O K I N G  F O R  T H E  B L A C K  C AT …

Inside the museum of his making, asking a cat 
for its opinion on the merits of a painting 
is an entirely plausible exercise.

Vous croyez?

96
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Bruno Munari, even more to the point, claimed: 
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I N  T H E  DA R K  R O O M …

45

This aphorism perhaps best summarizes 
such playful acts of not-knowing: 

F O R  T H E  B L I N D  M A N …  

44

E R I C  D U Y C K A E RT S

RAT: [notices a tortoise] He’s turned over 

on his back. Looks cross.

BEAR: Awful–at everyone’s mercy like that.

RAT: Shall we turn you over?

BEAR: He can’t speak.

[turns tortoise over]

RAT: How kind you are. I’d have done that too.

BEAR: Small effort, big payoff!

RAT: ‘Bye mate. Look how pleased he is. 

He can hardly believe it.

… T H AT  I S N ’ T  T H E R E .

78

BEAR: Good job we’re here.

RAT: Let’s do it again sometime.

The impulse to make a new language is a strong one, 

Matt Mullican tells us, kids do this all the time.17

The potential of nonknowledge is often closely
connected to the curiosity of children. Not only do 
children invent new languages all the time, but those
languages form the basis for a pedagogical method 
used in kindergartens around the world. Soon after 
the Second World War, Italian schoolteacher Loris
Malaguzzi started a child-care program near the
Northern Italian city of Reggio Emilia. 

F O R  T H E  B L I N D  M A N …  
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and the American educator and pragmatist John Dewey,
in the 1890s and the early twentieth century, insisted on
an anti-authoritarian and democratic education system
based on active student involvement and experiences. 

His writings also influenced the Brazilian Paulo
Freire, whose ideas were conceived in the wake of a mili-
tary coup that overthrew the socialist government in
Brazil in 1964. During his exile in Chile, and in the face
of a military dictatorship in his home country, Freire
wrotePedagogy of theOppressed (1968), an influen-
tial treatise on political freedom and self-empowerment
through education. Building on Dewey’s case for anti-
authoritarian teaching and for a student’s active involve-
ment in his or her own education, Freire believed it was
the experience of political unrest that made people want
to learn, as they found themselves bound by the urgency
of playing an active role in (re)making their world. 

L O O K I N G  F O R  T H E  B L A C K  C AT …
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What is now known as the “Reggio Emilia Method”
sees children as little researchers who strive to under-
stand the world, making their own theories to explain it.
A teacher’s responsibility is to guide their natural
curiosity rather than replace it with a knowledge that is
foreign to them. Each child has a particular theory in a
particular language, making a school into a place of a
hundred theories in a hundred languages. While tradi-
tional pedagogy tends to favor one of them and discour-
age the ninety-nine others, the Reggio method recog-
nizes the value of keeping them all, allowing the child 
to insert a beautifully-impossible cacophony into the
fabric of knowledge. 

The relevance of the speculative ways children
learn reaches far beyond the kindergarten classrooms in
Northern Italy. Emphasizing curiosity over knowledge
has long been at the core of the politics of pedagogy,

I N  T H E  DA R K  R O O M …
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Urs Fischer had been
invited by a Swiss art
museum to suggest 
a work of his that it
could purchase for its
per manent collection. 
The invitation was 

not to in clude a work 
of Fischer in a specific
exhi  bition, but tobuy 
it and commit to preser -
ving it as part of the
museum’s col lection.  

I N  T H E  DA R K  R O O M …
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The artist considered 
the request and then 
told the museum that 
he would like to offer 
a new piece for them
toacquire, rather than
recommend an existing
work. He told them 
he had conceived a new
piece for the occasion: 

a cat.*
* In order to own a work by Urs Fischer, the mu seum would

need to commit to caring for, feeding, maintaining and protect-
ing a living cat. Security guards might have to race down muse-
um hallways, motion-sensors might trigger night alarms, and
a litter box might tip over and spill on a Giacometti sculpture. 
With this simple gesture, the artist exposes and short-circuits
not only the realities inherent in the institutionalization of art,
but the nature of art itself. Perhaps he also did it because 
he was curious to see how the museum would handle it. 
After much internal deliberation, the museum rejected 
his proposal, citing technical and administrative reasons.
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W I T H  T H A T  I N  M I N D , let us recognize 
the im portance of not understanding a work of art. 
A work of art opens up that world of nonknowledge 
and helps to make sure we don’t lose sight of it, 
keeping us curious and actively speculating. 

B RU C E  NAU M A N

I N  T H E  DA R K  R O O M …
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J O S E P H  B E U Y S

L O O K I N G  F O R  T H E  B L A C K  C AT …
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The answers he receives leave him 
somewhat in the dark:

F O R  T H E  B L I N D  M A N …  
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In a museum of his own invention, the Musée d’ Art
Moderne,Departement des Aigles, Belgian artist
Marcel Broodthaers sought an explanation of a painting
by interviewing his cat.  

Est-ce que c’est un bon

tableau, celui-là…?

Est-ce qu’il correspond 

à ce que vous attendez…

de cette transformation

toute récente qui va 

du Conceptual Art 

à cette nouvelle version

d’une certaine figura-

tion, pourrait-on dire?

Meaow

– Is this one a good painting…? Does it correspond with 
what you expected… of this recent transformation from
Conceptual Art to this, one could say, new version of 
a certain kind of figuration?

– Me-ow

… T H AT  I S N ’ T  T H E R E .
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Art, on the other hand, can change the world, 
and often does pose a significant threat to the rules.
When made part of the spirit of a work of art, humor
can form the initial that ignites a thought-
rupture—a first break or incongruity with the real 
and the sensible—that helps the aesthetic and political
qualities of the work take flight, inspiring us to reflect
seriously on new ideas. 

...Which reminds me 
of a story:

F O R  T H E  B L I N D  M A N …  
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I N  T H E  DA R K  R O O M …

45

This aphorism perhaps best summarizes 
such playful acts of not-knowing: 

F O R  T H E  B L I N D  M A N …  

44

E R I C  D U Y C K A E RT S
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F O R  T H E  B L I N D  M A N …  

The final responsibility, he reminds us, lies with
the viewer. If we stay curious about the things we don’t
understand, we can become active participants in enact-
ing political change and remaking the world. 

93

In the headlining quotation of the brochure 
that accompanied Buergel and Noack’s exhibition 

Documenta 12 (2007)—essentially a much larger 
version of their ThingsW e Don’ tUnderstand —
Buergel writes:

24

… T H AT  I S N ’ T  T H E R E .
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Slowly, we consider unlearning part of our knowledge
and reshuffle some of its pieces.  Slightly redrawn, our
map might then provide a clearer place for the art object
and allow us to appreciate and understand it better.
As an agent that can demand and effect this shift in 
perception, awareness, and consciousness, art can be 
a powerful political force. 

In their essay for ThingsW e Don’ tUnder -
stand, Buergel and Noack note that an

23
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Slowly, we consider unlearning part of our knowledge
and reshuffle some of its pieces.  Slightly redrawn, our
map might then provide a clearer place for the art object
and allow us to appreciate and understand it better.
As an agent that can demand and effect this shift in 
perception, awareness, and consciousness, art can be 
a powerful political force. 

In their essay for ThingsW e Don’ tUnder -
stand, Buergel and Noack note that an
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A work of art establishes a state of potentiality, chal -
lenging us to change or readjust the way we understand 
the world. Faced with an object or image we don’t
understand, we seek an explanation within our existing
epistemological map. When none emerges, we then 
turn to the map itself—our own consciousness—and
begin to examine our own assumptions and to question 
the preconceived notions upon which they are built. 

I N  T H E  DA R K  R O O M …
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Following Freire, Illich, and Rancière, it is clear that
breaking and re-shuffling ideas is an intensely political
project. Accompanying every revolution and emancipa-
tory movement is a process of exposing and breaking 
the habits of learning, and is a challenge to its power
structures, conditions, and infrastructures. At least 
in part, a political protest declares the urgency of
unlearning. 

In his foreword to the well-titled exhibition
ThingsW e Don’ tUnderstand, curated by 
Roger M. Buergel and Ruth Noack, Generali
Foundation President Diedrich Kramer notes that

22

…and shuffle the pieces.”21
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Rancière insists on the equality of all intelligences
and considers the central goal of education to be the
revelation of an intelligence to itself—and not the gift of
a pre-ordained “knowledge”. In his book, he discusses
the emancipatory potential in teachers remaining igno-
rant of what they teach, and to act instead as enforcers
and verifiers of the student’s own will-to-learn. It is 
the experience of learning—the doing—that matters, 
not the knowing of teaching. Moreover, the student 
of the ignorant master learns what his master does 
not know, since […] he does not learn his master’s
knowledge.20

85

This line of thought culminated in 1987 
with French philosopher Jacques Rancière’s 
The Ignorant Schoolmaster : Five Lessons 
in Intellectual Emancipation. In it, he argued 
how the traditional teacher-student relationship does
nothing but reinforce inequality, stultifying the learner.
A non-emancipated student is the one who ignores that
he does not know what he does not know and ignores
how to know it.  The master is not only he who exactly
knows what remains unknown to the ignorance, [but]
he also knows how to make it knowable, at what time
and what place, according to what protocol.”18 

A student is held captive by his or her reliance 
on ex planations, 19

F O R  T H E  B L I N D  M A N …  
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Fighting an even larger battle, Austrian philosopher
Ivan Illich sought to expose the dangers of modern
industrialization and its effects on education, medicine,
energy, transportation, and economic development.
Unlike Freire, Illich believed in capitalism, and rather
than pronouncing its failure, warned of its perversions.
Unchecked industrial monopolies, he wrote, destroy
our tools for conviviality. Schools, in his view, represent-
ed a normalized monopoly, thereby sustaining the insti-
tutionalization of society, and need to be eliminated in
favor of learning networks and informal one-on-one
arrangements. As the title of his 1970 book indicates, 
he called for deschooling society.

… T H AT  I S N ’ T  T H E R E .

82

This line of thought culminated in 1987 
with French philosopher Jacques Rancière’s 
The Ignorant Schoolmaster : Five Lessons 
in Intellectual Emancipation. In it, he argued 
how the traditional teacher-student relationship does
nothing but reinforce inequality, stultifying the learner.
A non-emancipated student is the one who ignores that
he does not know what he does not know and ignores
how to know it.  The master is not only he who exactly
knows what remains unknown to the ignorance, [but]
he also knows how to make it knowable, at what time
and what place, according to what protocol.”18 

A student is held captive by his or her reliance 
on ex planations, 19

F O R  T H E  B L I N D  M A N …  

83

Fighting an even larger battle, Austrian philosopher
Ivan Illich sought to expose the dangers of modern
industrialization and its effects on education, medicine,
energy, transportation, and economic development.
Unlike Freire, Illich believed in capitalism, and rather
than pronouncing its failure, warned of its perversions.
Unchecked industrial monopolies, he wrote, destroy
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and the American educator and pragmatist John Dewey,
in the 1890s and the early twentieth century, insisted on
an anti-authoritarian and democratic education system
based on active student involvement and experiences. 

His writings also influenced the Brazilian Paulo
Freire, whose ideas were conceived in the wake of a mili-
tary coup that overthrew the socialist government in
Brazil in 1964. During his exile in Chile, and in the face
of a military dictatorship in his home country, Freire
wrotePedagogy of theOppressed (1968), an influen-
tial treatise on political freedom and self-empowerment
through education. Building on Dewey’s case for anti-
authoritarian teaching and for a student’s active involve-
ment in his or her own education, Freire believed it was
the experience of political unrest that made people want
to learn, as they found themselves bound by the urgency
of playing an active role in (re)making their world. 
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What is now known as the “Reggio Emilia Method”
sees children as little researchers who strive to under-
stand the world, making their own theories to explain it.
A teacher’s responsibility is to guide their natural
curiosity rather than replace it with a knowledge that is
foreign to them. Each child has a particular theory in a
particular language, making a school into a place of a
hundred theories in a hundred languages. While tradi-
tional pedagogy tends to favor one of them and discour-
age the ninety-nine others, the Reggio method recog-
nizes the value of keeping them all, allowing the child 
to insert a beautifully-impossible cacophony into the
fabric of knowledge. 

The relevance of the speculative ways children
learn reaches far beyond the kindergarten classrooms in
Northern Italy. Emphasizing curiosity over knowledge
has long been at the core of the politics of pedagogy,
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FOr the blind Man... / huberMan & hOlder & Van CaeCKenberGh
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dearly beloved,

it’s five o’clock in the morning. Grey sky and silent seeping. i hear the pleasant ‘tswit, 
tswit’, the incessant nervous twittering and warbling of  the swallows gathering to leave 
for the south. Myself, born a domestic animal, as you know, put on my dressing gown 
and slippers and already start dreaming aloud of  the blissful hibernation that beckons. 

i am overcome by some kind of  ‘simmering anxiety’, an extreme yearning for those  
rare moments when every last atom of  reality, every random thought, sinks into a  
deep sleep. this enables my body to communicate without any particular purpose:  
to discover the luxury of  solitary invention —cherishing just a few ideas—stripped of  
all importance—remnants of  age-old dreams. i tighten up my thoughts, think, reflect 
a lot, i feel the solid support of  my bed.

a flow of  images whirling infinitely, vexingly around, fleeting and in haste, held in the 
wispy existence of  a soap bubble, bursting on a tiny bit of  reality.

i laugh quietly. despite my intense efforts i can only follow my words with great 
difficulty. i limit myself  to remembering them. Sleep draws out my thoughts even more.

i am afraid of  the boundless beauty that is possible in this pure and ordinary place.

i have never been so happy, gripped by the pleasant coincidence of  a single moment and 
its idea. What is happiness other than briefly reflecting on such moments?

Sleep well my darling,
Marcel

This text is a letter written by patrick van 
Caeckenbergh. it ’s a work of  fiction, but refers to 
a new phase in the life and work of  the artist, in 
which he moved from the city to the countryside. 
The fact of  living in a small village, close to nature 
and experiencing the passing of  seasons changed van 
Caeckenbergh’s life and led to a period in his work 
which he named ‘Stil Geluk’ (silent happiness).

Sint – Kornelis – horebeke
23-03-2000
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eye and mind

mauRiCe  
meRleau-ponTy

a Cartesian can believe that the 
existing world is not visible, that 
the only light is that of  the mind, 
and that all vision takes place 
in god. a painter cannot grant 
that our openness to the world is 
illusory or indirect, that what we 
see is not the world itself, or that 
the mind has to do only with its 
thoughts or with another mind. 
he accepts with all its difficul-
ties the myth of  the windows of  
the soul; it must be that what has 
no place is subjected to a body 
—even more, that what has no 
place be initiated by the body to  
all the others and to nature.  
We must take literally what vision 
teaches us: namely, that through 
it we come in contact with the sun 
and the stars, that we are every-
where all at once, and that even 
our power to imagine ourselves 
elsewhere— “i am in petersburg 
in my bed, in paris, my eyes see 
the sun”—or to intend [viser] 
real beings wherever they are, 
borrows from vision and employs 
means we owe to it. vision alone 
makes us learn that beings that 
are different, ‘exterior,’ foreign 
to one another, are yet absolutely 
together, are ‘simultaneity’; this is 
a mystery psychologists handle 
the way a child handles explosives. 
Robert delaunay says succinctly, 
“The railroad track is the image 
of  succession which comes closest 
to the parallel: the parity of  the 
rails.”1 The rails converge and do 
not converge; they converge in 
order to remain equidistant down 
below. The world is in accordance 
with my perspective in order to 
be independent of  me, is for me 
in order to be without me, and to 
be the world. The “visual quale” 
gives me, and alone gives me,  
the presence of  what is not me,  

The ignoRanT 
sChoolmasTeR

jaCques RanCièRe

The revelation that came to joseph jacotot amounts to this: 
the logic of  the explicative system had to be overturned. 
explication is not necessary to remedy an incapacity to 
understand. on the contrary, that very incapacity pro-
vides the structuring fiction of  the explicative conception 
of  the world. it is the explicator who needs the incapable 
and not the other way around; it is he who constitutes the 
incapable as such. To explain something to someone is 
first of  all to show him he cannot understand it by him-
self. before being the act of  the pedagogue, explication 
is the myth of  pedagogy, the parable of  a world divided 
into knowing minds and ignorant onces, ripe minds and 
immature ones, the capable and the incapable, the intel-
ligent and the stupid. The explicator’s special trick con-
sists of  this double inaugural gesture. on the one hand, 
he decrees the absolute beginning: it is only now that the 
act of  learning will begin. on the other, having thrown 
a veil of  ignorance over everything that is to be learned, 
he appoints himself  to the task of  lifting it. until he came 
along, the child has been groping blindly, figuring out 
riddles. now he will learn. he heard words and repeated 
them. but now it is time to read, and he will not under-
stand words if  he doesn’t understand syllables, and he 
won’t understand syllables if  he doesn’t understand let-
ters that neither the book nor his parents can make him 
understand—only the master’s word. The pedagogical 

benoît maire,  
the history of  the geometry n°2, 2007
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of  what is simply and fully. it 
does so because, like texture, it 
is the concretion of  a universal 
visibility, of  a unique space which 
separates and reunites, which 
sustains every cohesion (and even 
that of  past and future, since there 
would be no such cohesion if  
they were not essentially relevant 
to the same space). every visual 
something, as individual as it is, 
functions also as a dimension, 
because it gives itself  as the result 
of  a dehiscence of  being. What 
this ultimately means is that the 
proper essence [le propre] of  the 
visible is to have a layer [doublure] 
of  invisibility in the strict sense, 
which it makes present as a cer-
tain absence. “in their time, our 
bygone antipodes, the impression-
ists, were perfectly right in mak-
ing their abode with the castaways 
and the undergrowth of  daily 
life. as for us, our heart throbs 
to bring us closer to the depths. 
. . . These oddities will become 
. . . realities . . . because instead 
of  being held to the diversely 
intense restoration of  the visible, 
they will annex to it the proper 
share [la part] of  the invisible, 
occultly apperceived.”2 There is 
that which reaches the eye directly 
[de face], the frontal properties of  
the visible; but there is also that 
which reaches it from below – the 
profound postural latency where 
the body raises itself  to see – and 
that which reaches vision from 
above like the phenomena of  
flight, of  swimming, of  move-
ment, where it participates no 
longer in the heaviness of  origins 
but in free accomplishments. 
Through it, then, the painter 
touches the two extremities. in the 
immemorial depth of  the visible, 
something moved, caught fire, and 
engulfed his body; everything he 
paints is in answer to this incite-
ment, and his hand is “nothing 
but the instrument of  a distant 
will.”3 vision encounters, as at 
a crossroads, all the aspects of  
being. “[a] certain fire pretends to 

myth, we said, divides the world into two. more pre-
cisely, it divides intelligence into two. it says that there 
is an inferior intelligence and a superior one. The former 
registers perceptions by chance, retains them, interprets 
and repeats them empirically, within the closed circle of  
habit and need. This is the intelligence of  the young child 
and the common man. The superior intelligence knows 
things by reason, proceeds by method, from the simple 
to the complex, from the part to the whole. it is this intel-
ligence that allows the master to transmit his knowledge 
by adapting it to the intellectural capacities of  the student 
and allows him to verify that the student has satisfacto-
rily understood what he learned. such is the principle of  
explication. from this point on, for jacotot, such will be 
the principle of  enforced stultification.
 To understand this we must rid ourselves of  received 
images. The stultifier is not an aged obtuse master who 
crams his students’ skulls full of  poorly digested knowl-
edge, or a malignant character mouthing half-truths in 
order to shore up his power and the social order. on 
the contrary, he is all the more efficacious because he 
is knowledgeable, enlightened, and of  good faith. The 
more he knows, the more evident to him is the distance 
between his knowledge and the ignorance of  the ignorant 
ones. The more he is enlightened, the more evident he 
finds the difference between groping blindly and search-
ing methodically, the more he will insist on substituting 
the spirit for the letter, the clarity of  explications for the 
authority of  the book. above all, he will say, the student 
must understand, and for that we must explain even bet-
ter. such is the concern of  the enlightened pedagogue: 
does the little one understand? he doesn’t understand. 

benoît maire,  
the history of  the geometry n°1, 2007
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be alive; it awakens. Working its 
way along the hand as conductor, 
it reaches the support and engulfs 
it; then a leaping spark closes the 
circle it was to trace, coming back 
to the eye, and beyond.”4 
 There is no break at all in 
this circuit; it is impossible to say 
that nature ends here and that 
man or expression starts here. it 
is, therefore, mute being which 
itself  comes to show forth its own 
meaning. herein lies the reason 
why the dilemma between figura-
tive and nonfigurative art is badly 
posed; it is true and uncontradic-
tory that no grape was ever what 
it is in the most figurative painting 
and that no painting, no matter 
how abstract, can get away from 
being, that even Caravaggio’s 
grape is the grape itself. This 
precession of  what is upon what 
one sees and makes seen, of  what 
one sees and makes seen upon 
what is—this is vision itself.5 and 
to give the ontological formula of  
painting we hardly need to force 
the painter’s own words, Klee ’s 
words written at the age of  thirty-
seven and ultimately inscribed on 
his tomb: “i cannot be caught in 
immanence.”6 

excerpt from maurice merleau-ponty, 
’eye and mind,’ the Primacy of  Perception 
and Other essays on Phenomenological 
Psychology, the Philosophy of  art, history 
and Politics, translated by Carleton dallery, 
northwestern university press, evanston, 
1964, p. 186–88.

i will find new ways to explain it to him, ways more rig-
orous in principle, more attractive in form—and i will 
verify that he has understood.
 a noble concern. unfortunately, it is just this little 
word, this slogan of  the enlightened—understand— 
that causes all the trouble. it is this word that brings a halt 
to the movement of  reason, that destroys its confidence 
in itself, that distracts it by breaking the world of  intel-
ligence into two, by installing the division between the 
groping animal and the learned little man, between com-
mon sense and science. from the moment this slogan of  
duality is pronounced, all the perfecting of  the ways of  
making understood, that great preoccupation of  men that 
methods and progressives, is progress toward stultifica-
tion. The child who recites under the threat of  the rod 

excerpt from jacques Rancière,  
the ignorant Schoolmaster: Five lessons 
in intellectual emancipation, translated by 
Kristin Ross, stanford university press, 
stanford, 1991, p. 5-7, first published 
as le Maître ignorant: Cinq leçons sur 
l’émancipation intellectuelle, 1987.

1. Robert delaunay, du cubisme à l’art 
  abstrait, paris, 1957, p. 110, 115.
2. paul Klee, Conférence d’iena, 1924,  
 cited in Will grohmann, Paul Klee,  
 paris, 1954, p. 365.
3.  paul Klee, Wege des naturstudiums,  
 1923, cited in gualtieri di san lazzaro,  
 Klee, new york, 1957    
4. paul Klee, cited by grohmann, op.cit.,  
 p. 99.
5. andré berne-joffroy, le dossier Caravage,  
 paris, 1959, and michel butor, ‘la  
 Corbeille de l’ambrosienne ’, nouvelle  
 revue Française, 1959, p. 969-89.
6. paul Klee, Journal…, translated by pierre  
 Klossowski, paris, 1959 [“je suis  
 insaissable dans l’immanence.”]

obeys the rod and that’s all: he will apply his intelligence 
to something else. but the child who is explained to will 
devote his intelligence to the work of  grieving: to under-
standing, that is to say, to understanding that he doesn’t 
understand unless he is explained to. he is no longer sub-
mitting to the rod, but rather to a hierarchical world of  
intelligence. for the rest, like the other child, he doesn’t 
have to worry: if  the solution to the problem is too difficult 
to pursue, he will have enough intelligence to open his eyes 
wide. The master is vigilant and patient. he will see that 
the child isn’t following him; he will put him back on track 
by explaining things again. and thus the child acquires a 
new intelligence, that of  the master’s explications. later he 
can be an explicator in turn. he possesses the equipment. 
but he will perfect it: he will be a man of  progress.
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p. 42-45 matt mullican,  
learning from that Person’s Work, 2005   
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againsT 
inTeRpReTaTion

susan sonTag

Today is such a time, when the project of  interpretation 
is largely reactionary, stifling. like the fumes of  the auto-
mobile and of  heavy industry which befoul the urban 
atmosphere, the effusion of  interpretations of  art today 
poisons our sensibilities. in a culture whose already clas-
sical dilemma is the hypertrophy of  the intellect at the 
expense of  energy and sensual capability, interpretation 
is the revenge of  the intellect upon art.
 even more. it is the revenge of  the intellect upon the 
world. To interpret is to impoverish, to deplete the world 
—in order to set up a shadow world of  ‘meanings’. it is 
to turn the world into this world. (“This world”! as if  
there were any other.)
 The world, our world, is depleted, impoverished 
enough. away with all duplicates of  it, until we again 
experience more immediately what we have. 
 in most modern instances, interpretation amounts to 
the philistine refusal to leave the work of  art alone. Real 
art has the capacity to make us nervous. by reducing the 
work of  art to its content and then interpreting that, one 
tames the work of  art. interpretation makes art manage-
able, comfortable.
 This philistinism of  interpretation is more rife in lit-
erature than in any other art. for decades now, literacy 
critics have understood it to be their task to translate the 

elements of  the poem or play or novel or story into some-
thing else. sometimes a writer will be so uneasy before 
the naked power of  his art that he will install within the 
work itself—albeit with a little shyness, a touch of  the 
good taste of  irony—the clear and explicit interpretation 
of  it. Thomas mann is an example of  such an over-coop-
erative author. in the case of  more stubborn authors, the 
critic is only too happy to perform the job.
 The work of  Kafka, for example, has been subjected 
to a mass ravishment by no less than three armies of  
interpreters. Those who read Kafka as a social allegory 
see case studies of  the frustrations and insanity of  mod-
ern bureaucracy and its ultimate issuance in the totali-
tarian state. Those who read Kafka as a psychoanalytic 
allegory see desperate revelations of  Kafka’s fear of  his 
father, his castration anxieties, his sense of  his own impo-
tence, his thralldom to his dreams. Those who read Kafka 
as a religious allegory explain that K. in the Castle is try-
ing to gain access to heaven, that joseph K. in the trial is 
being judged by the inexorable and mysterious justice of  
god. . . . another oeuvre that has attracted interpreters 
like leeches is that of  samuel beckett. beckett’s delicate 
dramas of  the withdrawn consciousness—pared down to 
essentials, cut off, often represented as physically immo-
bilised—are read as a statement about modern man’s 
alienation from meaning or from god, or as an allegory 
of  psychopathology.
 proust, joyce, faulkner, Rilke, lawrence, gide … 
one could go on citing author after author; the list is end-
less of  those around whom thick encrustations of  inter-
pretation have taken hold. but it should be noted that 

blue of noon
geoRges baTaille

i got out of  the car and thus 
beheld the starry sky overhead. 
Twenty years later, the boy who 
used to stick himself  with pens 
was standing under the sky in  
a foreign street where he had 
never been, waiting for some 
unknown, impossible event.  
There were stars: an infinity of  
stars. it was absurd—absurd 
enough to make you scream; but 
it was a hostile absurdity. i was 
eager for daybreak and sunrise. 
i reckoned that when the stars 
disappeared i would surely be out 
in the streets. in general i was less 
afraid of  the starry sky than of  the 
dawn. i would have to wait, wait 
for two hours…. i remembered: 
it was about two in the afternoon, 
beneath a brilliant paris sun, and 
i was standing on the pont du 
Carrousel, when i saw a butcher’s 
van drive past. The headless necks 
of  flayed lambs protruded from 
canvas coverings; the butchers’ 
blue-and-white striped smocks 
were spotlessly clean; the van was 
slowly moving forward in open 
sunlight. When i was a boy,  
i loved the sun; i used to shut  
my eyes and let it shine redly 
through my lids. The sun was 
fantastic—it evoked dreams of  
explosion. Was there anything 
more sunlike than red blood 
running over cobblestones, as 
though light could shatter and 
kill? now, in this thick darkness, 
i’d made myself  drunk with 
light; and so, once again, lazare 
in my eyes was merely a bird of  
ill omen; a dirty, trivial bird. my 
eyes were no longer lost among 
the stars that were shining above 
me actually, but in the blue of  the 
noon sky. i shut them so as to lose 

myself  in that bright blueness. 
from it, fat black insects spouted 
forth in buzzing swarms: just as, 
next day, there would emerge 
at the blazing high point of  the 
day, at first as an imperceptible 
speck, the plane that was bringing 
dorothea…. i opened my eyes. 
The stars were still covering my 
head, but i was maddened with 
sunlight. i felt like laughing: next 
day, that plane, too small and 
distant to attenuate the sky’s blaze 
even minimally, would appear to 
me in the likeness of  a noisy bug; 
it would be harbouring dirty’s 
preposterous fantasies inside its 
glassed-in cage; and as i stood 
there on the ground, it would, 
to my tiny human mind—at a 
moment when pain would be 
rending deeper than habit within 
her – assume the aspect of  an 
impossible, adorable “outhouse 
fly.”—so i had laughed, and 
it was no longer merely the 
gloomy boy with his cruel pen 
who was walking through the 
night hugging the walls: i had 
laughed the same laugh as a child, 
convinced that one day, since such 
a lucky insolence was sustaining 
me, it was i who was bound to 
turn the world upside down—turn 
the world, quite ineluctably, 
upside down.

excerpt from georges bataille, blue of  
noon, translated by harry mathews, marion 
boyars publishers, london, 1986, p. 107–
108, first published as le bleu du Ciel, 1935.
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interpretation is not simply the compliment that medi-
ocrity pays to genius. it is, indeed, the modern way of  
understanding something, and is applied to works of  
every quality. Thus, in the notes that elia Kazan pub-
lished on his production of  a Streetcar named desire, 
it becomes clear that, in order to direct the play, Kazan 
had to discover that stanley Kowalski, represented the 
sensual and vengeful barbarism that was engulfing our 
culture, while blanche du bois was Western civilisation, 
poetry, delicate apparel, dim lighting, refined feelings 
and all, though a little the worse for wear to be sure. Ten-
nessee Williams’ forceful psychological melodrama now 
became intelligible: it was about something, about the 
decline of  Western civilisation. apparently, were it to go 
on being a play about a handsome brute named stanley 
Kowalski and a faded mangy belle named blanche du 
bois, it would not be manageable.

p. 49–50 bruno munari, Search for a Stone, 
adam & Charles black, london, 1972 (n.p.)

excerpt from susan sontag, ‘against 
interpretation,’ against interpretation and 
Other essays, eyre & spottiswoode, london, 
1967, p. 7-9
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A
ACADEMY, FRENCH. 
Run it down, but try to belong to 
it if  you can.

AIR. 
beware of  drafts of  air. The 
depths of  the air are invariably 
unlike the surface. if  the former 
are warm, the latter is cold, and 
vice versa.

ANIMALS. 
“if  only dumb animals could 
speak! so often more intelligent 
than men.”

ART. 
shortest path to the poorhouse. 
What use is it since machinery 
can make things better and 
quicker?

ARTISTS. 
all charlatans. praise their 
disinterestedness (old-fashioned). 
express surprise that they 
dress like everyone else (old-
fashioned). They earn huge 
sums and squander them. often 
asked to dine out. Woman artist 
necessarily a whore. What artists 
do cannot be called work.

AUTHORS. 
one should “know a few,” never 
mind their names. 

B
BEARD. 
sign of  strength. grown too 
thick, will cause baldness. helps 
protect neckcloth.

BIRDS. 
aspire to become one, saying 
with a sigh: “oh, for a pair 
of  wings! Wings ! –it shows a 
poetic” soul.

BLACK AS. 
follow invariably with “your hat” 
or “pitch.” as for ‘jet black,’ what 
is jet?

BREATH. 
To have a strong breath is a sign 
of  distinction. fend off  remarks 
about killing flies. Refer it to the 
stomach.

BUTCHERS. 
appalling in times of  revolution.

C
CAMEL. 
has two humps and the 
dromedary one; or the camel has 
one and the dromedary two—it is 
confusing.

CATS. 
are treacherous. Call them “the 
tiger in the house.” Cut off  their 
tails to prevent vertigo.

CRITIC. 
always “eminent.” supposed 
to know everything, read 
everything, see everything. When 
you dislike him, call him a zoilus, 
a eunuch.

D
DARWIN. 
The fellow who says we ’re 
sprung from monkeys.

DOUBT. 
Worse than outright negation.

DREAMS (VAGUE). 
any great ideas one does not 
understand.

E
EARTH. 
Refer to its four corners since it 
is round.

ENJOY. obscene word.

F
FACE. 
The mirror of  the soul. hence 
some people ’s souls must be 
rather ugly.

The diCTionaRy of 
aCCepTed ideas

gusTave flaubeRT
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F
FAT. 
fat people do not need to 
learn to swim. are the despair 
of  executioners owing to the 
difficulty they present; e.g. la du 
barry.

FEAR. 
gives wings.

FIRE. 
purifies everything. on hearing 
the cry of  “fire!” begin by losing 
your head. a spectacle worth 
seeing.

FLIES. 
Puer abige muscas.

G
GENIUS. 
no point admiring—it’s a 
neurosis.

GOD. 
voltaire himself  admitted it: “if  
god did not exist, it would be 
necessary to invent him.”

H
HABIT. 
second nature. school habits are 
bad habits. given the right habits 
one could play the violin like 
paganini.

HARD. 
always add “as iron.” There is 
also “hard as rock,” but that is 
much less forceful.

I
INSTRUMENT. 
if  used to commit a crime, always 
“blunt” – unless it happens to be 
sharp...

J
JUSTICE. 
never worry about it.

L
LANGUAGES (MODERN). 
our country’s ills are due to our 
ignorance of  them.

LEARNED (THE). 
make fun of. all it takes to be 
learned is a good memory and 
hard work.

LEARNING. 
despise it as the sign of  a narrow 
mind. let on that you have a fair 
share. The common people do not 
need it to earn their daily bread.

LIGHT. 
always say: “Fiat lux” as you 
light a candle.

LITERATURE. 
idle pastime.

LUCKY. 
speaking of  a lucky man: “he was 
born tagged.” you will not know 
what you are talking about and 
neither will your listener.

M
MONKEY. “offspring of  a 
monk.” follower of  st. onan.

N
NATURE. 
how beautiful is nature! Repeat 
every time you are in the country.

NERVOUS. 
is said every time a disease 
baffles comprehension—it gives 
satisfaction to the listener.

NOVELS. 
Corrupt the masses. are less 
immoral in serial than in volume 
form. only historical novels 
should be allowed, because they 
teach history. some novels are 
written with the point of  a scalpel. 
others revolve on the point of   
a needle.

O
ORDER (LAW AND). 
how many crimes are committed 
in thy name! (see libeRTy).

P
PAIN, GRIEF. 
always has favourable 
by-products. When genuine, its 
expression is always subdued.

PARIS. 
The great whore. heaven for 
women, hell for horses.

PIG. 
its insides being ‘identical with 
those of  a man’ should be used to 
teach anatomy.

PRACTICE. 
superior to theory.

R
RHYME. 
never in accord with Reason.

RIDING (HORSEBACK). 
excellent exercise for reducing. 
e.g. all cavalry officers are thin. 
excellent exercise for gaining 
weight. e.g. all cavalry officers 
are pot-bellied. “When he gets on 
a horse he ’s a regular centaur.”

S
SCIENCE. 
“a little science takes your 
religion from you; a great deal 
brings you back to it.”

SEA. 
bottomless. symbol of  infinity. 
induces deep thoughts. at the 
shore one should always have a 
good glass. While contemplating 
the sea, always exclaim: “Water, 
water everywhere.”

SLEEP. 
Thickens the blood.

STARK. 
Whatever is antique is stark, and 
whatever is stark is antique. bear 
this firmly in mind when buying 
antiques.

T 

TASTE. 
“What is simple is always in good 
taste.” always say this to a woman 
who apologizes for the inadequacy 
of  her dress. 

THINK (TO). 
painful. Things that compel us to 
think are generally neglected.

TIME (OUR). 
Thunder against. lament the fact 
that it is not poetical. Call it a time 
of  transition, of  decadence.

W
WINTER. 
always “unusual.” (see 
summeR.) is more healthful 
than the other seasons.

WRITTEN. 
“Well written”: a hall-porter’s 
encomium, applied to the 
newspaper serial he finds 
entertaining.

Y
YOUTH. 
“What a wonderful thing it is!” 
always quote the italian lines, 
even if  you don’t know what they 
mean; “o primavera! gioventù 
dell’anno! o gioventù! primavera 
della vita!”

Translator’s notes
1. disease of  the grape. in point of  fact,  
 when phylloxera nearly killed off  the  
 french vines in 1896, they were restored  
 by grafting american plants. 
2.  famous painting by géricault (1819)  
 based on a contemporary story of  a  
 shipwreck. 
3. Well-known hero of  novels and plays  
 by henri monnier (1805-1877). joseph  
 prudhomme is a kind of  french podsnap,  
 full of  philistine feeling and absurd  
 sentiments. 

excerpts from gustave flaubert,  
the dictionary of  accepted ideas, 
translated by jacques barzan, new 
directions, new york, 1968, p. 13-92.
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“ Seek the truth and you
will not find it, knock at 
its door and it will not 
open to you, but that 
search will serve you in 
learning to do. . . . Stop 
drinking at that fountain, 
but don’t for all that, 
stop trying to drink. . . . 
Come and we will make  
our poetry”

Joseph Jacotot 
    


