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Why did the Chicken Cross the Road? 

 

1. Jokes 

 

[The Clown] is the man of gigantic efforts and diminutive 

accomplishments: the midwife who aids the mountain to deliver the 

mouse.  

Arthur Koestler (81) 

 

Most jokes are fairly tragic 

Richard Prince (“Hollow Laughter”) 

 

To recommend ‘the joke’ as a way of facing art is not by any means to suggest that 

art should be judged by the standard of jokes, measured say according whether it 

makes us laugh or not.  Weightier approaches can be imagined but just as games 

and performance provide representations or help us to picture existence, might not 

jokes embody a philosophical outlook or world-view?  Clichés and sayings such as 

“life’s a game”, “all the world’s a stage”, “life’s a joke” or “history repeats itself” 

presumably serve some purpose (at least up to the point of overuse, where the 

thinking stops).  Looked at seriously any one of these axioms potentially forms the 
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basis of a method for managing with consciousness or modelling life.  According to 

Cambridge Psychologist K. J. Craik  the nervous system’s main function is “to model 

or parallel external events” (qtd. in Koestler 618).  A function of art may be to help us 

visualise the models which exist in our minds and to assemble new ones.  And why 

shouldn’t ‘the joke’ correspond to one such model?  It seems paradoxical to request 

that comedy be taken seriously or used for such sober purposes but Freud 

considered it important to do so introducing his work on the subject with the 

complaint that “jokes have not received nearly as much philosophical consideration 

as they deserve in view of the part they play in our mental life” (40).  Other criteria to 

consider, related to life, and which feature in art, incorporate ideas such as 

repetition, looping, feedback, games and performance. 

 

Bearing in mind these schemas let us begin by considering the work of an 

artist.  Rebecca Horn employs raw materials such as springs, cam shafts, motors, 

wire, violins, liquids and fluid mixtures, pointed spindles, knives, feathers or long thin 

sharp elements made of metal.  Often these become the components of ominous 

looking kinematic sculptures situated in space with sources of light positioned to cast 

significant shadow, allowing for an infinite number of equally provocative viewpoints.  

The nature of the routines drawn out when pieces of this type are set in motion is 

such that, at the recent show of Horn’s work, Bodylandscapes at the Hayward 

Gallery, London, I mistook the wheelchair lift, connecting two slightly different floor 

levels, for an exhibit.  Once I’d stepped onto the slow-moving elevator its purpose 

became obvious, not least because isn’t characteristic of Horn to lure unsuspecting 

visitors, to participate in her work, in such one-dimensional fashion.  The apparatus, 

sealed in a box of transparent panels, had none of the artist’s customary extensions, 
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wires or risky probes.  A short set of steps stood next to the lift, the gallery 

attendants smiled.  I’d been a clown. 

 

 

Rebecca Horn - Vol de Nuit Saint-Exupéry (2000) 

 

In one of Horn’s pieces at Bodylandscapes, Vol de Nuit Saint-Exupéry, a 

bicycle tyre inner tube hangs from a spring connected to a point which moves in 

relation to the shape of a rotating cam.  (Note that in earlier versions the tyre must 

have hung directly from the lever because the image obtained above shows no 

spring).  Once during each cycle the spring and tyre jerk suddenly so that secondary 
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oscillations, dependent upon the qualities of the particular spring and the particular 

rubber tube, are initiated.  Just as a kind of equilibrium returns, and the tyre stops 

swinging, the most dramatic point on the overriding cycle is reached again.  The 

observer can see the main disturbance coming because the cam’s shape is visible.  

There are many other unknowns however and the exact manner in which the 

vibrations occur and then subside is different for each repetition.  Complex elements 

of feedback are present here.  It is impossible to avoid considerations related to 

some imagined hierarchy of loops within loops.  The artist has imposed her control at 

one level, so much as it is possible: the shape of the cam is translated, but she does 

not know what other factors will influence the motion.  Nuances in air flow around the 

room may have some effect for example.  Secondary and tertiary vibrations caused 

by one disturbance have not always subsided prior to the next rotation.  No system 

operates in complete isolation from external influences or, what’s more interesting, 

from its own historical influence and this piece is no exception. 

 

On one level it appears that just enough has been done to create a thing 

which gives the impression of life itself.  Large upsets or shocks are followed by 

periods of recovery and after-effect: the useless apparatus has memory.  A similarity 

exists with retro mechanical or more contemporary digital simulations which might be 

used to demonstrate the workings of the solar system say but with Vol de Nuit Saint-

Exupéry hints are made too about what is not immediately visible or physical or 

predictable.  The observer or participant is left wondering whether it is possible to 

really know much about anything. 
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The work is also interesting for precisely the reason that it does not amount to 

some tedious puzzle which must be solved.  At best the spectator can decide what it 

is not or simply experience the piece as if it were visual music.  The significance of 

the objects which make up the whole mechanism is lost and that is a good thing.  

The tyre, spring, cam and motor do not deflect attention from the overall impact or 

act too easily as readable symbols.  

 

The remaining components of the piece, a transparent thickly framed 

rectangular box upon which the motor rests, containing inside the book Saint-

Exupéry’s Vol de Nuit, a feather and a set of black and red daubs on the glass 

(similar to ink or blood in a trajectory connecting book and motor) at first seem 

unnecessary or simply a contrived attempt to refer to higher cultural tradition.  The 

box is sealed but transparent: in other words light passes through, information flows 

out, the system is not cut off from the external environment, which is analogous to 

the themes referred to above but this is a tenuous justification for its presence. An 

upshot of the clash between these two sets of elements, one apparently referring to 

the seriousness of art, the other an absurd machine is that the piece is rendered 

amusing. 

 

Not too amusing though: Vol de Nuit Saint-Exupéry is a weak example if our 

purpose is to suggest that ‘the joke’ is a valid schema for looking at art. The working 

out of the dynamics here by no means amounts to a laughter-inducing gag but 

maybe the pattern found in jokes of set-up, pause then punch-line is hinted at. 
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Application of ‘the joke’ in this manner as an aesthetic code is not, as has 

been stressed already, a recommendation that art should strive to be funny or 

entertaining.  Generally artefacts are not laughter inducing and in fact that might be 

the desirable thing.   Art is rarely, in the supportive sense, laughed at?  The best new 

developments are more likely to be ridiculed.  Through the media, innovations and 

fresh ideas, in the main, are mistrusted unless proof exists that the driving 

motivations behind them were synonymous with the requirements of existing 

structures and the economic hierarchy.  By chance, in the contemporary situation, art 

is the arena where new developments are seen as more subversive or threatening to 

that order.  Take the fuss about the Sensation Exhibitions in the 1990s and the 

storms around each year’s Turner Prize announcement as examples.  In the midst of 

all the outrage proper criticism is diluted.  Inevitably, after a period, yesterday’s 

radicals are brought in from the cold, when the impact of their work has been 

neutered or forgotten.  Initially there is fear however whereas scientific and 

technological breakthroughs such as sending people into space, mobile phones or 

the iPod are trusted and more readily accepted.  New art is likely to be on the 

receiving end of contempt: if laughter is the reaction then generally it is of the 

aggressive variety. 

 

It is not inconsequential that the facial distortions apparent in a person who is 

laughing are similar to those which signify anger.  Freud referred to the hostile 

potential in comedy defining the tendentious joke as one which “employs the same 

method [used for seduction] in order to turn the hearer, who was indifferent to begin 

with, into a co-hater or co-despiser, and creates for the enemy a host of opponents 

where at first there was only one” (183).  He elaborated: 
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The methods that serve to make people comic are: putting them 

in a comic situation, mimicry, disguise, unmasking, caricature, parody, 

travesty, and so on. It is obvious that these techniques can be used to 

serve hostile and aggressive purposes.  One can make a person comic 

in order to make him become contemptible, to deprive him of his claim 

to dignity and authority (249). 

 

Perhaps it is understandable then that, in an antagonistic environment, certain 

artists are apprehensive about humour, would want to intentionally avoid it or utilize 

media which are unlikely to induce a dramatic emotional response like laughter. 

 

Of course it would be a mistake to overstate the deficiency of comedy in art.  

After all the joke, or at least irony and mockery, have been a feature of post-

modernism. Contemporary artists frequently incorporate visual puns and humour 

purposely into their work.  Examples are Sarah Lucas, The Chapmans, Sean 

Landers.  In the past the surrealists unequivocally embraced jokes (as well as 

gaming) – Dali even wrote the script and created drawings (Descharnes 296) for a 

Marx Brothers film, Giraffes on Horseback Salads, which was never made - and 

artists such as Martin Kippenberger and Richard Prince dealt with ‘the joke’ head on 

(“Hollow Laughter”).  Paul McCarthy's pieces have been variously described as 

“Rabelaisian art jokes with stale punch lines” (Stevens New York Magazine) and as 

being 
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funny in a kind of desperate, black humorous way, different from 

avant-gardists such as the Viennese Actionists or Fluxus performers in 

that the intention is not to directly attack bourgeois culture but to 

expose the repression within it through buffoonery and the creation of a 

space of absurdity (Jones 127). 

 

Susan Sontag found herself laughing during the “Happenings” of the 1960s 

stating that Surrealism, which, for her, these events were examples of, was “perhaps 

the farthest extension of the idea of comedy” (Against Interpretation 274).  Related to 

this, the recent courting of Banksy is evidence of how prankster-ism has been 

embraced, welcomed into the established artistic fold.  V. Vale and Andrea Juno say 

that this “has cultural and historical precedent” and go on to make dubious 

connections between prankster-ism and Picasso’s Les Desmoiselles d’Avignon, 

Duchamp’s Fountain and Warhol’s car crash images (Juno et al. 4).  This may or 

may not be a reflection of the growing fashion to exalt what would have once been 

considered degenerate: for example the activities of the Jackass team, or an 

increase in sadistic or violent trends such as “egging” and “happy slapping”.  But a 

considerable proportion of insider artists embrace comedy: other examples are 

William Wegman’s early work and Martha Rosler’s performances and videos.  Lastly 

it is worth noting that increasingly comedians want to be seen as serious artists: A 

recent South Bank Show focused on the writer performers of Little Britain (ITV, 

2005). 

 

Earnestness is undeniably the dominant characteristic in visual art however.  

Is hunting for the joke in art, even where none was intended, worthwhile or are more 
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mature methods of treatment called for?  Certainly in visual art a great fear exists of 

not being taken seriously.  Howard Hodgkins sees nothing funny in his paintings 

(South Bank Show 1996).  Martin Kippenberger employed the use of jokes and even 

though his work attacked the form, according to his widow, he was misunderstood 

(“Hollow Laughter”).  These are serious times after all: the environment is in crisis, 

war continues, poverty is widespread.  Bizarrely, precisely as this global crisis 

escalates, the population at large finds itself inundated with comedy and 

entertainment.  In general the status of comedy is being elevated but perhaps the 

objections to it, and the calculated avoidance of it, by certain parties are justified.  

One wonders whether Little Britain offers anything more than a reinforcement of 

existing prejudices, the rehashing of tired old formulae and represents simply a 

pissing-away of undeniable acting skills.  Now it could easily be argued that, The 

Office and Father Ted, when they originally hit the screens, were important.  But one 

by-product of the sheer quantity of comedy being foisted upon us: situation-comedy, 

sketch shows, comedy game shows, comedy quizzes and comedy talk shows, is a 

breakdown of critique, in principles,  an inability to distinguish between material 

which aims merely to entertain or amuse for its own sake and comedy which 

provides a genuine challenge or new observation.   

 

Or is the discomfort with laughter related to a fear of something which might 

be uncontrollable, not understood well enough, which symbolises a victory by what is 

primitive and animal in human beings over their intellect?  At least eight of the fifteen 

responding to a survey I carried out amongst an unrepresentative selection of 

acquaintances had at some point laughed and regretted so afterwards (see 

Appendix 1).  There are age-old reservations.  Aristotle’s Poetics does not deal with 
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comedy at all except to mention that “Comedians were so named […] because they 

wandered from village to village […] being excluded contemptuously from the city” 

(5).  Arthur Koestler pointed out that: 

 

Among the theories of laughter that have been proposed since 

the days of Aristotle, the ‘theory of degradation’ appears the most 

persistent.  For Aristotle himself laughter was closely related to 

ugliness and debasement; for Cicero ‘the province of the ridiculous lies 

in a certain baseness and deformity’; for Descartes laughter is a 

manifestation of ‘joy mixed with surprise or hate or sometimes with 

both’; in Francis Bacon’s list of laughable objects, the first place is 

taken by ‘deformity’.  The essence of the ‘theory of degradation’ is 

defined in Hobbes’s Leviathan: 

 

‘The passion of laughter is nothing else but sudden glory arising 

from sudden conception of some eminency in ourselves by comparison 

with the infirmity of others, or with our own formerly’ (The Act of 

Creation 53). 

 

The experience of seeing art and visiting galleries does appear to instil a type 

of joy however.  Pleasure, wisdom or at least consolation are to be obtained from 

reading a novel, hearing a poem, listening to music.  These satisfactions, the desire 

for happiness, do not generally draw puritanical criticism.  So the problem appears 

not to be with the quantitative aspects or whether it is morally acceptable to seek joy 
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or contentment on an oppressive globe.  The act of laughing itself is where the 

concern lies.  

 

A correspondence can be imagined between exhibition spaces and churches 

or other places of worship.  Maybe galleries are the acceptable modern equivalent, 

chill-out rooms, an escape from the contemporary overload of jokes, pranks, games, 

puzzles, quizzes, challenges.  Outside people are expected to be in a continuous 

state of entertainment.   A ridiculous facet of this is the stress many corporations and 

businesses now place on having ‘fun’.  It is no longer enough for employees to do 

their jobs well and accept, perhaps unconsciously, the obvious facts of exploitation, 

or to use an old fashioned term, wage-slavery.  Work must be done with a smile on 

the face as if the whole thing were some kind of jolly game.  In a critical essay written 

for an exhibition on the theme of gaming Regina Cornwell writes about how fun 

“moves through our culture like a non indigenous weed, strangling the native flora.  

Substitute”, she says, “intelligence for flora, and we have reduced the native 

intelligence needed for seriousness. [… ] fun has enlarged its domain, even further 

stamping out seriousness where and when it can” (10). Amidst all this arguably 

obnoxious fun it is not surprising that people wonder where to go for a dose of 

sincerity. 

 

The phenomenon of Comic Relief is another outgrowth of this obsession with 

comedy and entertainment.  Even the pretend-solutions for the starving in Africa and 

elsewhere need to be rendered explicitly entertaining!  It is an understatement to say 

that Comic Relief is problematic on a number of levels.  Jokes naturally demand a 

lack of seriousness, they point to what is absurd: comedy is a mockery of devotion or 
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earnestness.  As exposed by Marx (Groucho that is) when he said, "The secret of 

success in show-business is honesty and sincerity.  Once you learn how to fake that, 

you've got it made” (qtd. in Nikke's Index).  Comic Relief attempts to combine 

messages about the urgent need and apparent desire to solve enormous, complex 

and utterly serious problems with - wait for it - light entertainment and comedy, 

which, to be effective, rely on nihilistic mentality, a suggestion that nothing matters.  

Even ignoring, what are now considered passé, principled socialist objections to 

charity on the grounds that political problems call for political solutions, Comic Relief 

warrants serious condemnation.  On what grounds is it acceptable to mix visions of 

unspeakable poverty with gags reflecting only western decadence?  From the point 

of view of comedy too, the project falls short.  For Woody Allen jokes are about time 

and distance: If something has happened long enough ago or far enough away then 

jokes referring to it or delivered in conjunction with it are accepted, might work.  

Whether we find this morally offensive or not is another question but intuitively the 

contention appears true.  “Comedy is tragedy plus time”, says character Alan Alda in 

Allen’s 1989 film Crimes and Misdemeanours (Bradshaw Guardian).  The fact is 

however that starvation and extreme poverty are facts on many parts of the planet 

right now and with modern methods of communication and transport the afflicted 

countries or zones are not so far away either.  If hypothetically the macabre 

spectacle were broadcast to audiences in the distressed areas surely it would 

prompt an immediate uprising.  Only in this respect can one imagine Comic Relief 

playing anything like a positive role.  Okay: rant over. 

 

Perhaps it is a good thing that such an extreme emotional reaction as laughter 

is not necessarily the intention of art.  Conventional jokes demand an immediate 



O’Connell 15 

www.mocksim.co.uk  

response.  There are less severe means of setting up tension which leave the 

spectators alone, free to derive pleasure in their own time.  Jokes give the 

impression of an instruction or an attempt to manipulate others according to some 

formula.  Nine of the fifteen respondents to the survey (in Appendix 1) claimed not to 

laugh at jokes.  Half believe that they do not laugh at the same things as others.  

Laughter exposes sameness or group behaviour.  Should people be “outed” like 

this?  Maybe.  Or the coercion is offensive.  Generally it is the case with artefacts 

that regardless of whether a deliberate attempt was made to engineer in narrative, 

suspense, or comedy, observers are free to draw their own conclusions or none at 

all. 

 

Writers, poets and their publishers, on the other hand, do not appear so 

concerned as curators and visual artists about maintaining the serious tone or at 

least confronting the joke.  The titles of three novels by Milan Kundera are Laughable 

Loves, The Book of Laughter and Forgetting and The Joke.  Poet Paul Durcan, 

speaking recently in Brighton pointed out that Patrick Kavanagh, whom he’d known, 

drew the conclusion during the final decade of his life that “the highest achievement 

in poetry was the comic note” and that “tragedy was underdeveloped comedy”.   

Durcan implied also, in his responses to questions, that Kavanagh had little time for 

high-brow political correctness and was critical of the increasing heavy grasp of 

academia on artistic activity (Paul Durcan Live).  Conversely stand up comedians 

might see themselves as poets.  Admittedly, with some irony, Bill Hicks, referred to 

himself as the “little dark poet” (Totally Bill Hicks). 
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Performers and new media artists are more likely to utilise comedy than avoid 

it.  Antoinette LaFarge and Robert Allen write about “melding comic performance 

traditions with new media technologies” in an article about an initiative in which 

comedy was used “not to undercut the seriousness of [the] subject matter, but to 

emphasise it." (LaFarge et al. 213-217).  

 

In fact most of the visual artists mentioned so far who employ gags, jokes or 

humour calculatedly are performance or video artists or use text to make the jokes.  

This must be due to one fundamental feature of jokes: they rely on action and timing 

or the semblance of it.  Visual art work, in its most common form, the motionless 

object, is badly suited then for the purposes of delivering a laughter-provoking gag.  

And dynamics alone is not enough.  Laughter (which can’t have been the outcome 

Rebecca Horn was aiming at) is only just more likely to be brought about by an 

apparatus like Vol de Nuit Saint-Exupéry, with its innards exposed, than a still image, 

fixed object or sculpture.  Movement and the time element are key to comedy but 

also suspense needs to be set up, something unanticipated has to happen.  Part of 

the work ought to be first hidden and then revealed. 

 

If Walter Pater’s frequently quoted remark about all art aspiring to the 

condition of music is true then the inference is that art should endeavour not to be 

comedic at all because music is the arena where abstraction is most frequently 

found (and for some reason accepted without criticism) and abstraction (as well as 

stillness) is an enemy of comedy.  Some kind of relationship with reality, in other 

words the logic we already know, is required for a joke to work.  If everything is 

equally unfathomable then the necessary distinction between the comfort-zone of 
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set-up and mild shock of punch-line cannot be present.  There is a contagious side 

to laughter too so figurative images, clear references to the body and in particular the 

face are more likely to induce quickly a tangible response such as laughter.  Abstract 

put alongside concrete might work however as suggested by Freud: 

 

“the original pleasure in rediscovering the same thing [. . .] is not 

the only motive that favours the use of analogies; there is the further 

fact that analogies are capable of a use which brings with it a relief of 

intellectual work – if, that is to say, one follows the usual practice of 

comparing what is less known or the abstract, with the concrete, and 

by comparison elucidates what is more unfamiliar or more difficult 

(272). 

 

It is said that laughter is infectious.  Freud and Koestler both referred the 

communal nature of laughter and its significance in terms of empathy.  In extreme 

cases laughter epidemics have been reported.  Strong evidence suggests that one 

such outbreak occurred in Tanganyika in 1962 for example.  It became such a matter 

for concern that the school from which the epidemic sprang had to be shut down.  

Children and parents had transmitted it to the surrounding area. Other schools and 

two villages, comprising of thousands of people, were all affected to some degree. 

The phenomenon only died off six to eighteen months after it started!  (Robert R. 

Provine)   The corollary to this of course is that it’s hard to laugh alone and if no-one 

is prepared to begin then the likelihood of others laughing is reduced.  According to 

Provine “in the absence of stimulating media (television, radio or books), people are 

about 30 times more likely to laugh when they are in a social situation than when 
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they are alone”.  Ten out of the fifteen interviewees in Appendix 1 admitted to 

laughing even when they hadn’t understood the joke.  But even taking into account 

the fact that people are not so sophisticated that they wouldn’t laugh simply because 

others are doing so, convention and sobriety combine to undermine any collective 

outburst of hilarity in the context of an art exhibition. 

 

An attribute of jokes is that they need to surprise but not genuinely frighten.  

“Tickling a child will call out a wriggling and squirming response”, writes Koestler, 

“But the child will laugh only – and this is the crux of the matter – if an additional 

condition is fulfilled: it must perceive the tickling as a mock attack, a caress in a 

mildly aggressive disguise.” (80).  Galleries fulfil one criterion in that they’re 

considered safe places but what would an artist have to do to provide the shock 

portion for typical contemporary art audiences?  According to W H Auden “the ear 

tends to be lazy, craves the familiar and is shocked by the unexpected; the eye, on 

the other hand, tends to be impatient, craves the novel and is bored by repetition” 

(qtd. in What Quote) but this visual hunger has been fed to such an extent now that 

we are overloaded with stimulating imagery.  What’s more it has become easy, with 

the aid of digital technology, to capture and make images in large quantities.  Jean 

Baudrillard refers to this “flood of useless images” and suggests that “we would be 

better to discuss the mental tolerance for information” than say “the threshold of 

social tolerance for immigration” (76).  Paradoxically this overload renders the impact 

of the imagery somewhat impotent.  Perhaps the most exiting vision is one which 

challenges the general level of pollution.  Also it seems that it is more difficult to tell 

visual jokes than aural ones.  Certainly in Northern Europe where historically 

because of the climate, humidity and lower levels of light, more emphasis was 
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placed on literature and the oral traditions than on visual art.  There is less 

appreciation for visual comedy, clowning and miming for example.   The visual 

landscape in particular has become extreme not least in terms of the easy availability 

of ostensibly explicit material and violent images. The exact opposite to this might be 

what is required to provide the shock: something, for example, fitting with Matisse’s 

stated objective of supplying an art which is “rather like a good armchair which 

provides relaxation from physical fatigue”.  On the other hand to do the exact 

opposite is itself predictable so something less ideological is perhaps what is 

required.  In response to the general admiration for perfection and the contemporary 

fixations with success and failure (which have become equally exotic) real 

alternatives, conceivably, might be mediocrity, subtlety or average-ness.  A review of 

a show called The Shop of Utopian Clothing at London’s White Space Gallery by 

artists Gluklya and Tsaply missed this point in its criticisms (O’Reilly).  The 

overwhelming lightness of touch apparent there was surely intended.  The fact that 

the exhibition only just distinguished itself from its surroundings and the experience 

of shopping for clothes was, in fact, deeply affecting.  These days it is far easier to 

create something plush, polished, distinct and professional looking.  That has 

become the norm: boring. 

 

One result of the general excess of drama in the world at large, the 

widespread availability of stimulating imagery, instant gratification and jokes is 

perhaps a re-emergence of longing for more patient pleasures.  And the various 

forms of quick fulfilment can be likened to each other.  Susan Sontag equates 

comedy with pornography when she writes: 
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For the most part, the figures who play the role of sexual objects 

in pornography are made of the same stuff as one principal “humour” of 

comedy.  […] The familiar of comedy which features a character who is 

still centre in the midst of outrage (Buster Keaton is a classic image) 

crops up repeatedly in pornography. […] In much of comedy, the joke 

resides precisely in the disparity between the understated or 

anesthetized feeling and a large outrageous event.  Pornography 

works in a similar fashion.  The gain produced by a deadpan tone, by 

what seems to the reader in an ordinary state of mind to be the 

incredible underreacting of the erotic agents to the situations in which 

they’re placed, is not the release of laughter.  It’s the release of sexual 

reaction (“The Pornographic Imagination”, The Story of the Eye 100-

101). 

 

The “understated or anesthetized” and “deadpan” are difficult to avoid, such is 

the present-day overload of punch-line and fake orgasm.  Ironically surplus 

undermines the economic basis for pornography because, like comedy, it relies upon 

a certain level of prudishness, on repression and on scarcity of supply.  Repetition 

destroys a good joke.  People are capable of only so much laughter, sex, or food in a 

day. 

 

A natural protection from ‘the joke’ is provided by the fact that, even though 

video is a more frequent feature, the contents of galleries still mainly comprise of 

static images and sculptural pieces.  As stated already, an argument here, is that 

motion and the time line are key in comedy.  Motion is also a characteristic of music 
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and so might be associated with experiences which are at the opposite end of a 

continuum between joking and the sublime.  Using the example of a flowing stream, 

Bohm and Peat elaborate on how the mind can cross over to a timeless order, even 

in relation to surroundings which are utterly dynamic (224-225).  But let us assume 

that the time order is where we want to be.  Before the advent of the moving image, 

film, then video and now digital technology, it was not easy for portable art objects to 

possess or exhibit motion.  It is possible for motionless objects to infer or simulate 

dynamics and create time delay, by a number of means, however. 

 

For example if something is worth calling art then it contains within it an 

element of difficulty.  This difficulty means an inevitable time lag before the observer 

achieves realisation.  And sudden awareness, the epiphany moments which result 

from such effort, are typically followed by elation, possibly laughter or tears.  Koestler 

testifies to the cathartic consequences of the Eureka act likening the experience to 

the “effects of the analyst’s method of bringing ‘repressed complexes’ into the 

patient’s consciousness.” (659). Perhaps this delay is how satirical cartoons 

succeed.  In the case of still art objects the time lag might even be due to accepting 

that there is no meaning: the sudden experience of recognising sheer impenetrability 

corresponding to a sort of punch-line.  This of course contradicts, to a degree, what 

was said earlier about abstraction not lending itself well to comedy purposes. 

 

Motion can be suggested by other means too.  It is possible to play with 

notions of gravity by tilting a square or cuboid, or using diagonals.  The techniques of 

cartoonists and photographers who use lines, motion blur or even symbols such as 

arrows to imply movement are effective.  The eye is led on a natural path through the 
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artefact conferring narrative.  Play with cultural or inherent tendencies to read, by 

use of a series of frames say to create a story-board effect achieves this also.  But 

as with reading from a book our eyes scan ahead unconsciously, moving in a series 

of jerks know as saccades and there is even a natural continuous high frequency 

tremor which occurs when the eye appears still (Gregory 44) so the technique 

cannot be so effective as the spoken word or other aural and visual means for 

delivering narrative or jokes. 

 

If we ignore the strategic-level benefits alluded to in the opening paragraph, a 

primary source of comedy in all art is the simple knowledge that effort, resources and 

time were put into creating something which is, in the end, essentially useless.  A 

time-line associated with the artist’s activity is thus imagined, the physical product 

from that activity exists in front of the viewer’s eyes and the two sequenced amounts 

to something comical.  Average human activity is mocked by this.  The absurdity of 

life and ambition is suggested.  The market around art in terms of the false logic of 

capitalism undermines this effect, increases seriousness and raises the status of the 

artist but artists still appear to carry within them the classical fool’s paradox of wise-

idiot.  To the layman, the artist, especially one who hasn’t become rich as a result of 

their endeavours, must seem irrational, child-like, or mad. 

 

Galleries are predisposed to laughter in one respect: stern situations set up a 

tension which calls to be broken just as churches, undertakers and workplaces 

provide encouraging environments for spates of this type.  In fact in recent years a 

movement has emerged in evangelical churches called “Holy Laughter”.  It is 

probably not accidental that most of the venues listed above are connected with 
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death too.  Silence provides an opportunity to consider mortality or the dismal side of 

existence which might explain the common inability to cope with quiet, our need to fill 

gaps with noise, words, music, traffic.  Freud considered “galgenhumor” (literally 

gallows humour) to be “the crudest case of humour” (294) but is not all comedy 

derived from the fact that we are alive, conscious, egotistical and then we simply 

die?  It is not uncommon for people inexperienced with bereavement, when faced 

with loss for the first time, to laugh instead of cry.  Death is perhaps the ultimate 

punch-line.  Simon Critchley alludes to this too or at least to the dark side of comedy 

at the end of his book on humour referring to the attitude of Samuel Beckett: 

 

For me, it is this smile - deriding the having and the not having, 

the pleasure and the pain, the sublimity and suffering of the human 

situation - that is the essence of humour. This is the risus purus, the 

highest laugh, the laugh that laughs at the laugh, that laughs at that 

which is unhappy, the mirthless laugh of the epigraph to this book. Yet, 

this smile does not bring unhappiness, but rather elevation and 

liberation, the lucidity of consolation. This is why, melancholy animals 

that we are, human beings are also the most cheerful. We smile and 

find ourselves ridiculous. Our wretchedness is our greatness (111). 

 

For an event to be funny it needs generally to contain simultaneously 

something recognisable and something different, a new and unexpected clash or 

intersection between existing planes of thought.  A great joke is something which 

makes absolute sense or is true in terms of the logic of the joke but which is 

nevertheless completely unexpected.  “The two fixed points in what determines the 
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nature of jokes – their purpose of continuing pleasurable play and their effort to 

protect from the criticism of reason – immediately explain why an individual joke, 

though it may seem senseless from one point of view, must appear sensible, or at 

least allowable, from another.”  (Freud 181).  In fact images of faces or figures, in an 

unusual mode, position or distorted to some degree, especially if we recognise the 

individual portrayed or we are the subject in the picture ourselves are examples of 

something static which can act like a joke.  It may be a personal matter: perhaps 

Cindy Sherman is amused by the images of herself as clown (which were displayed 

at the Serpentine Gallery, London in 2003).  Laughter is more likely if pictures are 

being shown in succession, as is the way with holiday snaps, thus setting up 

suspense (and usually plenty of suspense given the torment one normally associates 

with enforced viewing of other people’s amateur photos).  Crazy mirrors, animations 

and caricature work in a similar manner.   We laugh because of the simple existence 

of something extreme or exaggerated and the apparent under-reaction of the 

characters (in this case distorted images) to their situation.  Sontag elaborated on 

her theory of humour by saying that an essential characteristic of comedy is 

disrelatedness, in contrast to tragedy which is about the opposite: extreme 

relatedness (Against Interpretation 273-274).  And of course images or figurative 

sculptures are no more alive than a dead body and so always under-react to their 

situation.  A snapshot is lifeless, small, flat, still, seems unnatural, funny. 
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Paul McCarthy - Mechanical Pig (2005) 

 

If it’s the case that death can amuse us and as a corollary life, or the 

semblance of life, achieves that effect too then Paul McCarthy’s Mechanical Pig 

displayed at The Whitechapel gallery (at the time of researching for this essay), 

made of silicone, platinum/fibreglass, metal and electrical components, which seems 

to have built into it both life and death, ought to be hilarious.  Mechanical Pig is 

astonishing, for one thing, because of its situation in a gallery, its radical 

displacement.  The life-size model of the animal sleeping, breathing and moving 

occasionally, lies on top of an electrical, mechanical contraption which has 

something of the life support machine about it.  Pistons move according to a pattern 

which is not easy to predict and every so often the pig jolts slightly, but suddenly, as 

though dreaming.  The combination of realistic form and pig-skin surface and various 

subtle dynamic effects, the sound of compressed air-flow, movements of jaw, lungs, 

leg and tail evokes thoughts of a real existence.  One feels no compulsion to laugh in 

the presence of Mechanical Pig however because there is no sequence or narrative: 
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death and life are in attendance simultaneously.  If there’s a joke here it’s about how 

stupidly easy it is to simulate a living creature.  The implied dialectical growth of 

death within life only reinforces the illusion: life is pregnant with death.  I found it 

impossible to tell whether the pig-smell discernible around the piece was due to the 

release of real substances into the air or my imagination.  One definite outcome, 

from what in the end amounts to a simple experience in the presence of a strange 

model, is that to look at a pig in the same way again becomes an impossibility.  

Profundity outweighs wit, by a large margin, in this piece of art. 
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Paul Grangon - Fluffy Tamagotchi (1998) 

 

If motion is not present  then a situation is less likely to amuse us.  Ron 

Mueck’s wax sculptures are disturbing, curious but not comical to most.  The crude, 

low tech, often interactive, machines of indefatigable robot-artist Paul Granjon, on 

the other hand, are side-splittingly funny.  Freud’s point about a “good deal of the 

comic effect produced on us by animals [coming] from our perceiving in them 

movements such as those which we cannot initiate ourselves” (250) also applies in 

the case of robots.  People easily resort to anthromorphism and this seems to be the 

source of much of what is comedic in Granjon’s work although he also performs, in 

the understated manner of a dead-pan comedian, from behind a mic, when 

presenting his inventions which of course adds to the entertainment aspect (A Blip 

Event).   
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Sarah Lucas - The Man Who Sold The World (2004) 

 

Sarah Lucas’s The Man Who Sold The World was just one of a number of, in 

the main dark, jokes at In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida at Tate Britain in 2004.  The effect was 

engineered firstly by the piece’s  positioning within the space, hidden behind a 

partition (the joke set-up) which created travel time for most observers (the joke 

pause) and lastly because the barrier maximised impact: the work was first-

witnessed at close range, its sheer scale and the unusual material components 

which included “a juggernaut” acting like a joke punch-line.  The comedy factor was 

only enhanced by the expressions on the faces of confused punters being led 
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around the gallery in organised tours undoubtedly having Lucas’s work presented to 

them in terms of some sanitised analysis.  Of course The Man Who Sold The World 

deserves a lot more attention than simply pointing out that it was funny.  Once the 

initial hit wore off a whole set of other experiences unfolded, through noticing what 

was framed within the tractor cab etc. 

 

Another method of creating narrative or simulated motion in something static 

is through the use of text in the piece directly or in its naming.  In fact the contrast 

between an artefact and its title might work like a joke.  A final by no means trivial  

means of introducing time and motion elements into static work or spaces is through 

the involvement of the human spectators (or participants) themselves.  A painting 

can generally be looked at from many positions, angles or points of view.  Different 

targets are focused on in succession.  Areas of an image or sculpture are scanned 

as has been mentioned already.  Looking closely potentially reveals technique and 

for a moment separates a single part from the whole.  One observer’s interaction 

with a work will affect another’s.  In addition two numbers are added together.  

Apologies: that was pathetic (but for some reason irresistible).  Correction: In 

addition people do stupid things and make mistakes.  This can be sad or amusing.  

Take my own gaffe at Bodylandscapes depicted already and certain visitor’s inability 

to deal with Bruce Nauman’s sound installation Raw Materials at the Tate Modern 

Turbine Hall recently.  Groups stood around the rectangular grey-black speakers 

which hung from the walls, conversing with each other, as if the things were 

paintings!  Or was there really something worth observing which everyone else had 

missed?  I checked but could only detect slight vibrations and bouncing dust 

particles.  Still this is less of a gag than an observation which, with the right 
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emphases and exaggeration, - not many people did this really - might form the basis 

for a joke.  But if amusement is what you want in a gallery then a rich source of it is 

to be found in the clown-like behaviour of people themselves.  For other reasons too, 

which will be considered again later, it is fascinating how people act and perform 

around art objects. 

 

Before leaving the subject of jokes in art of let us dwell briefly on what is 

defined as anti-humour:  “a type of humour that is not directly humorous, though anti-

humour jokes often become humorous due to the irony involved in telling them”  

(Wikipedia).  An example of anti-humour is the non joke:  “Why did the chicken cross 

the road? To get to the other side.”  According to Wikipedia: “although [this is] 

perhaps the most famous of all jokes in the English language [it is] a Non-joke, in 

that its humour value comes from the fact that it is expected to be funny. Additionally, 

it is rarely told on its own, but instead is referenced, modified, or parodied in a 

number of other jokes.”  The reason of course that the joke has to be parodied is 

revealed in the first sentence above: “its humour value comes from the fact that it is 

expected to be funny”.  Once any joke gains currency, even if the basis for it is that 

the punch line is expected to be funny but turns out not to be, then the original 

answer becomes the “expected” one and the joke loses its initial, in this case already 

questionable, impact.  Jokes are about the unexpected.  If politeness is usual then 

rudeness amuses.  If expletives are to the norm then civility triggers laughter.  At a 

number of Stand Up comedy events at The Komedia Brighton and other venues 

during 2005 I walked on stage introducing myself as someone who was not a 

comedian, had no jokes and was intent, not on entertaining but on bringing the mood 

down.  Generally the response to this was laughter.  Certain jokes and techniques do 
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stand the test of time and develop a life of their own however, one assumes, 

because a second source of pleasure is to be gained from the imagined impact the 

joke will have on other virgin listeners or spectators.   Apart from that though we 

would expect repetition to kill a joke.  Freud stated it bluntly thus: 

 

This characteristic of jokes [the need for them to be original] (which 

determines the shortness of their life and stimulates the constant production 

of new jokes) is evidently due to the fact that the very nature of surprising 

someone or taking them unawares implies that it cannot succeed a second 

time (207). 
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2. Repetition 

 

There is a time element to my use of the circle 

Eva Hesse (“Interview by Cindy Nemser.” 902) 

 

Repetition [can be understood] as insistence, that is, the constant 

pressure of something hidden but not forgotten 

Jacqueline Rose (“Sexuality and the Field of Vision.” 1073) 

 

  Repetition is another fact of life or aesthetic schema but one which, almost by 

definition, entails all that is opposite to jokes.  At least for adults.  Children love 

repetition and laugh at it.  ‘Again’ is their mantra.  This starts with simple Peek-A-Boo 

games and continues for years.  Children play the same tricks repeatedly, tell ‘jokes’ 

over and over again and, if permitted, watch the same movie or animation many 

times.  For adults this remains somewhat true in relation to music.  Our enjoyment of 

repeated experiences does not disappear utterly: it becomes more sophisticated.  

We like some element of repetition or inevitability but with twists and developments.  

But, for the most part, adults are surprised, excited or frightened by differences 

because we forget that something new is possible.  A child, on the other hand, is 

astonished by similarities.  Babies and young children laugh at recurrence 

presumably because for them newness is the normal thing. 

  

So intuitively repetition runs contrary to comedy but clearly it is important in 

life and it features frequently in the practice of artists.  There is a link between jokes, 

in that they rely on trivialising what is taken seriously, and repetition, which, in its 
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simplest interpretation at least, denotes a wasting of time: both give credence to the 

notion of Absurdism, defined as something which encapsulates the thought that “the 

efforts of man to find meaning in the universe will ultimately fail because no such 

meaning exists” (Wikipedia).  Koestler hints that jokes and repetition unite in the 

persona of the clown: 

 

One means of producing and prolonging this effect [the comedic 

impact of the clown] is repetition. The clown and clowning kind of music 

hall comedian will tell, or act out, a long-drawn narrative in which the 

same type of flash, the same pattern, the same situation, the same 

key-words, recur again and again.  Although repetition diminishes the 

effect of surprise, it has a cumulative effect on the emotive discharge 

(82). 

 

Henri Bergson scrutinised the image of a spring being bent, released, then 

bent again, to reveal that repetition is one of the usual processes of classic comedy 

(107).  Laughter itself is repetitive.  Jokes, as well as repetition, are about time and 

motion.  Undoubtedly other tenuous correspondences could be found but let us 

consider some aspects of repetition alone. 

 

In film, literature and fine art similar patterns, characters, narratives and 

cycles reappear. Famously Vladamir Prop concluded that “there were just thirty-one 

generic ‘narratemes’ in the traditional Russian folk tale” and “only eight broad 

character types in the thousands of tales he analysed” (Wikipedia).  In other words 

adult human beings are not completely turned off by repetition.  In fact there is a 
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tendency, when faced with new situations, to create prototypes and to fine-tune them 

so that eventually (too quickly) they become conventions, habits of thought.  We 

seem capable of imposing existing patterns to new uncertainties.  Have human 

beings survived so far because certain stock narratives and ideas allowed us to 

function in our setting?  A religious person might ask whether the patterns created 

us.  The minority: artists, revolutionaries, entrepreneurs, play what seems like a 

necessary role too in challenging or attacking these rules.  But both repetition and 

disturbance appear fundamental to existence. 

 

Looking more deeply into the idea of instances repeating themselves and the 

associated concept of looping brings us to a consideration of the two and three 

dimensional forms mankind has used to envision these patterns.  Certain shapes 

allow us to engage with our environment or simulate it effectively.  Alternatively these 

simulations are our reality.  Either way there is a need to deal with the fact that our 

surroundings are not static but dynamic. Of the shapes and symbols used to 

represent the human interest in looping the circle is the purest.  The lemniscuses 

used to symbolise infinity is another.  The helix and spiral might correspond to more 

mature interpretations of the kind of repeating functions which will be discussed later: 

they suggest a cyclical pattern but one which develops, changes or regresses. 

 

Beginning with the circle: the perfect loop.  Just as a straight line cannot be 

found in nature one assumes that faultless circles and squares are impossible.  In 

other words these shapes are human inventions, abstract, mathematical.  It is 

possible to imagine that the circle may have arisen from direct visual observation of 

the full moon or the pupil of the eye or might have been drawn originally to 
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correspond with one person’s notion about repetition but its practical use is as a 

symbol with wide application.  The circle can represent a whole category of real 

objects, movements or imaginary concepts.  It is a tool for communication with 

ourselves and others, a signifier.  There are other lines with no end and no beginning 

such as the ellipse or the square.  The circle, in fact is a particular case of the ellipse 

and the circle is more efficient, for many purposes, than the square. 

 

Digressing briefly: there are practical reasons for adopting the circle over the 

square.  For example the circumference of a circle equal in height to a square is only 

78.5% of the square’s boundary length (see Appendix 2).  The circumference of a 

circle equal in area to a square is only 88.6% as long (Appendix 2).  These facts 

have many implications.  Assuming it takes 0.25 seconds to write the letter ‘O’ then a 

square of equal height would require about 0.32 seconds to complete, or more, if we 

take into account the need to deal with the corners and change direction three times.  

So squares require more effort and use more ink.  It is not surprising then that many 

symbols in the Western alphabet are made up of round or circle-like segments as 

opposed to angular ones.  If an area of land needing to be fenced, then a ring-shape 

would mean that only 88.6% of the effort and material is required, compared to a 

rectangle of equal area.  Circles don’t fit together as neatly as rectangles or polygons 

but prior to increases in population density this did not matter.  Birds make round 

nests.  Animal burrows tend to be round.  “Our heads are round” noticed Francis 

Picabia “so our thoughts can fly in any direction” (qtd. in Stremmel 22).  The building 

block within bees’ honey combs is the hexagon which lies somewhere in the 

transition between square and circle.  Squares, grids and boxes are more a feature 

of human urban life or developed economies.  Circles or round housing, architectural 
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forms appeared in the past, for example Stonehenge or the Celtic ring forts, or are 

features of less populous tribal cultures such as the Zulus (Gregory, 150). In urban 

environments presumably round structures, such as the Gherkin building in London, 

are intended as decadent statements.  Higher population densities lead to a 

migration away from the circle.   

 

So history seems to be against the circle and with the advent of computer 

technology the migration continues.  Initially pixels and sharp cornered squares were 

always apparent on monitors.  The medium was clearly digital.  It was not, at first, 

obvious that digital would replace analogue but a stage has been reached now 

where fidelity is so high that the underlying square-ness is effectively masked.  With 

music digital formats rule.  With photography the process is not yet complete.  In the 

field of 3D modelling and animation, the software tools available, employ polygons, 

starting with the simplest, the triangle, in order to replicate curvature even though the 

presence of vertices and edges is still apparent.  In ‘virtual space’ then curves are 

making a proverbial fight back but, deep down, the squares rule (which sounds 

depressingly familiar).  Ignoring the obvious, real world, practical benefits perhaps 

the first square was invented purely for amusement.  The square was a silly circle.  

Square wheels would have been a joke no? 

 

Next to the spiral which inspires fantasy artists, new-agers and 

mathematicians around the world to write tracts like this: 

 

The spiral order runs through nature and science, through art 

and mysticism. It is the natural form of growth. It is an archetype which 
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has existed in all cultures around the world since the beginning of 

civilization. It is one of man’s central symbols for expressing the 

journey of the soul, the mystery of all mysteries. It is the outward- 

spiralling search for knowledge and truth and the inward-spiralling path 

of the hero’s journey to the inner still core where the secret of life is 

found.  [… ] The spiral is a cosmic symbol (Köller). 

 

It is true that the fetish for spirals has historical basis for example: 

 

After interlace, spirals are the most commonly recognized of 

Celtic design motifs. Spirals are among the most primal of the human 

artistic vocabulary and are found in most artistic traditions. Spirals 

adorn Irish Stone Age monuments at Newgrange, dating from 2,500 

B.C.  The La Tene style of spiral ornament is the defining artistic 

characteristic of the Celtic Iron Age. In the Golden Age of Celtic Art, 

beginning in the 7th century A. D. a very complex style of spiral 

ornament emerged that is referred to as Ultimate La Tene (Walker). 

 

Less has been said about the helix: a three dimensional take on the spiral.  If 

shapes can be models for dealing with dynamics then, looked at conceptually, the 

helix fits in with a dialectical stance because it suggests that patterns repeat 

themselves, but not in exactly the same way, instead moving up a level or down a 

level, leading to qualitatively different outcomes.  The helix might represent a more 

bearable, optimistic or possibly naive projection of the human psyche onto our 

surroundings than say the circle.  It provides an antidote to the gloomy liberal 
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assertion that history simply repeats itself.  Or it may be important for us to believe 

that we are moving in a forward direction.  Though spiralling downwards too appears 

at least preferable to the kind of repetitious living hell portrayed in movies such as 

Groundhog Day or The Truman Show.  The opposite message is imbedded in the 

classically circular narrative of The Wizard of Oz where the twisty shapes, helices 

and spirals are meant to invoke danger and evil (Rushdie 21).  Another example of 

spirals being coupled with fear is Hitchcock’s Vertigo.  And spirals were associated 

with the rebellious psychedelic period in the Sixties and Seventies.  In a different 

application Charlie Hooker had individuals move around a marked-out spiral route in 

a musical piece concerned with duration called Stroll On (which was performed 

again recently for an exhibition called 1979 in London).  Tatlin mixed the helix and 

the spiral in his celebrated dynamic architectural design making direct connection 

between these forms and the idealism which followed the 1917 Russian revolution. 

 

The brand of repetition produced in our mind by the helix, then, is potentially 

subversive but despite the human hankering for constancy is it not the case that 

even with the strictest repeating pattern two cycles are never the same?  All 

repetition is a repetition with differences.  There is no escape from the fact that 

equilibrium is eventually punctured.  The internal contradictions in one stable state 

may differ from those in another but they still exist.  And the force which came to 

dominate in one phase may play the opposite role with progression to a new level.  

As hinted at already exploration of the helix brings to mind too a Hegelian/Marxist 

process of thesis - antithesis – synthesis. 
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The preceding paragraphs appear like a digression from the main theme but 

the outline of the development from a brief contemplation of repetition, to the shapes 

our minds use such as the circle, to the practical challenge posed by the square, 

back to spirals, leading on to the seditious helix has implications for what is being 

dealt with here, not just ‘the joke’, but questions about the time-line generally and the 

dynamics which appear to be present in what we term life.  It is interesting that the 

fundamental blueprint for living organisms, DNA, is envisaged as a double helix.  All 

kinds of wave shapes and systems, simplify, for mathematical purposes, to the sine 

wave which is closely related to the helix too, and represents a special case of the 

second order dynamics discussed next. 
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3. Feedback 

 

Ideas of feedback and process open up a vast array of systems to the 

possibility of being essentially alive. 

Nicola Siddons (“Art As Evolution”) 

 

A positive feedback loop left to itself can lead only to the destruction of 

the system, through explosion or through the blocking of all its 

functions. The wild behaviour of positive loops - a veritable death wish - 

must be controlled by negative loops. This control is essential for a 

system to maintain itself in the course of time 

J. de Ronsay (Principia Cyberneticia) 

 

Most people are familiar with audio feedback which occurs when an input device, the 

microphone, is placed within range of an output mechanism, the speaker so that the 

volume amplifies rapidly to an unbearable screech.  Similar feedback loops arise in 

other arenas such as engineering control systems and in nature.  The technique of 

‘causal loop diagramming’ incorporates this idea of output feeding back to input and 

is considered important when attempting to understand, model or visualise the high 

level behaviour of economies, systems, historical processes, climates and population 

growth cycles.  Feedback also forms a component of  the explanations for self 

regulating behaviour  at the other extreme of scale, at the cell or atomic level. 

 

Systems which feed back on themselves always possess the interesting 

characteristic that they can go ‘out of control’.  An extreme example might be 
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runaway chemical reactions such as those occurring in explosions.  Even these can 

be controlled (which is what nuclear power stations are designed to do) and 

inevitably the most dramatic quickly-escalating chain-reaction reaches a turning point 

from when the rate of change lessens.  Limitations are reached: there is always a 

finite quantity of raw material for example.   So feedback loops are prone to periods 

of instability but these eruptions are eventually followed by calm.  This pattern of 

equilibrium, disruption, equilibrium etc. coincides again with the helical models 

discussed earlier. 

 

So certain combinations of time delay or amplification within the circuit will 

cause properties within the system to fluctuate then soar or plummet.  Objects have 

natural frequencies: bridges or heat exchangers in process plants self destruct if the 

vibrations imposed upon them happen to fall into phase with their natural rhythm.  

Chemical reactions can be endothermic or exothermic, implosion is possible as well 

as explosion.  These are all examples of what is termed ‘positive feedback’.  

Propositions such as “success breeds success” or “money makes money” are 

examples too of positive feedback.  ‘Negative feedback’ is when an output signal 

feeds back to dampen, not amplify, resulting in self-regulation.  So negative 

feedback leads to stability: the past acts as a correction for the present.  One 

example of negative feedback was mentioned above: as raw material is used up 

then the rate of a chemical reaction will slow down.  We have already mentioned that 

feedback is a key element in arenas such as control theory and computer simulation.  

And it is crucial in games design: positive feedback introduces drama to a game 

while negative feedback creates stability. 
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Feedback and helical models are useful: They allow us, for example, to 

compose some exposition around the contemporary panic over the environmental 

crisis: global warming, global dimming, the greenhouse effect and the depletion of 

the ozone layer.  We can assume that these phenomena reflect disturbances in the 

earth’s environmental equilibrium so that sudden, possibly irreversible, change is 

expected but that whatever happens a new stability will eventually emerge.  The 

issues for mankind are the turmoil caused by such an unwanted transformation and 

the fact that there is no reason at all why the new environment emerging from this 

chaos should suit us.  In this case the model tells us nothing exact but provides more 

comfort than superstitious conjecture say. 

 

Periods of acute flux which occupy the gaps between two equilibriums are 

notoriously hard to deal with.  When the pressure on water flowing from a tap is 

gradually increased by turning the faucet the flow regime changes from what is 

termed laminar flow to turbulent flow.  Both flow types can be mathematically 

modelled with reasonable accuracy but the short transitional behaviour is chaotic.   

Intuitively we consider periods of dynamic equilibrium to be long or normal while 

periods of rapid change are short and exceptional however it is possible to envisage 

situations where this is not the case.  Using a political example, during the 20th 

century Leon Trotsky developed a theory regarding economic transformation which 

proposed that semi-feudal nations which had not yet completed their bourgeois 

revolutions, like Tsarist Russia or Britain’s colonies would be compelled to engage in 

what he termed Permanent Revolution.  The expected lengthy stages of historical 

stability which had been experienced by nations such as England or France 

(because they happened to get their first) were no longer possible and would have to 
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be skipped.  Another example comes from chemistry where the term sublimation is 

used to describe the direct conversion of a substance from solid to gas, skipping the 

usual liquid phase.  So a basic model can be enhanced to account for exceptions.  

The purpose in formulating such models is not to realise some infantile desire of 

predicting the future but to augment thinking at the strategic or higher level. 

 

Feedback loops may relate to each other across dimensions and forms 

through some hierarchy, or be laterally related to the original circuit.  The circuit of 

microphone, electrical connection, amplifier, electrical connection, speaker, distance 

in air, back to microphone again provides only the real physical infrastructure for 

another more abstract loop through which audio information flows.  A control loop 

could take the hierarchy up another level.  Like musicians before them, such as 

Jimmy Hendrix, but in a more overt and deliberate way, eighties guitar band Jesus 

and Mary Chain notably employed feedback as a major component of their 

performance, continuously shoving instruments to and from speakers.  The 

dynamics of such a loop include whatever complexity is introduced through 

additional input, as information is processed by the guitarist and converted into 

actions which modify the characteristics of the circuit. 

 

In a similar manner the stand up comedian is one constituent in a control loop 

absorbing feedback from an audience and responding accordingly through use of 

material, correct timing and other techniques.  The audience forms a second human 

element in this circuit, made even more complex, because a proportion of people 

laugh, as has been stated already, simply because others are doing so.  The loop 
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might be described as follows: joke (i.e. set-up, pause, punch line), laughter at joke, 

laughter at laughter, time lag, next joke. 

 

A branch of Calculus related to oscillatory processes, Second Order Ordinary 

Differential Equations (2nd Order ODEs), fits in with these themes.  2nd Order ODEs 

reproduce the dynamics of systems such as springs, pendulums, control systems 

and self regulating mechanisms where the output oscillates around a set-point or 

‘steady state’ before returning to it, following a disturbance.  The image below shows 

a series of plots based on these equations.  For more details see Appendix 3. 
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If poetry can be defined as something which uses “condensed or compressed 

form to convey emotion or ideas to the reader's or listener's mind or ear” (Wikipedia) 

then these equations are the visual or conceptual equivalent.  Perhaps it is time 
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someone wrote Ode to an ODE.  2nd Order ODEs provide an eloquent means to 

simulate many dynamic processes.   

 

 

Micheál O’Connell  - still from Tyre (2004)  

 

The type of repetition resulting from feedback systems has interesting 

applications in artistic practice, could be put to use as an aesthetic principle.  My own 

work incorporates this kind of continuous modelling.  Scenarios are set up whereby a 

system must respond to signals containing disturbances or abrupt discontinuities 

resulting from breaking, joking, noise or vibration.  The reconstructed mugs which 

emerge from a process I invented for Giving Birth to Monsters in June 2005 do 

resemble the original objects in certain ways but are by no means identical.  This 

corresponds to a kind of fundamental truth.  Even a pendulum is changed in some 

way by its experience, is slightly modified through each cycle.  Tyre (2004), 

Commuter (2004), Cormac’s Cup (2005), You May Not Drink from the Holy Cup 

(2005) and a recent series of Laughing Cup Experiments all refer to the dynamics 



O’Connell 46 

www.mocksim.co.uk  

associated with feedback.  Commuter, perhaps represents the most distilled 

conversion of the 2nd Order ODE into motion.  We have suggested that the 

mathematics referred to here might resemble poetry.  Also experience of the 

dynamics drawn out in animations resulting from these equations produces an 

impact similar to that described by David Bohm in relation to music.  “Consider, for 

example, how music is comprehended”, he says, “at any given moment, a particular 

note may be sounding in awareness, but at the same time a kind of ‘reverberation’ of 

a number of earlier notes can also be sensed.  Such reverberation is not the same 

as recollection or memory” (188). 

 

  

Micheál O’Connell – stills from Cormac’s Cup (2005) and 

Laughing Mug Experiments (2005) 



O’Connell 47 

www.mocksim.co.uk  

 

Micheál O’Connell – still from Commuter (2004) 

 

 

 

Micheál O’Connell – stills from You May Not Drink From The Holy Cup 

with Naughty The Clown (a.k.a. Dave Thompson) (2005) 
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Anselm Kiefer - from Anselm Kiefer für Chlebnikov (2005) 

 

If feedback is about memory and history being imbedded in the present or the 

musical effect described by Bohm then the paintings and art of Anselm Keefer 

appear to encapsulate these strangely controversial ideas.  The series of paintings 

displayed at the White Cube gallery in London as part of the Anselm Kiefer für 

Chlebnikov exhibitions in 2005 portrayed submarines and vessels washed up or 

imposed upon murky seascapes.  The irony here is that submarines are vessels 

designed for operation underneath the water.  The proposition that destroyed sunken 

versions of these could return, as they appear to have in the paintings, is a potent 

one.  History comes back to haunt us is the first cliché which is brought to mind.  In 

this case the objects are vessels of war, reminders of fascism.  Kiefer could simply 

be saying that it is naïve to imagine that the past has no effect on the present: 

inconvenient episodes cannot simply be repressed.  Kiefer initially achieved notoriety 

in the late 1960s because he used the Nazi salute in a  series of photographs called 

Occupations.  It is perhaps generous to suggest that he was simply being naïve in 

doing so but according to Kiefer the was a parody.  When pushed he responds to the 

challenge made by critics who’d accused him of feeding neo-fascism by stating that 



O’Connell 49 

www.mocksim.co.uk  

he was simply pointing or asking questions about, whether in 1945, when the second 

world war ended, the entire German population instantaneously forgot their recent 

infatuations to embrace a new creed.  Kiefer claimed he was merely wondering 

about what it was like to live in a fascist regime.  As a German artist he feels, no 

doubt, that he has every right to address its past, that it is his prerogative or even his 

duty as a professional observer. 

 

 

Anselm Kiefer - from Anselm Kiefer für Chlebnikov (2005) 

  

A separate building, constructed especially for Anselm Kiefer für Chlebnikov 

housed an array of thirty paintings of a similar type but smaller, showing submarines 

and vessels positioned on muddy seascape backgrounds.  Was this a joke, a 

commercial ploy or simply a bad idea?  Or maybe Kiefer’s intention was to produce 

the kind of duplication referred to earlier: repetition as insistence (Rose 1073). 
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Deliberation about ‘the joke’ in art led us to a recognition of the importance of 

dynamics, followed by a reconnoitre into the opposing concept of “repetition with 

differences” represented by the helix and finally to the more advanced notion of 

feedback.  Feedback is about recipricosity and systems communicating with each 

other, in a continuous state of giving and receiving, appears to be about life itself and 

also turns up in contrived representations of life such as games, interactive art and 

entertainment tools. 

 

In a sense so far we have dealt with two opposing schemas: ‘the joke’ versus 

repetition (which includes feedback).  Words and language that might be associated 

with the former include shock, cynicism, discontinuity, disruption, surreal, 

disrelatedness, comic, post-modern, the impossibility of knowing, nihilistic, punk and 

revolutionary.  Words and language that might be associated with the latter are 

continuous, abstract, regulated, sublime, equilibrium, sincere, relatedness, tragic, 

modernism, understanding, hippy, ideological and curiously also revolutionary.  A 

polarity is palpable but also the symbiotic relationship between the two is evident.  

The capacity to self-stabilise and the need for disturbance play off each other. 

 

Jokes, repetition and feedback can act as schematic models or form the basis 

for an aesthetic.  Inevitably in a discourse of this nature ideas about life itself 

emerge, not only because we have been considering changes against time (and 

movement or at least growth and decline appear to be attributes of living things) but 

because examples have been cited which hint that a spectator or audience can 

engage in a particular way and really interact.  The spectator might conduct 

dialogue, participate or navigate as apposed to relating to an object passively.
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4.  Interactivity 

 

Dialogue can be considered as a free flow of meaning between people 

in communication, in the sense of a stream that flows between banks 

David Bohm (241) 

 

You can’t cause anything by art 

Martin Kippenberger (The Last Stop West 76) 

 

 

Brazilian theatre practitioner Augusto Boal's “explorations were all efforts to 

transform the ‘monologue’ of the traditional performance into a ‘dialogue’ between 

the audience and the stage. He believed that dialogue is the most common and 

healthy dynamic between humans, and that all humans desire and are capable of 

participating in dialogue, and conversely, that monologue can feed into oppression.” 

(Brecht Forum). Perhaps this idea, that monologue equals oppression, explains why, 

so frequently, “interactive art” irritates.  Participants are given one degree of 

freedom, are expected to press a button say, or an action of theirs triggers some 

response.  Langlands and Bell's The House of Osama bin Laden made a joystick 

available to users for controlling movement around a 3D games-console style virtual 

space.  Potentially a vast visual experience was possible but the spectator was 

expected to stand, in one place, in front of the joy stick, while exasperated others 

waited in line to take control.  One conduit for exchange existed.  Viewers were 

forced to perform in order to work with the imagery and if they couldn’t their 

experience was nullified.  In the midst of this activity appreciation of the imagery itself 
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becomes secondary.  Participants have to act in a limited way but are in effect 

trapped, placed under the artist’s direction.   The impression of choice is given but 

freedom is taken away.  Dialogue is different from conversation.  An effective artefact 

maximises the potential for dialogue in contrast to work like this which limits the 

experience to the kind of yes, no, yes, no of conversation.  

 

  
Heidi Tikka - The Double (2004) 

 

A more effective interactive installation The Double appeared in Fabrica, 

Brighton in 2004 created by artist Heidi Tikka.  Here participants held a muslin cloth 

onto which was projected the moving image of a baby (her son), ostensibly being 

breast fed by the user.  The simulated baby, breasts, sound effects, sensors and 

techniques or algorithms operating behind the scenes did create a vivid, and highly 

unusual, dramatic situation.  As with Paul McCarthy’s Mechanical Pig one was left 

thinking how stupidly easy it is to simulate life, human behaviour.  The sight of older 

men, children and others breast-feeding a mock baby in order to comfort it and 

prevent distress in a darkened space was disconcerting.  Visitors were given the 

freedom not to perform and you wondered whether in fact the exhibitionists who took 
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the ‘stage’ were not having the inferior experience.  I visited the event with my one-

year old child which added another layer of strangeness. 

 

So interactivity by means of technology can be used to good effect.  Still 

though, the nature of interactivity possible since the advent of computer technology 

is radically different to what is generally attempted.  Part of the problem is that the 

power and essence of what computers can do is generally not understood.  This  

was less the case in the earlier years of computer hardware when the phenomenon 

was new. A cursory look, for example, at the mainstream interactive games available 

in the 1980s compared to what is marketed now shows that the situation has in 

actual fact deteriorated in terms of design.  In the same period completely new 

applications such as The Spreadsheet and The Relational Database emerged.  

These were brilliant examples of design and in tune with the new technology, as 

opposed to simply duplicating what existed before.  Game Design guru Chris 

Crawford writes about the “schwerpunkt” (German term which translates roughly to 

mean the most significant or central aspect of a thing) of computers (72).  For 

Crawford it is “processing”.  The key feature of a computer is its Central Processing 

Unit or CPU.  The computer processes like nothing before it in history signifying a 

qualitative change, not merely a quantitative one.   And for gaming, one of the main 

“uses” computers are put to, the schwerpunkt, according to Crawford is interactivity.  

Artists often suggest that computers are just another part of their repertoire or toolkit 

which somewhat understates the significance of these, still, very new machines.  A 

big problem with the general levels of snobbishness around new media, interactive 

technology and computer gaming in particular is a lack of mature criticism.  This has 

similarities with the development of film in the past.  Points were made by Walter 
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Benjamin, in relation to that medium, which are pertinent now.  Just because movies 

were entertaining and aimed at the masses, didn’t mean that intelligent critique 

should be avoided (“The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Production.” 525).  

Increasingly attempts are made to look more seriously at aspects of mass games 

culture.  Controversial computer games character Laura Croft is part of the subject in 

a paper by an Anne-Marie Schleiner (Leonardo Magazine) and Soraya Murray writes 

elsewhere about Grand Theft Auto (Performing Arts Journal) 

 

 

Blast Theory – still from Can You See Me Now (2001) 

 

One group who seem to be employing technology and the new media 

effectively is Blast Theory.  In recent years they developed work around ideas of 

gaming which incorporate the internet, web casting and global positioning systems 

but also they place in their creations those very interactive of entities: human beings.  

In 1998 Blast Theory famously ran an event called Kidnap.  A lottery was launched 
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 in which the winners had the chance to be kidnapped. Ten 

finalists around England and Wales were chosen at random and put 

under surveillance. Two winners were then snatched in broad daylight 

and taken to a secret location where they were held for 48 hours. [… ] 

The whole process was broadcast live onto the internet. Online visitors 

were able to control the video camera inside the safe house and 

communicate live with the kidnappers”  (“Kidnap” Blast Theory).   

 

Another example is Can You See Me Now, a game 

 

“which happens simultaneously online and on the streets. 

Players from anywhere in the world can play online in a virtual city 

against members of Blast Theory. Tracked by satellites, Blast Theory's 

runners appear online next to your player on a map of the city. On the 

streets, handheld computers showing the positions of online players 

guide the runners in tracking you down”  (“Can You See Me Now” Blast 

Theory). 

 

A recent version of the game involved hundreds of players in the centre of Tokyo.  

The rules of the game meant that the event developed a life of its own.  Partly Blast 

Theory’s work is about the interface and crossover between real and virtual.  The 

fact of the matter with gaming is that there is a massive social element.  Blast Theory 

base their events on the simplest games.  With these the social element is amplified.  

Can you See me Now is basically a form of Tag but because the game involves 

interactivity with other human beings, unpredictability is injected into the event, the 
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artist relinquishes control, players become authors as well as performers in the 

overall praxis.  The result of Blast Theory’s experiments is an enormous increase in 

the degrees of freedom experienced by the audience/players but within the strict 

boundaries of a set of game rules.  So freedom and limitation are crammed into the 

same object or event.  This sounds like the kind of art Marcel Duchamp sought.  He 

did, after all, spend much of his life playing chess even commenting that: “From my 

close contact with artists and chess players, I have come to the personal conclusion 

that while all artists are not chess players, all chess players are indeed artists" 

(Poole Guardian).  Also the degree to which participants take ownership when 

engaged in game play raises again the sorts of questions posed by Foucault in the 

1960s: “I think that as society changes, at the very moment when it is in the process 

of changing, the author-function will disappear” (“What is an Author?” 953). 

 

Common Culture is another group of artists who (literally) employ people to 

act in their pieces.  A key tactic in their projects is displacement.  Awkward scenarios 

are set up: spectators face real individuals.  Bouncers might be placed on masse in 

an art gallery.  Stand-up comedians are hired to perform without an audience.    The 

nature of general capitalist prostitution or, put another way, the fact of people as 

commodities or controlled entities is brought into question.  Other artists such as 

Bedwyr Williams use the live performance and the in-your-face techniques of stand-

up comedy in their work (Wales at the Venice Biennale of Art). 

 

Something about these recent developments challenges the natural 

individualism of bourgeois art.  In the past, events like Happenings, the use of 

Brechtian techniques, the humbling of performers through the punk’s practice of 
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gobbing on them etc., attacked the fourth wall of theatre: non-physical barriers, as 

well as the proscenium arch and the stage, thwart dialogue.  The new initiatives 

incorporating games rules, technology and people might represent a development 

from the idea embodied in certain work by Bruce McLean of physical objects as 

behaviour modifiers around which performers have to negotiate (Gooding 163-164) 

with the extra admission that intangible boundaries as well as solid ones form the 

landscape. 

 

The enquiry referred to earlier about whether art could a) be entertaining, 

laughter inducing, similar to popular culture, post-modern or b) provide a severe 

antidote to all that in something sublime or remind us of the sincerity and ideals of 

modernism, misses the point.  Speaking at a recent event in Brighton, Matt Adams of 

Blast Theory said that one question they are asked frequently, “Is what you do art?” 

is meaningless (Blast Theory) and declared that, as well as Mozart, The Fall are 

important.  The question in fact highlights the difficulty people have in seeing things 

as they are, minus preconceptions or set opinions.  The increasingly free 

involvement of real people in artistic projects points perhaps to a new era of dialogue 

and a move away from the oppression of monologue referred to by Boal. 

 

There is a fundamental difference too with the openly self-focused 

performance art of the past and what has become an accepted practice by 

performance artists in only presenting recordings of live events.  The need for 

change was highlighted in an exchange which took place between Paul McCarthy 

and Benjamin two years ago: 
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Q [Weissman]. Back in that day [the 1960s] a ton of interesting 

artists were doing performances. Now that energy seems to be 

directed toward video and film. Artists acting up for the camera. Where 

has performance gone? Why aren't people working with the live, high-

risk moment? Why do the majority of artists insist on being mediated? 

Why the distance and safety, why behave on a big installation screen, 

or a monitor on the floor or a pedestal? I know it's hard on a performer 

(physically draining) but that used to be the appeal, the rush, which is 

why all actors want to perform in plays, the venue of the real. It's odd to 

see a whole form almost disappear. There used to be performance 

magazines and regular venues at museums and galleries for 

performance. Not too long ago theatre and performance were blurring; 

it was a fertile time. 

 

A [McCarthy]. When I perform for the camera there are others 

standing on the sidelines in the void. It's very Hollywood to stand and 

watch a movie being made. I am planning a performance in a theatre in 

Berlin this year at Christmas time. I don't know yet whether it will be on 

the stage or not. I think I would like to use the entire theatre as a 

performance room, the theatre as a set. Maybe I will extend the stage 

out into the audience, reduce the seating. I am interested in blurring 

our positions. I've always been interested in the audience being a prop 

(Bomb Magazine). 
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The pendulum appears to be swinging the other way with a noticeable 

increase in interest in live performance.  When recording does take place now, 

thanks to the nature of easily affordable technology, it is of a more throwaway 

nature.  The simplicity with which surveillance can be carried out attaches a lot more 

significance to the kinds of experiments carried out by Sophie Calle in the past (Calle 

6-7,168-169).  Every-day activity can be monitored, retained and stored thanks to 

advances in digital, video and sound recording technology, supplemented by the 

increased reliance on text messaging and e-mail for communication.   In fact 

monitoring takes place as a matter of course: records are stored by individuals, 

private companies and the state.  Observation purportedly takes place on an 

enormous scale.  Ironically the lack of value associated with all this monitoring and 

the inability to cope with the sheer quantities of unearned information undermines 

the power of mediation itself, increases our thirst for the real. 
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Micheál O’Connell – stills from performance of 

You May Not Drink From The Holy Cup 

with Naughty The Clown (a.k.a. Dave Thompson) (2005) 

 

And real people performing in the presence of art objects, in installations or 

around video projections change the situation radically.  For Giving Birth to Monsters 

I had a clown (Naughty the Clown  a.k.a. Dave Thompson) act and improvise live in 

You May Not Drink From The Holy Cup with direction and involvement from me.  
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Recently I have experimented by positioning the same character next to other 

objects and an animation in an unnamed installation.  In the latter case the clown did 

not move but was instructed to use his eyes and deliberately make contact with the 

audience/spectators present.  While this work is incomplete and many questions 

remain unanswered about how it should be progressed, it is interesting to note how 

dramatically an atmosphere is altered by positioning a person in the space. It is as if 

a matrix of feedback loops is set off between each spectator and the performer 

which far outweighs anything that could occur easily between spectators and mere 

objects.  And the intensity of this flow or dialogue is in inverse proportion to the 

amount of physical activity involved.  Such a situation calls for a corporeal response 

but none materialises, like a long and effective set-up but with no punch line to break 

the tension.  Also this discomfort and awkwardness created by the presence of even 

one performer, doing very little physically, undermines the received idea that people 

and relationships are as insignificant as products or like virtual services, can be 

easily bought, sold, hired etc. 

 

Perhaps post-modernism has not yet begun.  The period so far might be 

better characterised as anti-modernism.  Necessary Baudrillard-style cynicism, 

disenchantment with Modernism, the liberating nihilism of punk was followed with 

theories about the end of history, about the impossibility of understanding, knowing 

or proving anything which in an ominous development gave confidence to historical 

revisionists and holocaust deniers.  Ironically the severe reaction against Modernism 

only legitimises it in a similar manner to how Dadaism, by its understandable and 

aggressive opposition to everything which went before it, in the end, gave authority 

to the preceding period.   History is part of the present.  There is no use in denying 
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that fact.  Reaction does not necessarily change the fundamental order of things 

which brings to mind a political analogy apropos the difference between the 

individual-terrorist reaction to tyranny versus the more sober collective response. 

And it is reasonable to make references to politics when considering art.  Albert 

Camus, for one, likened the freedom required to create art with general political 

rebelliousness (Art in Theory 626). 

 

Bourgeois society is still with us, Blast Theory and others don’t adhere to 

some explicit political code, may or may not ‘sell out’ but that’s not to say that the 

dialectical process isn’t at work and that art might not be capable of peeping forward, 

making observations or even facilitating the various contradictory growths within it. 

 

Returning to the issue of why the chicken crossed the road.  The Modernist 

might have attempted to answer such a question and taken it further, considered 

how to help the chicken cross the road and build a future for the chicken.  The anti-

modernist admits that the question is unanswerable but in doing so ignores the 

predicate, the fact that something notable, even progressive took place. 

 

Jokes, performance and games rely on the fact that human beings interact 

and are capable of dialogue.  Art functions because we do understand something 

about what is separate from us.  In other words our models and assumptions about 

other people, and the environment which surrounds us, are of use.  Empathy is 

possible.  We can gain comfort from art, for example, and feel less alone.  Jokes, 

performance and games also function because of what we don’t know about others, 

because of the mystery, the variability and the fact that we are physically 
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disconnected.  The truth is mundane then and far less dramatic than any of the 

ideologies associated with Modernism suggest, less spectacular too than the 

excessive anti-ideology of Post-Modernism so far:  We don’t know everything about 

what is separate from ourselves but we do know something. 
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Appendix 1 

Comedy Survey Response 

Note: the information below is unedited and includes, for completeness, replies to questions 

which are less significant in relation to the main theme of the essay as well as those which 

were referred to directly. 

No.: 1 2 3

Location: Dublin London Cork

Description/Job Details: Media Artist/Musician Comedian Draftsperson/Musician

Sex: M M M

Age: 32 48 35

1 Do you laugh at the same things that 
most people laugh at? 

No No I don't think so - apart 
from Jonathan Ross - The 
Office and The Royle Family - 
the latter two I enjoy because 
there's no audience letting me 
know where I should laugh - I 
like Jonathan because he 
flirts and talks bollocks and 
swears a lot.

Yes

2 Describe something which makes 
you laugh 

As I answered no to the first 
question...I would just be a 
hippo to answer 17 
more...sorry...i might change 
my mind tomorrow

Miserable comedians - Les 
Dawson - Woody Allen and 
erm...

something observant,quick 
witted 

3 List three things which might make 
others laugh but not you 

Cheerful comedians - apart 
from Jonathan Ross

I don’t know 

4 Typically do you laugh at ‘jokes’? Yes if they surprise me no 

5 How would you define a joke? Short - two or three lines someting ovservant with a  
twist

6 Have you ever laughed at jokes you 
haven’t really ‘got’ or heard 

properly? 

Yes

6a If so why? Because I've already decided 
that somebody is funny

If im in good form ie happy 
already ill laugh 

7 Have you ever regretted laughing 
after having done so? 

No I don't think so

7a Are you being completely honest 
here? 

Yes yes 

7b Why might you have laughed and 
regretted it?

dunno - a good joke is a good 
joke

Question/Request
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No.: 1 2 3
Location: Dublin London Cork

Description/Job Details: Media Artist/Musician Comedian Draftsperson/Musician
Sex: M M M
Age: 32 48 35

8 Why do you think human beings 
laugh? 

Something to do with 
agreement and being part of 
a group

makes you feel good

9 Do you tend to make others 
laugh? 

Yes but only when I'm 
working

yes 

9a If so by what means typically? By being un-naturally 
miserable

being a smart arse taking 
the piss out of people

10 When others laugh because of 
you do you enjoy it? 

Yes - love it yes 

11 When others laugh because of 
you dislike it? 

If they laugh AT me I might 
dislike it - if they're 
laughing at me because they 
think I'm a twat - which 
sometimes they do

i enjoy seing people happy 
laughing 

11a If not why not? Because deep down I'm a 
sensitive being who just 
wants to be loved and 
admired although that's not 
something I would normally 
admit

11b Are you being completely honest 
here? 

Yes yes

11c If not why not? I'm still being honest

12 Quickly write me an original joke 
or an idea for a joke right now 

even if it’s not perfected 

erm... I would have to cheat 
- I spend most of my time 
pretending I just made up my 
ad-libs

don’t have one 

13 Do you cry a lot? Not a lot no

14 Do you yawn a lot? Only when I'm tired - I'm 
rarely bored.

no

15 Have you ever suffered a 
bereavement? 

Yes - several recently yes

16 Have you read much of James 
Joyce’s writing? 

No no

17 What was the last film you saw? I can't remember what it was 
called - but Robin Williams 
was in it - I like Robin - 
even when he's cheesy

batman forever

Question/Request
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No.: 4 5 6
Location: Brighton Cork London

Description/Job Details: Artist Media Artist/Lecturer Comedian
Sex: F M M
Age: 34 38 35

1 Do you laugh at the same things 
that most people laugh at? 

difficult one what do most 
people laugh at?

I don't know what most 
people laugh at

No

2 Describe something which makes 
you laugh 

people falling over and 'old 
gregg' a merman from the 
mighty boosh, strange fishy 
creature that is partial to 
painting watercolours and 
drinking baileys, also has a 
man-gina...

good slapstick ...Buster 
Keaton

AMUSING STORIES ABOUT 
UNFORTUNATE THINGS THAT HAVE 
HAPPENED TO THE TELLER OF 
THE STORY.  VERY VERY BLACK 
COMEDIES LIKE "HAPPINESS" 
AND "FESTIVAL"

3 List three things which might 
make others laugh but not you 

keeping up appearances, 
pointless sexist rubbish 
(men or women), farting

Little Britain, Little 
Britain & Little Britain

SEE ABOVE

4 Typically do you laugh at ‘jokes’? no no NEVER, I HATE JOKES

5 How would you define a joke? a joke..i guess it is 
something that reflects 
life in a way that mocks the 
seriousness of it.

short narrative with 
unexpected 
punchline...sometimes the 
unexpected punchline is 
expected

DIFFICULT

6 Have you ever laughed at jokes 
you haven’t really ‘got’ or heard 

properly? 

occasionally yes NO, I EITHER TELL PEOPLE 
THEY'RE NOT FUNNY OR I DON'T 
UNDERSTAND

6a If so why? probably because laughing is 
contagious 

when flirting (before being 
married of course)..the 
flirting was normally 
accompanied by several 
drinks and other substances 
as well as an unhealthy 
drooling desperation to be 
'on the same track'. Also to 
help in soften the blow for 
the joke teller.

7 Have you ever regretted laughing 
after having done so? 

i don't remember that i 
have, but i would if someone 
had asked a question about 
it.

Yes NO

7a Are you being completely honest 
here? 

Yes..complete is a very 
'definite' term to use in 
relation human behaviour

YES

7b Why might you have laughed and 
regretted it?

The over emphasised laughing 
failed to meet the 
objective.. to create the 
appearance of being on the 
same track.. and ended up 
looking desperate

SEE ABOVE

Question/Request
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No.: 4 5 6
Location: Brighton Cork London

Description/Job Details: Artist Media Artist/Lecturer Comedian
Sex: F M M
Age: 34 38 35

8 Why do you think human beings 
laugh? 

as we have a conscious i 
guess its to make us feel 
good, counterbalance the 
knowledge of death etc. 
laugh at our fears.

many reasons.. to promote 
happiness in themselves.. to 
feel a part of the laughing 
group.. becuase they can't 
help making up alternative 
scenarios in their heads 
when on a long bus rides or 
in board meetings... etc

OTHERWISE THEY'D KILL 
THEMSELVES

9 Do you tend to make others 
laugh? 

certain people, not all sometimes CONSTANTLY

9a If so by what means typically? mainly through recalling 
stories, personal or made 
up. or irony 

literal logic BEING FUNNY

10 When others laugh because of 
you do you enjoy it? 

yes yes yes

11 When others laugh because of 
you dislike it? 

yes only if i had no idea 
why they were laughing..

if  i don't get my own joke NEVER

11a If not why not? see previous

11b Are you being completely honest 
here? 

yes!.completely?> YES

11c If not why not? because I am not completely 
complete

12 Quickly write me an original joke 
or an idea for a joke right now 

even if it’s not perfected 

the questionable 
similarities 
between religious 
flagellation and s&m, thats 
not original though is it?? 
thats the best i can do.

the story of the poor guy 
who ran for the olympics but 
missed the bus? he is now 
depressed and addicted to 
drugs and at parties reminds 
complete strangers to "Ger 
on da Buz".>

MEN THAT SHAKE YOUR HAND TOO 
TIGHTLY ARE TRYING TO 
COMPENSATE FOR SOMETHING
THAT STOPS THEM FROM BEING A 
REAL MAN.  WHEN A MAN SHAKES 
MY HAND TOO
TIGHTLY I DION'T HEAR "HI, 
I'M DAVE FROM IT" I HEAR 
"HI, I'M DAVE, MY WIFE
FUCKS BEHIND MY BACK COZ I'M 
AN ASSHOLE WITH A TINY DICK"

13 Do you cry a lot? whats a lot? no TOO MUCH

14 Do you yawn a lot? no no TOO MUCH

15 Have you ever suffered a 
bereavement? 

yes no YES

16 Have you read much of James 
Joyce’s writing? 

no Dubliners JUST THE FIRST CHAPTER OF 
UYLESEES

17 What was the last film you saw? withnail & i ,yesterday from 
my sick bed and i felt 
somewhat better after havin 
a laugh.

Mickey Mouse - Boat 
Builders(?) Walt Disney 1936

WILLY WONKA

Question/Request
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Name:
No.: 7 8 9

Location: London Cork Dublin

Description/Job Details: Video Artist Media Artist/Lecturer Librarian

Sex: F M M

Age: 29 41 29

1 Do you laugh at the same things that 
most people laugh at? 

Yes. I guess so Sometimes but not always No

2 Describe something which makes 
you laugh 

Toilet humour Confounded expectations.Where 
I have been set up to expect a 
certain sequence of events and 
then find the sequence breaks 
to reveal a scenario that 
transforms my reading of the 
events I have gone through.

My Brother

3 List three things which might make 
others laugh but not you 

Frace, physical comedy Most Jokes
Violent Cartoons
films

bad stand up or bad theatre

4 Typically do you laugh at ‘jokes’? I smile but don't laugh out 
loud

Rarely unless the telling is 
intended as a social act and 
laughing signifies 
appreciation of the telling.

yes, but not typical jokes

5 How would you define a joke? Framing a scenario in life 
which is seen as ridiculous

absurd situation, farcical 
tragedy, not necessarily with 
a punchline

6 Have you ever laughed at jokes you 
haven’t really ‘got’ or heard 

properly? 

No Yes Yes

6a If so why? To partake in the social 
activity of laughing together.

Group psychology, drink, told 
by a funny  / charming person

7 Have you ever regretted laughing 
after having done so? 

I'm certain Yes don't think so

7a Are you being completely honest 
here? 

Yes No probably

7b Why might you have laughed and 
regretted it?

Because it hurt nervous when seeing someone 
naked for the first time

Question/Request
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No.: 7 8 9
Location: London Cork Dublin

Description/Job Details: Video Artist Media Artist/Lecturer Librarian
Sex: F M M
Age: 29 41 29

8 Why do you think human beings 
laugh? 

Isn't it a pheremonal (sp?) 
thing

To establish norms. To 
justify cruelty. To 
undermine authority

no idea...

9 Do you tend to make others 
laugh? 

I hope so... a select few at 
least

A bit but not excessively i'd say i'm more droll / 
amusing than roaring 
laughing funny

9a If so by what means typically? usuall facial expressions In meetings I find myself 
trying to find ways of 
highlighting the ridiculous 
so as to counter over 
serious people.

shoehorning a famous old 
quote into conversation 
generally does it for me

10 When others laugh because of 
you do you enjoy it? 

of course Yes see above -  i'm not much of 
a "ha ha" person

11 When others laugh because of 
you dislike it? 

no Sometimes what does the question mean?

11a If not why not? If they are laughing at a 
perception of me that I do 
not want them to hold.

see above (12)

11b Are you being completely honest 
here? 

I am always completely 
honest.Especially in 
scientific surveys.

see above (skewed numbering 
system)

11c If not why not? Eh? you're losing me, Michael...

12 Quickly write me an original joke 
or an idea for a joke right now 

even if it’s not perfected 

No, plagerism I don't think I can Who are the nicest people in 
the hospital?
The ultrasound people...

13 Do you cry a lot? yes No no

14 Do you yawn a lot? no Yes yes

15 Have you ever suffered a 
bereavement? 

not a death, no Yes no

16 Have you read much of James 
Joyce’s writing? 

some, not alot Only Dubliners. I share the 
experience most people have 
with Ulysees, ie giving up 
after a few pages

slighly less than much. I've 
read portions, segments

17 What was the last film you saw? In her shoes Terrible.. Tom Hanks in 
Polar Express on DVD the 
other night.

Young Frankenstein

Question/Request
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No.: 10 11 12
Location: London Brighton London

Description/Job Details: Actress N/A Photographer
Sex: F F F
Age: 30 28 30

1 Do you laugh at the same things 
that most people laugh at? 

Sometimes. Sometimes not. Most of the time Most of th e time

2 Describe something which makes 
you laugh 

Sometimes in the cinema I 
find I am really laughing 
and I look around and no one 
else is!

Observation comedy, 
situations,

sharing old anecdotes with 
friends

3 List three things which might 
make others laugh but not you 

You've been framed. Some 
sketches in Little Britain. 
Slapstick.

Jokes about poo/piss/vomit, 
disabilities, racism

books (rarely), Little 
Britain, other people's 
misfortunes

4 Typically do you laugh at ‘jokes’? Yes if they are funny. I 
prefer funny stories to 
jokes though

Yes no

5 How would you define a joke? Something which is funny or 
makes you laugh.

Something with a punch line something witty and clev er 
that keeps you guessing

6 Have you ever laughed at jokes 
you haven’t really ‘got’ or heard 

properly? 

Yes I think so. Yes yes

6a If so why? Laughter is contagious. If 
other people are laughing or 
if the comedian makes a 
funny face after the joke I 
could still laugh even if I 
haven't got it properly.

social situation, nerves, 
peer-pressure 

I would regret it if I 
didn't get the joke as it 
would make me feel even more 
stupid

7 Have you ever regretted laughing 
after having done so? 

Yes. Like if someone falls 
over or drops something on 
themselves - that sort of 
thing.

Yes

7a Are you being completely honest 
here? 

Yes Yes

7b Why might you have laughed and 
regretted it?

Because its not nice to 
laugh at someone else's 
misfortune. It makes you 
feel bad about yourself like 
you have no compassion.

Something in bad taste. The 
wrong situation.

Question/Request
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No.:  10 11 12 

Location:  London Brighton London 
Description/Job Details:  Actress N/A Photographer 

Sex:  F F F 
Age:  30 28 30 

8 Why do you think human beings  
laugh?  

Because it feels good.  Expression. Unleashes emotion -  
bit like a good cry. Can be 
cathartic. Laughing with 
others can sometimes a shared 
experience which feels nice.  

it's relaxing and a release 
from tension/pressures  

9 Do you tend to make others laugh?  I have been known to on 
occassion. I wouldnt say I was 
a "funny" person but I do 
say/do funny things sometimes. 
I am not a joke teller though.  

Sometimes  sometimes a. storytelling  

9a If so by what means typically? By commenting on something in 
an amusing fashion orremarking 
on something I see in a witty 
way. Or just by being stupid 
sometimes.  

Usually with an anecdote about 
something I've done or seen.  

10 When others laugh because of you  
do you enjoy it?  

Yes Depends if I'm in control of 
the situation or not. If I've 
told them an anecdote and let 
them in on something then it's 
fine. 

yes  

11 When others laugh because of you  
dislike it?  

I don't get the question. I 
don't like it if someone is 
laughing AT me.  

If they're laughing at me -  
 yes.  

yes 

11a If not why not?  Because it makes you feel like 
an idiot.  

As above. Guess I've not been 
in control of it and feel 
embarrassed.  

11b Are you being completely honest  
here?  

Yes Yep 

11c  If not why not? I was  
12 Quickly write me an original joke or  

an idea for a joke right now even if  
it’s not perfected  

I cant't really tell any jokes 
Micheal. I am really rubbish 
at that. Sorry.  

Quickly write me an original 
joke or an idea for a joke 
right now even if it's not 
perfected 

oh god -  I wouldn't even know 
where to start  

13 Do you cry a lot?  Loads  Yes no 
14 Do you yawn a lot?  Daily I think  Yes yes  
15 Have you ever suffered a  

bereavement?  
Yes yes -  but not direct family  

16 Have you read much of James  
Joyce’s writing?  

I haven't read any of his 
writing I'm afraid.  

Some no 

17 What was the last film you saw? Mrs Henderson Presents at the 
cinema. Sunset Boulevard on 
DVD 

Hitchcock's Rebecca  when I was off  
sick with the flu. 

 The Constant Gardener  

Question/Request  
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No.: 13 14 15
Location: New York London Brighton

Description/Job Details: Professor Opera Director Mathematician/Gardener
Sex: M M F
Age: 60 38 38

1 Do you laugh at the same things 
that most people laugh at? 

Usually I try; often I am 
the only one in the room not 
even smiling.

Probably yesish

2 Describe something which makes 
you laugh 

Something awkward or stupid 
I've just done.

slapstick impersonations of every day 
life characters a la kathy 
tate

3 List three things which might 
make others laugh but not you 

Joke-telling, embarrassing 
others, cruelty.

racist stuff, peter kaye, 
radio 4 at 6.30,

old lady pissing herself in 
little britain
tit and bum jokes
hurtful things to people..

4 Typically do you laugh at ‘jokes’? fit in with others, yes, for 
myself, no.

yes not really

5 How would you define a joke? A joke is a narrative ending 
with a 'punchline' that sets 
the rest in some different 
light.

humourous recognised formula 
of narration told by one 
person, or shared between 
two (I say I say, knock 
knock) usually hinging on a 
language misunderstanding or 
double meaning

puns, play on words, punch 
lines

6 Have you ever laughed at jokes 
you haven’t really ‘got’ or heard 

properly? 

I did it a lot when I was 17 
or 18.

yes no

6a If so why? I was a child trying to fit 
in amongst the grownups. 

many reasons, to keep in, or 
because others are laughing 
so hard, enjoying it so much

7 Have you ever regretted laughing 
after having done so? 

Yes. yes

7a Are you being completely honest 
here? 

Sure, why not? yes think so

7b Why might you have laughed and 
regretted it?

Jokes or pranks at the 
expense of others. 

because it's at someone's 
real expense

a. if you don't understand a 
joke

Question/Request
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No.: 13 14 15
Location: New York London Brighton

Description/Job Details: Professor Opera Director Mathematician/Gardener
Sex: M M F
Age: 60 38 38

8 Why do you think human beings 
laugh? 

It's a marvelous divine 
invention, a mode of 
discharging our ancient 
patterns and moving 
ourselves back to full 
intelligence. (This is 
straight theory of Re-
Evaluation Counseling.)

shared recognition of the 
impossibility and absurdity 
of it all, to move ahead any 
way

happiness, amusement, 
playfulness

9 Do you tend to make others Often. yes sometimes

9a If so by what means typically? Wit. narration of stupid 
situations I find myself in

describing amusing 
situations, silly metaphors, 
being silly, general 
silliness, I like silliness

10 When others laugh because of 
you do you enjoy it? 

Somewhat, not completely. If I intended it, or if it  
is friendly

oh yes

11 When others laugh because of 
you dislike it? 

no - unless it is cruel sometimes

11a If not why not? Being laughed at is the most 
painful and humiliating 
experience I know

11b Are you being completely honest 
here? 

Yes, why do you insist on 
questioning the motives of 
the people you are including 
in your 'elite group'?

hope so

11c If not why not?
12 Quickly write me an original joke 

or an idea for a joke right now 
even if it’s not perfected 

trying to work one out about 
the person who starts off 
those emails saying that if 
you forward it to your real 
friends in the next 15mins 
and you get it back again it 
will mean you have real 
friends and something 
special will happen... but 
nothing is coming.

impossible for me..

13 Do you cry a lot? Yes. no not really

14 Do you yawn a lot? Yes. yes not really

15 Have you ever suffered a 
bereavement? 

Yes. not really close not a serious one

16 Have you read much of James 
Joyce’s writing? 

What do you care? I started 
reading Joyce before you 
were born.

no none.  ulysses?  I imagine 
it is heavy going for me?

17 What was the last film you saw? Syriana. Marnie - Hitchcock spy kids, mrs henderson 
presents (sad I know!!!)

Question/Request
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Appendix 2 

Calculations for Comparisons of Square and Circle 

 

1. For a circle of equal height to a square: 

Circumference of circle = Pi x d where d is the diameter of the circle 

For a square of equal height 

Length of side of square = d 

Perimeter of square = 4 x Length of side of square = 4 x d 

Circumference of circle / Perimeter of square = (Pi x d) / (4 x d) 

           = Pi / 4 

           = 3.142 / 4 = 0.785 

i.e. The circumference of a circle equal in height to a square is only 78.5% of the 

square’s perimeter length 
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2. For a circle of equal area to a square: 

Area of circle = Pi x d x d / 4 

Circumference of circle = Pi x d 

For a square of equal area 

Area of square = Area of circle = Pi x d x d / 4 

Length of side of square = Square root(Area of square) 

Perimeter of square  = 4 x Length of side of square  

= 4 x Square root (Area of square) 

            = 4 x Square root (Pi x d x d / 4) 

            = 4 x d x ½ Square root (Pi) 

            = 2 x d x Square root (Pi) 

Circumference of circle / Perimeter of square 

                                          = (Pi x d) / (2 x d x Square root (Pi)) 

             = Pi / (2 * Square root (Pi)) 

    = Square root (Pi) / 2 

             = Square root (3.142) / 2 

            = 0.886 

i.e. The circumference of a circle equal in area to a square is only 88.6% of the 

square’s perimeter length 
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Appendix 3 

2nd Order Ordinary Differential Equations with Constant Coefficients 

 

                      d2x           dx 
These equations looks like this: �  2 ----- + 2��  ---- + x = 0 
                dt2            dt 
 
where: 

�  (tau)  is called the Time Constant 

�  (xi)   is the Damping Coefficient 

dx 
----   is the rate of change of value x with time 
dt 

d2x 
-----   is the rate of change of the rate of change of value x with time 
 dt2 

 
 

�  effects the quickness with which a system responds to disturbances.  �  

effects how the system responds to disturbances: whether it overshoots, oscillates 

around a value or has significant inertia.  The plots below (calculated by solving the 

equation numerically) show responses to a step change in input (which here occurs 

at time 10 seconds), with �  remaining unchanged (at 1 second) for a range of 

different �  values. 
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When �  is greater than 1 a system is described as being Overdamped.  It 

responds sluggishly to changes in input and more so as �  increases.   When �  is 

exactly equal to 1 a system is Critically Damped.  Values between 0 and 1 mean the 
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system responds quickly to changes in input but may overshoot and oscillate around 

the new equilibrium value before returning to it.  In this case the system is referred to 

as being Underdamped. If �  is exactly equal to 0 then a continuous oscillation takes 

place:  a true steady state is never reached.  The result is a sine wave: the 

equivalent of Simple Harmonic Motion.  And if �  is less than zero then the equation 

models unstable or explosive situations.  Luyben’s book on process modelling and 

simulation for chemical engineers is just one source of information on such second 

order systems (187-198). 
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