A Prologue:
Henri Bergson:
On Laughter, 1901
“Most of the varieties of the comic ... [are] produced through the medium of language ... [one] must make a
distinction ... between the comic expressed in language and the comic created by language.” 1
A friend made a similar distinction once between self-reflexivity as trope and self-reflexivity as temperament.
There you have it.
Audience: laughter
A Dyslexic Man Walks into a Bra
A Fable:
Franz Kafka:
Kleine Fabel, 1917
“‘Alas’, said the mouse, ‘the whole world is growing smaller every day. At the beginning it was
so big that I was afraid, I kept running and running, and I was glad when I saw walls far away to
the right and left, but these long walls have narrowed so quickly that I am in the last chamber
already, and there in the corner stands the trap that I am running into.’ ‘You only need to change
your direction’, said the cat, and ate it up.” 2
A note on the above:
David Foster Wallace:
Laughing With Kafka, 1998
“It’s not that [American] students don’t ‘get’ Kafka’s humor but that
we’ve taught them to see humor as something you get – the same way
we’ve taught them that a self is something you just have. No wonder they
cannot appreciate the really central Kafka joke – that the horrific struggle
to establish a human self results in a self whose humanity is inseparable
from that horrific struggle.” 3
Audience: restrained laughter
A Thought:
Peter Sloderdijk, “Critique of Cynical Reason”, 1987
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“Cynicism is enlightened false consciousness.” 4
Artists: “We can’t go on!”
“We must go on!”
A Reality:
Michael Smith:
How to Curate Your Own Group Exhibition, 1996
“Soon, we’ll enter the 21st century, when curatorial responsibility will be transferred into the hands of the artist.
The probability for re-directing, and expanding opportunities and dialogue will be increased exponentially.” 5
FLIPS THROUGH GROUP EXHIBITION INVITES
“...There must be at least 25 announcements here for group exhibitions. My work would look really good in at
least 75% of these shows.” 6
A Show:
Daniil Kharms:
An Unsuccessful Show, 1934
ON TO THE STAGE COMES PETRAKOV-GORBUNOV, WHO WANTS TO SAY
SOMETHING BUT HICCUPS. HE STARTS TO THROW UP. HE LEAVES. ENTER
PRITYKIN
PRITYKIN
Our esteemed Petrakov-Gorbunov has to ann . . .
PRITYKIN THROWS UP, RUNS OFF. ENTER MAKAROV
MAKAROV
Yegor . . .
MAKAROV THROWS UP, RUNS OFF. ENTER SERPUKHOV
SERPUKHOV
So as not to be . . .
SERPUKHOV THROWS UP, RUNS OFF. ENTER KUROVA
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KUROVA
I would have . . .
KUROVA THROWS UP, RUNS OFF. ENTER LITTLE GIRL
LITTLE GIRL
Daddy asked me to let you all know that the theatre is closing. We are all being sick! 7
A Truth:
Louis C.K:
Conan O’Brian Show, 2014
“Underneath everything there’s that thing—that empty forever—forever empty. That knowledge that it’s all for
nothing and you’re all alone. Life is tremendously sad just by being in it.” 8
Audience: laughter
Sean Landers:
Dark Trees (Hello!), 2014
EXISTANCE = LONLINESS
No Joke
A Dilemma of Distribution and Reception:
George Grosz:
Self Portrait with Rat and Bird of Prey, 1940
“The cult of individuality and personality, which promotes painters and poets only to promote itself, is really a
business. The greater the ‘genius’ of the personage, the greater the profit.” 9
Pentti Monkonnen:
Truck – Speeding, Delivering LAY-Z Boy Gallery and Showcase Shoppes ®
Mike Kelley:
Untitled (COLLECTOR! BUY ME AT THE BENEFIT AUCTION FOR 50 ¢ THEN DUMP ME AT CHRISTIE’S
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THE NEXT DAY AND BUY A SECOND HOUSE IN ST. MORITZ), 2009
From: John Morace
Subject: Re: Mike Kelley Drawing for Sanya’s Show in Berlin
Date: March 21, 2015 8:47:36 PM GMT+01:00
To: Patrick Armstrong, Sanya Kantarovsky
Sanya, I don’t remember if I told you this bit of background on the work but here it is for both
you guys.
Tom and I got this piece at a benefit auction for Rachel (aka the Rat Lady) Rosenthal’s
retirement fund. She became known in the 70’s and 80’s in LA for her performance art. She
generally went around with a pet rat, who would crawl all over her and would sometimes even
sit on her head. She was a teacher/mentor to Mike.
Mike almost never gave artwork to benefit auctions [.…] So, this makes this work a little special
in that too. I see the text in the piece speaking to his uneasiness in the gesture and the
complexity of his relationship with someone he felt a deep sense of gratitude towards. Might
that be a picture of Mike being born from the womb of Rachel?
Best,
John
An Explanation:
Art and Subjecthood – a Conference on the Return of the Human Figure in Semiocapitalism, Staatliche
Hochschule für Bildende Künste, Städelschule, Dürerstr. 10, 60596 Frankfurt am Main, Germany
The participants of this conference were asked to offer possible explanations for this wide acceptance of
anthropomorphism—could it be that this is a manifestation of the increasingly desperate desire for art to have
agency?
A Painting and a drawing walk into a _______________

No Joke

Ad Reinhardt:
How To Look At Art, 1942-1947

A Condition:
Frances Stark:
Professional Me, 1999
“I just read a book about art schools. Then I red a book about the media. In between, I
read a book that was sort of about suicide. The first one is dense with information and I
cannot possibly summarize. The second one is in itself a summary, delivered in a medium
demanding nothing more. The third is a biography of a woman made famous by America’s
nascent magazine culture, who in the end only wanted to be taken ‘seriously’ as an artist. The
first book elucidates the evolution of ‘seriousness’ in regards to the pursuit of life as an artist.
The second describes a mediated world in which there is not enough time for serious seriousness.
The third suggests that a world lacking seriousness, from the point of view of the seriousminded, is a place one might only be brave enough to badmouth before threatening to bow out of
it entirely.” 10

A Moral:
Mark S. Graybill:
Faulkner’s Self-Reflexive Humor, 2011
“[Faulkner’s] humor … offers unique opportunities to smile and laugh, even in the cosmos tainted by racism,
classism, guile, and all manner of moral ambiguity.” 11
A Genealogy:
Henri Bergson:
On Laughter, 1901
“The first point to which attention should be called is that the comic does not exist outside the pale of what is
strictly HUMAN. A landscape may be beautiful, charming and sublime, or insignificant and ugly; it will never
be laughable. You may laugh at an animal, but only because you have detected in it some human attitude or
expression. You may laugh at a hat, but what you are making fun of, in this case, is not the piece of felt or straw,
but the shape that men have given it, — the human caprice whose mold it has assumed. It is strange that so
important a fact, and such a simple one too, has not attracted to a greater degree the attention of philosophers.
Several have defined man as ‘an animal which laughs.’ They might equally well have defined him as an animal
which is laughed at; for if any other animal, or some lifeless object, produces the same effect, it is always
because of some resemblance to man, of the stamp he gives it or the use he puts it to...”

CURTAIN
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