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‘I was only joking’ can be used to defuse 
the impact of an uncivil comment, but 
it hardly ever does. Jokes are often 
where prejudices find safe harbour, and 
it is often the recipient who couldn’t or 
wouldn’t take the joke who is deemed a 
bad sport or wowser – the one with a thin 
skin. The truth of the matter is that jokes, 
more often than not, have a serious side. 

Paradoxically, jokes and humour, as well 
as being the preserve of social aberration, 
are powerful forms of ‘good’ critique, 
challenging power and authority and 
cutting through prejudices and rhetoric. 
They can provide insightful social 
commentary and appraisal. Australia’s 
own Kath and Kim – comedians Jane 
Turner and Gina Riley – with their 
extraordinary wordplay and exploration of 
Australian class and ‘aspirationalism’, are 
hard to beat:

Kim: I want to be effluent, Mum, effluent!
Kath: You are effluent, Kim!

On a more serious note, humour can be 
a way to deal with the most adverse or 
tragic of circumstances. Jewish humour, 
favouring irony and satire, is a perfect 
example. Sigmund Freud explained how 
self-mockery is a coping mechanism 
against oppression and has played an 
important role in empowering and uniting 
threatened communities.

But what about the role of humour in the 
time of US President Donald Trump? As 
American comedian Maria Bamford has 
written: ‘Ironic racism, ironic sexism, ironic 
anything unjust – it all seems terrifying 
now. The stakes are too high’.1 Yet there 
is no doubt that comedy is experiencing 
a resurgence in Trump’s America and 
that it provides important rebuttal to a 
presidency gone awry. 

Humour in art has a history, with André 
Breton’s Anthology of black humour a 
classic of particular relevance here. It 
was the Dadaists and Surrealists who 
embraced absurdist humour after World 
War One, followed later by Pop artists and 
Fluxus. To quote Breton:

[Black humour] is the mortal 
enemy of sentimentality, which 
seems to lie perpetually in wait – 
sentimentality that always appears 
against a blue background – and 
of a certain short-lived whimsy, 
which too often passes itself off 
as poetry …2

Many women artists have used humour to 
maximum effect, too. The no-holds-barred 
irony of The Guerilla Girls’s 1988 poster, 
The advantages of being a woman artist, 
is a perfect example:

Working without the pressure 
of success.

Foreword
Charlotte Day
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Being included in revised 
versions of art history. 

Not having to undergo the 
embarrassment of being called 
a genius.

The humours has been curated by 
MUMA Senior Curator Hannah Mathews. 
It has been conceived within a period 
of political turmoil and increasing 
disillusionment with many of the 
structures and beliefs that underpin 
Western democratic capitalism. It looks 
for new ways to approach the issues that 
confront us, using humour for comedic 
and acerbic critique of the labour market, 
patriarchy, gender performativity, artificial 
intelligence and race.

MUMA is very pleased to present The 
humours with Melbourne Festival, 
and is very grateful to the festival for 
partnering with us to commission for the 
exhibition Matthew Griffin’s new body 
of work. Barbara Cleveland has also 
made a new commission, Bad timing, 
for this exhibition supported by our 
MUMA Contemporaries.

I would like to thank Hannah Mathews 
for conceiving of an exhibition of such 
vision and integrity and for introducing a 
number of artists to Australian audiences 
for the first time through some of their 
most significant and captivating projects. 
Also thank you to Acting Curator Elise 
Routledge, who has given invaluable 
support and careful consideration to 
the realisation of this exhibition and 
accompanying publication.

Thank you to all the artists and the 
representative galleries we have worked 
with. Also, a special thank you to 
contributing writers Zoë Coombs Marr, 
Sophie Knezic and Jarrod Rawlins, who 
have each addressed the relationship 
between humour, comedy and art from 
their distinctly different but equally 
informative and compelling perspectives. 

1 Maria Bamford in Elise Czajkowski, ‘16 
comedians on the role of comedy during a 
Trump administration’, Vulture, 19 January 
2017, accessed 29 August 2017, www.vulture.
com/2017/01/comedians-on-the-role-of-
comedy-under-trump.html.

2 André Breton, ‘Lighting rod’ [1939], trans. 
Mark Polizzotti, in Anthology of black humour, 
City Lights, San Francisco, 1997, pp.xiii–xix, 
reproduced in Jennifer Higgie (ed.), The 
artist’s joke: documents in contemporary art, 
MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, 2007, p.47.



5



6



7

The humours is an exhibition of recent 
works and new commissions by five 
artists and one artist-led collective 
that considers the role of humour in 
contemporary art. Rather than offer a 
compendium of funny art, the exhibition 
looks at some of the comedic and 
absurdist strategies that contemporary 
artists use – such as physical delivery, 
timing, exaggeration of scale and 
scripted dialogue – to reveal more serious 
concerns about the politics of gender, 
race, labour and technology. 

Today, humour is understood as a social 
currency. Our ability to laugh and make 
others laugh represents something of 
ourselves and manifests our relationships 
with our surrounds. But the term ‘humour’ 
originated in the fifth century BCE as a 
diagnostic formula in medicine. Identified 
by the Greek physician Hippocrates, it 
referred to the equilibrium of the four 
bodily fluids (blood, black bile, yellow 
bile and phlegm) collectively known as 
the humours and believed essential to 
good health. Several centuries later, this 
model was extended to define the four 
personality temperaments (phlegmatic, 
sanguine, melancholic and bilious), 
which were employed by Shakespeare 
and others in their representations of 
contemporary life. Both models proposed 
an innate connection between the body 
and its behaviours. 

Spanning moving image, sculpture, 
performance and photography, many of the 
works in the exhibition focus on the body 
as a key site and vehicle for the delivery of 
humour. Expanding upon contemporary 
art’s engagement with performance and 
performativity, these works foreground 
the body as both tool and social agent. 
In Mika Rottenberg’s installation, the 
exaggerated forms of the all-female cast 
draw attention to the absurdity of gendered 
labour conditions under neo-liberalism. 
Matthew Griffin’s new video commission 
employs his characteristic institutional 
irreverence to penetrate both the body 
and the site of the gallery. Using drone 
and green-screen technology to perform 
lo-fi magic tricks, he explores, tongue-
in-cheek, the affect of exposure as used 
for comedic outcome. Glenn Ligon’s 
multi-channel video installation of Richard 
Pryor’s 1982 performance Live on the 
Sunset Strip (distributed on album and 
VHS) sees the American comedian muted 
in his bestselling performance. Ligon 
simultaneously highlights the ongoing 
lack of voice given to African Americans 
and focuses our attention on the physical 
dexterity of Pryor’s delivery; a stand-up 
performance with equally comic and 
political punch. 

While a sense of humour is an innate 
human quality, comedy is a craft, an art 
form, a discipline – something undertaken 
with skill and knowing. It is also a means 
through which to raise challenging ideas 

Introduction 
Hannah Mathews
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and socially taboo topics. Indeed, where 
would we be in these Trumpian times 
without the contributions of comedians 
and late-night talk show hosts like Tina 
Fey or Stephen Colbert who provide 
much-needed political critique? Some 
argue that this type of commentary is 
ineffectual, passive. But what would the 
media landscape look like without these 
alternative voices striving to pin-point 
truths in a volley of rhetoric? We can 
consider the political satire of the late 
New Zealand born Australian comedian 
John Clarke in this tradition.1 Whether 
parody, pastiche, slapstick, joke, stand-
up or skit, comedy comes in many 
shapes and sizes. It is devised to appeal 
to our sense of humour and often to 
transgress boundaries. 

Other works in The humours attend to the 
textual and temporal strategies comedy 
uses to unsettle our preconceptions. 
Mary Reid Kelley’s monochromatic film 
(made with her partner Patrick Kelley) 
recounts the Greek myth of Dionysus, 
supplanting the text of a well-known fable 
with word plays and puns that re-establish 
the female voice in this male-dominated 
narrative. Gabriel Abrantes’s cinematic 
work focuses on the relationship between 
humans and technology (familiar terrain 
for comedians), yet gently reveals the 
universal nature of human behaviour 
from which comedy draws. The new 
commission from art collective Barbara 
Cleveland addresses the notion of timing 
(specifically bad timing) as both a comedic 
tool and feminist political strategy. Based 
on a twenty-four hour score devised by 
the eponymous mythical performance 
artist in 1977, this work’s temporal play 
also draws attention to the lineage of 
humour in feminist performance practices 
of the past forty years.

In addition to the works in the exhibition, 
three texts have been commissioned 
to consider humour from three distinct 
perspectives. Art critic Sophie Knezic 
researches the history of humour and, 
through a discussion of the artists and 
artworks in the exhibition, considers its 
enduring relationship to the body via 
the physical metaphor of doubling up. 
Comedian Zoë Coombs Marr shares her 
thoughts on the difficulty of analysing 
humour and what happens when things 
go wrong on stage. And curator and art 
historian Jarrod Rawlins contributes a 
meta-text on the problem of writing about 
the relationship between art and humour. 
Referencing the formulaic structure and 
tropes found in many a comedy act (and 
art writing), his text shares something of 
the complexity of a joke explained.

In The humours, funny and serious 
moments are intricately and inseparably 
entwined. The exhibition is less a laugh-
a-minute proposition than it is a space to 
consider how humour can function as a 
social interface that liberates us to confront 
challenging, complex and sometimes 
unspeakable ideas. Humour starts in the 
body and returns to the body. From a 
belly laugh, to a smirk, a stifled giggle or 
a hysterical cackle, humour provides a 
physical and psychological release. The 
artists in The humours have embraced its 
potential to tell us something about human 
behaviour. Laugh, cry or squirm, you’ll 
learn something about yourself too. 
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1 And on this point it is also important to 
acknowledge the contributions of Australian 
curators and institutions to discourses about 
contemporary art and humour. The highly 
acclaimed exhibition, Wit’s end, which was 
presented at the Museum of Contemporary 
Art, Sydney in 1993 is an exemplar. Curated 
by Kay Campbell with a catalogue edited by 
Pamela Hansford, the exhibition explored the 
use of irony and humour in art and included 
many works with a surrealist or absurdist bent 
by artists such as Hany Armanious, Jeff Gibson, 
Linda Marrinon, Kathy Temin and Peter Tyndall.
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It may be noted, by the way, 
that there is no better start for 
thinking than laughter. And, in 
particular, the convulsion of 
the diaphragm usually provides 
better opportunities for thought 
than convulsion of the soul.1

It might seem that the meaning of humour 
is self-evident, yet it’s worth remembering 
that its origin in the ancient world was 
entangled with topologies of the body. 
In his fifth-century-BCE The Nature of 
Man, Greek physician Hippocrates first 
extrapolated a medical system derived 
from bodily fluids – blood, black bile, 
yellow bile and phlegm, collectively 
known as the ‘humours’. According to 
Hippocratic belief, the balance of these 
fluids was necessary for the body’s 
maintenance; any loss of equilibrium 
would inevitably result in disease. In 
the second century BCE, physician and 
author Galen extended Hippocrates’s 
schema to theorise that physical bodies 
had something akin to a climatic spectrum 
– hot, cold, wet and dry – that in turn 
denoted personality temperaments. 
By late antiquity the theory of the four 
temperaments, corresponding to the four 
humours, gained widespread acceptance; 
humanity viewed through the filter of 
Galenic types as either phlegmatic, 
sanguine, melancholic or bilious.

What this reveals is that the principal 
definition of humour has a longstanding 

complicity with the body. From its 
incipience in Western culture, ‘humour’ 
has a two-fold denotation: firstly, as 
visceral substance; secondly, as the 
quality that makes something comic or 
laughable. If this is the case, we might 
also note, thirdly, that the expression 
‘doubled up’ – implying the degree of 
humour that causes the body to convulse 
in spasms of laughter – has as its own 
secondary denotation, that of doubling as 
duplication or mirroring. Doubles denote 
reflections, impersonations and mimicry 
as well as split subjectivities, as troubling 
kinds of self-division.

Bodily convulsions of a more impassioned 
kind also link with humour: classics 
scholars speculate that humour derived 
from ancient Greek Dionysian cults – 
collective rituals of passion, violence and 
physical excess. Drawing on Dionysian 
ritual, the ancient Athenian playwright 
Aristophanes wrote riotous plays featuring 
large choruses and performers who leapt 
and gyrated across the stage, sporting 
grotesque masks and bodily appendages 
such as artificial penises. These theatrical 
romps are considered the first examples 
of comic drama. 

Dionysian bodies were inelegant. As 
historian Agnes Heller notes, ‘The 
comic phenomenon is not “beautiful”’.2 
This conception of humour as bawdy, 
irreverent, was manifest in other festivals 
of the ancient world, such as Saturnalia, 

Doubled up: non-coincidence  
and the comic body
Sophie Knezic
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where licentious behaviour and inversions 
of decorum were commonplace. Dionysian 
and Saturnalian rituals evolved in early 
modern Europe into the practice of folk 
festivities related to carnival: the festive 
season preceding the Christian period 
of Lent. Here, street-based modes of 
revelry took the form of wild circuses, 
mock battles and pageants, alongside 
oral parodies and other comic spectacles 
premised on the obstreperous body.

An element of this street-based farce 
made its way into the realm of art. 
A notorious work of early Christian 
irreverence is the anonymously painted 
Flemish Satirical diptych 1520–30. The 
cabinet-like object with folding doors, 
the exterior of which features a warning 
prophet, opens to reveal nothing other 
than an immaculately painted rendition 
of naked buttocks with thistles sprouting 
from the anus. The object’s pseudo-piety 
(its rear panel depicting a monk who 
lambasts the viewer with moralising text) 
masks its true status as a portable joke-
artefact, or medieval brown-eye.

A century later, this conception of the 
comic as both bawdy and scatological is 
evident in the French seventeenth-century 
artist Jacques Callot’s frontispiece for 
the folio Varie figure gobbi 1616–22, an 
etching depicting six laughing gobbi, or 
hunchbacks. These cackling hunchbacks 
drew inspiration from the type of 
burlesque shows featuring troupes of 
dwarves and eccentric masked figures 
that performed in royal arenas such as 
the Medici court in Florence during the 
Renaissance and later came to be known 
as commedia dell’arte.

More than in the realm of fine art, 
however, comedic expression found its 

home in theatre and literature. François 
Rabelais’s five-volume novel Gargantua 
and Pantagruel, written in 1532–64, 
became the epitome of comic literary 
humour in a coprological mode. This self-
consciously boorish novel chronicles the 
fantastic adventures of the preposterously 
oversized giant, Gargantua and his 
similarly prodigious offspring, Pantagruel, 
the latter endowed with an inconceivably 
enormous appetite and correspondently 
excessive excremental urges.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
humour sporadically erupted in the realm 
of art, less in the official parameters of 
fine art than in the peripheral realm of 
the graphic arts. In Britain, caricaturist 
and printmaker James Gillray’s bitingly 
satirical cartoons pointed their satirical 
venom against the French, personified 
during the French Revolution in the 
figure of Napoleon, but also towards 
the English themselves, especially 
personages from the royal court of King 
George III. Two generations later, French 
artist Honoré Daumier continued the 
bawdy comic tradition through satirical 
political cartoons featuring exaggeratedly 
distorted bodies, his most notorious being 
Gargantua 1831, a lithograph casting the 
French king Louis-Philippe in the role of 
Rabelais’s eponymous antihero – a grossly 
obese, devouring giant – a satire for which 
Daumier was imprisoned.

Rabelais’s parodic creation inspired a 
literary analysis by the twentieth-century 
Russian critic Mikhail Bakhtin, who 
detected in the novel an embodiment 
of medieval folk humour from which 
he extrapolated a theory of the 
carnivalesque. Not only ribald in its 
anti-authoritarian drives and refusal of 
ecclesiastical dogmatism, the folk humour 
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Rabelais’s novel depicted represented 
a world outside of officialdom, what 
Bakhtin named a ‘second world’, giving 
rise to a ‘two-world condition’.3 This was 
a world in which antithetically serious and 
comic dimensions existed in reciprocity: 
a social order whose symbolic authority 
was wrenched by tumultuous torsions, 
travesties and profanations – ‘comic 
crownings and uncrownings’ – making it  
a ‘world inside out’.4

***
This strain of Rabelaisian carnivalesque 
and bawdy comicality is visible in the 
works of contemporary filmmakers 
Mary Reid Kelley and Patrick Kelley, 
albeit displaced into a darker register. 
Obsessively donning costumes and 
masks in a succession of compellingly 
grotesque characters set in half-historical, 
half-fictional scenarios, Reid Kelley as 
the sole performer enacts a kind of 
humour that draws upon these disorderly 
prototypes and spins them into blacker 
territory. The modus operandi turns on 
the convergence of spoken word, puns 
and burlesque, yet the body is central. 
Garbed in handmade bodystockings, 
with facial features exaggerated through 
crudely painted black lines (the harsh 
contours of which suggest figures drawn 
from German expressionist silent film), 
Reid Kelley’s body becomes the site of 
insurrectionary humour.

Slicked with paint and clad in bodysuits, 
Reid Kelley splits into multiple on-screen 
characters, always played by herself – a 
body doubled and quadrupled, which 
gives voice to perfervid reimaginings of 
historical events. The thong of Dionysus 
2015 reconceives the ancient Greek god 
as a skinny, goggle-eyed transgender 
jester with a strap-on penis who irascibly 

chants a paean to the virtues of wine. 
With his conspicuous grotesquerie 
and prosthetic penis, Reid Kelley’s 
Dionysus acts both as a homage to the 
plays of Aristophanes and a parody of 
Apollonian rationality. 

In Reid Kelley’s re-enactment, the 
narrative switches focus to the goddess 
Ariadne, who arduously crosses the 
seas to marry Dionysus in an infelicitous 
union. Punning on her doomed affair 
with the god of wine, Ariadne laments, ‘I 
have run out of raisins to live’. Instead of 
committing suicide or being murdered, 
as in the canonical accounts of the myth, 
Ariadne is counselled by three maenads 
who exhort, ‘Don’t feel sorry, feel soirée, 
let’s throw … a party!’ Charged by this 
advice Ariadne ends in discovering her 
inner free spirit, presiding over her own 
disco tent in the vision of an infinite revel.

Other works also mash the genres of 
tragedy and comedy in a resuscitation of 
historical female characters as revenant 
heroines. This is offal 2016 reinterprets 
Thomas Hood’s 1844 poem ‘The bridge of 
sighs’ on the subject of a young woman’s 
suicide and the retrieval of her corpse 
from the Thames, by twisting its maudlin 
tone into one of Gothic feminist humour. 
The corpse bemoans, ‘I … was in filth 
submersed, but see the light now that the 
stomach’s burst. I stink therefore I am …’ 
infusing the scatological word play with an 
excremental parody of Cartesian dualism.

Such impish wordplay embodies an 
aspect of Bakhtin’s conception of the 
carnivalesque in which comic word games 
are a central feature of festive laughter. 
When the body revelled in states of excess 
or exaggeration or corporeal humour, 
it enacted a material principle Bakhtin 
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called ‘grotesque realism’.5 Delighting in 
references to the lower bodily stratum, 
this transgressive principle was procreant, 
meaning the grotesque body became a 
site of regenerative release. Kelley’s comic 
corporeality embodies Bakhtin’s notion of 
the comic body as one mocked through 
mortifications, caricatures and ribald 
wordplay, but, through this very process, 
revivified and renewed.

The Rabelaisian concept of the comic 
body, with its logic of subversions, 
buffoonery and ridicule, is also visible 
in the performance practice of Barbara 
Cleveland (formerly known as Brown 
Council), a collective whose performative 
vocabulary of amplified bodily gestures 
flag humour while both activating and 
undermining it. Barbara Cleveland treats 
humour itself anarchically, stretching 
it into its shadow side, relishing in 
a performance mode tinged with 
masochistic awkwardness. 

In Milkshake 2007 the performers, clad 
in skeleton bodystockings, energetically 
hip-hop to Kelis’s 2003 song ‘Milkshake’, 
before downing a carton of milk, their 
defiantly gyrating bodies inaugurating a 
style of humour premised on spectatorial 
schadenfreude. In One hour laugh 
2009, the dunce-costumed performers 
coercively laugh their way through a 
non-stop sixty-minute performance, their 
cackles and guffaws forcibly disgorged 
through the predetermined time allotment. 
This is a casting of humour where its most 
obvious symptom – laughter – becomes 
the signifier of its very absence. This 
comedy-cum-endurance is intensified in 
A comedy 2010; a four-hour performance 
of comic disintegration. Billed as an 
‘endurance spectacular’, the performance 
develops as a sequence of clichéd circus 

humour segments – magic tricks and 
stand-up, cream-pie throwing and monkey 
impersonations – unfolding as a relay 
that positions the performers’ bodies as 
ambivalent sites of comingled comicality 
and degradation. 

Performative scenarios styled on physical-
endurance set pieces that morph into 
rites of self-humiliation and ambivalently 
recruit audience participation reveal 
Barbara Cleveland’s brand of humour as 
refractory. Ostensibly carnivalesque, with 
a conspicuous predilection for dunces’ 
costumes, as if embodying a latter-day 
commedia dell’arte, the performers enact 
an insolence to comic conformity. Gags 
such as cream-pie throwing became 
a standard antic in the repertoire of 
slapstick comedy in twentieth-century 
film, inaugurated in the 1909 silent film Mr 
Flip, in which the lascivious hero gets his 
come-uppance through being ‘pied’, a lark 
cultivated by the comic silent screen star 
Mabel Normand and immortalised in the 
pie-throwing chaos of Laurel and Hardy’s 
Battle of the century, in 1927. Yet Barbara 
Cleveland’s deployment of such stock 
gags unravels their benign humour, turning 
comic capers into something more caustic.  

Bad timing 2017 codifies Barbara 
Cleveland’s refractory comic practice 
as a text-based provocation. The video 
installation references the fictional 
performance artist Barbara Cleveland, 
in particular her instructional score Bad 
timing 1977, a manifesto enacted through 
an attenuated endurance performance. 
Drawing also on an array of related 
feminist manifesto sources, such as 
Valerie Solanas’s S.C.U.M. manifesto 
of 1967, VNS Matrix’s A cyberfeminist 
manifesto for the 21st century (1991) 
and Laboria Cuboniks’s Xenofeminist 
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manifesto of 2015, the manifesto-
crunching video installation becomes 
both programmatic and farcical. Stylised 
enactments of the text are studded with 
injunctions like ‘Laugh Laugh Laugh 
Laugh’ and ‘Applause Applause Applause 
Applause’ before the directives are 
upended by awkward actions that imply 
the opposite, in a destabilising play of 
doubled-back inversions.

In both Barbara Cleveland’s and Kelley’s 
performative practices, the feminine 
is cast as eruptive and discomforting, 
complicating comic conventions and 
enacting a return of the repressed. 
Such an unleashing of repressed 
material was the cornerstone of Freud’s 
conceptualisation of humour. In his 
seminal work, The interpretation of 
dreams, published in 1900, Freud 
theorised that dreams are comprised 
of both manifest content and latent or 
repressed desires, which combine through 
condensation into dream imagery or 
‘dream-work’. In his 1905 text Jokes and 
their relation to the unconscious, Freud 
argued that humour operated similarly, as 
a relay between conscious thoughts and 
unconscious drives, the latter stoppered 
up through culture’s civilising conventions. 

The purpose of jokes and comedy, Freud 
argued, was to satisfy such unconscious 
instincts, be they hostile, lustful or 
obscene, by permitting them to short-
circuit the censorious action of repression. 
Wrapped in the form of a joke, such 
disowned urges were able to manifest in 
a socially acceptable manner. Absurdity 
was one of the mechanisms through 
which humour was able to give indirect 
representation to rebel instincts. In light of 
this, Reid Kelley and Barbara Cleveland’s 
corporeal excesses and ambivalent feats 

of endurance can be read as a feminist 
return of the repressed, one that pivots on 
the emergence of the female body in all its 
unaestheticised and unruly comicality as 
modes of insurgent pleasure. The comic 
body in these artistic practices draws 
on carnivalesque humour to redefine it, 
short-circuiting codes of social decorum 
and comic expectation in a revelation of 
the body as exuberantly ungainly and 
abrasively mordant.

***
If the vital pulse of comedy in the pre-
modern period lay in drama, literature and 
satirical cartoons, in the early twentieth 
century it largely shifted to the realm 
of cinema. Charlie Chaplin’s gormless 
buffoonery and Buster Keaton’s and 
Harold Lloyd’s astonishing physical 
comedy prowess made film, as it segued 
from silent era to the talkies, the natural 
home of slapstick. Mae West’s louche 
repartee and Barbara Stanwyck’s and 
Lauren Bacall’s droll rejoinders revamped 
comedy into fast-quipping screwball. Later 
stars such as Lucille Ball, Jerry Lewis and 
Jerry Seinfeld transposed comedy into the 
realm of television, producing self-starring 
series as the forum for sustained antics 
and banter.

But comedy also took up residence in 
the art object. Dada and early Surrealist 
works such as Man Ray’s Cadeau 1921, 
an iron fitted with a line of violently 
protruding nails threatening sartorial 
destruction, and Meret Oppenheim’s 
merrily dysfunctional hirsute cup and 
saucer, Le déjeuner en fourrure 1936, as 
well as her parody of romantic pairing as 
pigeon-toed conjoined boots, Le couple 
1956, delighted in wry forms of subversive 
humour. Avant-garde pioneer and mauvais 
garçon Marcel Duchamp produced a 
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litany of savvy comic objects, including 
his laconic wheel-modified kitchen 
stool, Bicycle wheel 1913, and, most 
famously, his inverted urinal Fountain 
1917, the work that scandalised the art 
establishment. Perhaps cleverest of all 
was With my tongue in my cheek 1959, a 
rudimentary sketch Duchamp made of his 
profile slyly topped with a fleshy-looking 
plaster cast of his own cheek. Such 
witticisms manifest in the object linked 
to pre-modern joke-objects and acquired 
their punch through the convergence of 
punning titles and unexpectedly apt forms 
of material embodiment.

It is in this Dada-inflected lineage that 
Matthew Griffin’s objects and images carve 
out a place. Works such as Bogus bike 
2005, an inverted BMX bike encased in a 
carapace of chopsticks and candles, salute 
Duchamp’s wheel-themed ready-mades 
and similarly produce striking compositions 
forged from prosaic materials. Yet, more 
frequently Griffin focuses on the human 
body, with parts compulsively blocked out 
or masked in photos such as I’ve peaked 
2005 and I’m waiting 2007, featuring verso 
views of the artist’s head shrouded with 
costume accoutrements such as wigs, 
a pig’s snout and inflatable hands. The 
video Construction 2009 parodies Ted 
Kaczynski (known as the Unabomber), 
whose condemnation of an increasingly 
technologised world led to a disturbed 
confluence of domestic terrorism and a 
back-to-nature ethos. In this work, Griffin 
appears naked but sporting a hoodie, 
sunnies and a lanky prosthetic penis – an 
asinine persona who timidly traipses back 
and forth through a patch of eucalypt 
forest and his man shed. 

If the body is a site of humour, Griffin 
treats it abjectly, as a hook for callow 

gags cobbled from the assemblage of 
goofy and eccentric objects. Filmed with 
a drone camera, Griffin’s latest work, 
Clog 2017, delights in a peeping Tom’s 
fantasy of penetrating vision. Sallying 
through the gallery space, the drone 
becomes a mischievous entity, slinking 
around the sole spectator in a puerile 
attempt to look up the figure’s dress. 
Such fiendish scopophilia flaunts its own 
delinquency. As if through displacement 
onto the drone, Griffin is able to indulge 
in otherwise proscribed forms of social 
behaviour. In the accompanying video, 
DRÖÑĒ 2017, Griffin, clad in a green-
screen suit, makes blundering attempts to 
catch the elusive apparatus. 

Crafting himself into dopey doubles with 
a ludic take on technology, Griffin makes 
himself uncanny. In Freud’s famous 
analysis of the concept, the uncanny 
represents the subject’s repressed or 
hidden dimensions that abruptly reappear, 
rendering the subject at once disturbingly 
strange and familiar. Tucked away in a 
footnote to his study, Freud narrated 
a personal anecdote of travelling on a 
train and being alarmed by a crazed-
looking elderly man attempting to enter 
his carriage, only to realise that it was his 
own mirror reflection – meaning that the 
uncanny bears a founding relation to the 
figure of the double.

The disturbing way in which the ego might 
be confronted by the spectre of its double 
was an affliction that haunted Freud. The 
psychoanalyst lived in fear of his double, 
who he figuratively saw in the personage 
of Viennese playwright Arthur Schnitzler. 
In a letter written to Schnitzler on the 
occasion of his sixtieth birthday in 1922, 
Freud confessed his phobia, stating that 
he had avoided meeting Schnitzler ‘from a 
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kind of reluctance to meet my double’.6 
In his study of the double, Freud’s peer, 
the psychoanalyst Otto Rank, argued 
that the figure is closely linked to the 
life of the individual, who is nonetheless 
driven by an impulse to annihilate the 
uncanny opponent. The double exists as 
an unsettling duplicate or mirror image 
but also as an antithetical self, an entity 
that embodies unconscious drives; in 
other words, it is an externalisation of a 
disavowed part of the self. The double 
consequently operates as a figure that 
teases open the space between the ‘I’ 
and the ‘non-I’, exposing the fiction of the 
unified subject. 

As a figure of psychic ambivalence, the 
double has often appeared in the realm of 
comic drama through the literary conceit 
of mistaken identities. This occurs from 
ancient Roman playwright Plautus’s most 
famous play Menaechmi, reinterpreted 
in Shakespeare’s Comedy of errors in 
1594, to Oliver Goldsmith’s She stoops 
to conquer published in 1773, Nikolai 
Gogol’s The government inspector in 
1836 and Mark Twain’s The prince and the 
pauper in 1881, each narrative premised 
on the comic effects of doubled identities 
and misrecognition.

Even Homer conceived of the human 
psyche as doubled – possessing an alter-
ego that awakened as the primary ego 
lost consciousness in the realm of sleep 
or death. Released through the primary 
subject’s oblivion, the second self was 
a weaker double, animated through a 
dream world or afterlife. This Homeric 
conception of latent doubles and alter-
egos – including those which emerge 
through a dream state – is a conceit that 
filmmaker Gabriel Abrantes deploys in his 
short narrative works. Evincing an opulent 

aesthetic sensibility, Abrantes’s films 
are flecked with a camp and absurdist 
humour that flirts with doubling.

Re-enacting Manet’s iconic painting 
through a hinged narrative that casts two 
actors in the goddess’s role (one played 
by Abrantes himself), Olympia I & II 2006 
subverts the classic image into a parodic 
double, animated through aberrant forms 
of erotic attraction. Freud und friends 
2014, also featuring Abrantes, presents 
a goofy tale of a geneticist’s scan of her 
boyfriend’s unconscious mind through 
a bio-engineered pseudo-scientific 
contraption. Abrantes reappears as 
his lascivious dream double in a series 
of capers that betray the character’s 
latent desire not for his girlfriend but 
for her sister, a narrative framed by a 
deadpan spoof of Werner Herzog’s 
idiosyncratic voiceover as the perennial 
accompaniment to his documentary films. 
In its rib-shaking humour, Freud und 
friends dallies with doubles, comic spoofs 
and dream doppelgängers, returning to a 
humour of convulsions and doubling up.

A more muted absurdist plotline is 
apparent in Os humores artificiais (The 
artificial humours) 2016, focused on a 
small aerial robot named Andy Coughman 
(a punning reference to comedian Andy 
Kaufman). Initially built to decipher human 
emotion, Andy is reprogrammed by his 
AI designer as a stand-up comic. Madly 
in love with a young Xingu indigenous 
woman named Jo, the robot resists his 
new calling in spite of his ascendant 
success and escapes back to the 
small village in Mato Grosso (where 
the work was filmed) to reunite with his 
beloved, to whom he declares undying 
love. The film’s finale of Jo doubled up 
in squeals of delight keeps open the 
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ambiguity of her reciprocity of feeling 
or, conversely, convulsions of laughter 
at the folly of the prospect. The farcical 
fable – of a cartoon-faced, ball-sized 
robot seeking marriage with a young 
indigenous woman – obliquely embodies 
a Wittgensteinian axiom, noted in passing 
by the diminutive robot, that the most 
profound of human problems can only 
be discussed in the form of jokes. If 
the forecast of romantic love between 
humans and intelligent machines is one 
such potential issue, its implausibility is 
overcome through Abrantes’s reflexively 
understated humour.

The doubles, drones and robots in 
Griffin’s and Abrantes’s films satirise 
perverse forms of desire and normalise 
potential scenarios of amatory interaction 
between humans and machines. In 
their teasing ridicule, they also parody 
the Kurzweilian prognosis of human 
intelligence as surpassed by its machinic 
equivalent. Artificial intelligence might in 
this instance be conceived as another 
form of human doubling, where the 
spectre of avatars and novel forms 
of ‘second life’, as further modes of 
fractured subjectivity, herald comic 
consorts between human and machines 
emblematic of a post-human world.

***
Another register of doubling and return of 
the repressed takes place in the works of 
Glenn Ligon, and pivots on the issue of 
race. Early works by the artist focused on 
the Afro-American experience of racism, 
such as those in his 1992 exhibition, Good 
mirrors are not cheap, which later evolved 
into works that laced racial critique with 
acerbic humour. Narratives 1993, a suite of 
photo-etchings, replicated the typological 
format of nineteenth-century slave 

narratives, the published frontispieces of 
which accentuated the heroism of escape, 
transforming terrifying and desperate 
scenarios into swashbuckling literary 
escapades. Ligon’s insertion of his own 
biographical details into these formats 
position him in solidarity with the Afro-
American authors while lampooning the 
literary conventions to which they were 
expected to conform. 

The renowned late-twentieth-century 
stand-up comic Richard Pryor, however, 
is Ligon’s touchstone. In several series of 
paintings and drawings, the comedian’s 
phrases appear as printed text embedded 
in the works’ surfaces, positioning Ligon 
as a medium for Pryor’s voice, and 
transfiguring the painted words into a 
revenant of the unresolved politics of 
race. Live 2014, a silent multi-channel 
video installation distils footage from one 
of Pryor’s stand-up routines, displacing 
his body across a series of close-ups. 
Rendered mute, the body’s expressive 
language looms into view: the enigmatic 
gestures of the comedian’s hand, his 
taut fist clenching the mike, agitated 
movements and restlessly mobile, 
sardonic facial expressions. 

Pryor’s stand-up was known for its 
savage dissection of systemic racism and 
confronting self-deprecations, but he was 
also famous for his distinctive voice and 
syncopated, rhythmic delivery. Ligon’s 
removal of Pryor’s voice results in a 
verbally emasculated figure whose bodily 
actions reveal a kind of frenzy at work. 
The eradication of voice and the isolation 
of certain physical gestures expose a level 
of bodily fury, correspondent to Ligon’s 
own proclamation of the body ‘as a kind 
of truth’.7
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Pryor’s frenetic movements across 
the stage can be seen as an index 
of the labouring Afro-American body 
and emblematise theorist Sianne 
Ngai’s conception of the zany. In 
her study of overlooked aesthetic 
categories, Ngai identifies zaniness as 
an aesthetic register linked to forms of 
bodily labour, in what she names an 
‘aesthetic of action’.8 Zaniness most 
frequently emerges as a performative 
mode, slipping between functional and 
dramatised movements, labour and 
play. Zany performers, she argues, are 
propelled into constant motion  
as descriptors of precarious 
social relations. 

Hugo Ball’s Dada cabarets, Warner 
Brothers’ cartoons such as Roadrunner 
and the Fluxus’s vaudeville performance 
events were forerunners of this hyperactive 
aesthetic, although its originary source was 
in sixteenth-century commedia dell’arte, 
the itinerant performers of which traipsed 
royal circuits in search of patronage. This 
dimension of precariousness within the 
zany manifested in a performative style 
of intensified play, later personified in 
Lucille Ball’s eponymous character in 
the sitcom I love Lucy. The performer’s 
relentless activity escalated as a chaotic 
swirl in the compulsive drive to comic 
production, meaning that the zany 
displayed ‘a stressed-out, even desperate 
quality’.9 Viewed through the prism of 
Ngai’s schema, Pryor’s gestural language 
epitomises a modality of zany humour, 
underscored with bristling racial critique. 
As Ngai also notes, ‘the zany is not just 
funny but angry’.10 Ligon’s silent doubling 
of Pryor’s performance discloses the 
underside of his stand-up routines, as a 
shadow dimension of rage accentuated 
through the expulsion of voice.

The labouring body at the core of Ngai’s 
view of zaniness is also apparent in the 
video installations of Mika Rottenberg, 
which anchor the frenzied aesthetic 
in the structure of social relations 
under advanced capitalist economies. 
Rottenberg has spoken of her fascination 
with Marx’s theory of labour – less his 
concern with the exploitative extraction 
of ‘surplus value’ from workers’ labour 
than the very fact of the labouring body 
itself as a microcosm of manufacture. 
Rottenberg conjures a sense of labour 
as an absurdly alienated process, where 
flesh turns comic.

Frequently featuring eccentrically shaped 
amateur actors or professional purveyors 
of unusual services, Rottenberg’s films 
cast women with hair of an exceptional 
length (Cheese, 2008), dazzling acrobatic 
dexterity (Fried sweat, 2008) or wrestling 
prowess (Mary’s cherries, 2004). These 
unconventional bodies are placed in mise-
en-scènes where their physical actions 
and prosaic gestures have direct yet 
aberrant causal effects. In Mary’s cherries, 
maraschino cherries are fabricated 
through the ludicrous, linked processes of 
fingernails being cropped, pulverised and 
rolled into tiny red balls by a sequence 
of female workers in an assembly line of 
incongruous labour. In NoNoseKnows 
2015 a factory overseer sits opposite a 
blowing fan in a room of flowers, pollen 
triggering her convulsive sneezes; each 
sneeze in turn – through an inscrutable 
logic – instantly produces a plate of 
wobbling noodles, which stack in greasy, 
unappetising mounds.
Squeeze 2010 exaggerates this logic 
of absurdist labour, presenting a world 
of peculiar bodily actions: agricultural 
workers plunge their arms deep into the 
earth, a row of naked buttocks is sprayed 
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with mist, hands are massaged by a line 
of seated women, while a red-cheeked 
busty blonde in a pink uniform is slowly 
squeezed between two mattress-clad 
walls. Further illogical actions occur. 
The blonde scrapes her cheeks, causing 
sparkles of stardust to flicker into a 
tunnel and transform into miniature 
cosmetic compacts. In a remote locale, 
iceberg lettuces are industrially harvested 
then meld with the tiny tins of pressed 
face-powder. In a jump cut to a rubber 
factory, the viscous matter congeals into 
long white wads, like oversized slices 
of haloumi, pressed between rollers in 
industrial processes of compression that 
replicate the squeezing action forced 
upon the portly blonde. The bizarre 
activities become increasingly manic: the 
stardust is scraped, the lettuces crushed, 
the buttocks misted, the arms massaged 
and the rubber drips in increasing 
frenzy. These weird repetitive actions are 
choreographed into an absurdist physical 
comedy, turning on a mesmerising 
irrationality – or ‘zany’ delirium.

The artist’s notebooks are scrawled with 
palimpsests of text, including lines such 
as, ‘objectify labour’, ‘surplus of the body’, 
‘extract someone’s time into a “thing”’.11 
Such observations reveal Rottenberg’s 
attraction to the body as a functional 
entity, bypassing its subjectivity to focus 
instead on its sculptural qualities, its 
textures, movements and mechanics. In 
interview, Rottenberg has described the 
way in which certain body parts, such as 
hair or buttocks, exist almost separately 
from the body’s totality, musing ‘one 
side is like a complete object, a butt, 
and the other side is the person. I like 
that doubleness.’12

Rottenberg’s films, with their farcical 
sequences of conveyer belts, pulleys and 
revolving mechanisms cajoling objects or 
body parts from one place to another as 
they are squeezed, threshed and shunted, 
exhibit a Bergsonian logic. In his essay 
on laughter, philosopher Henri Bergson 
argued that humour found its source 
in the body’s potential for automatism. 
When bodily actions were sedimented in 
repetition or crusted over with utilitarian 
habit, the body lost its natural suppleness 
or élan vitale. As the body tended towards 
the machinic, its alienation from its natural 
fluid state rendered it inescapably comic. 
True life, Bergson claimed, never repeats 
itself, and where repetition occurred it 
was inevitably accompanied by machinic 
distortion – and this is what rendered it 
amusing. In other words, humour was 
‘Something mechanical encrusted on 
the living …’13 

Bergson’s insight was manifestly 
evident in the comically machinic antics 
of slapstick silent cinema stars, best 
represented by Chaplin’s ebullient 
wrench-twisting at a factory conveyer 
belt in Modern times 1936, in which his 
implacable actions exemplify and exceed 
Fordist industrial production to become 
robotic responses to everything that 
crosses his path. Rottenberg’s compulsion 
to mechanise her actors’ bodies – her 
glee in the wayward convergence of 
automatism and dynamism – incarnate 
Bergson’s observation that the body is 
comic in the degree to which it reminds us 
of a machine.

***
If the distortion of human subjectivity with 
object-like forms characterises humour, 
along with an upsurge of repressed, 
carnivalesque inversions and doubled 
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reflections, we might ultimately say that 
humour operates reflexively. As reflexive 
grammatical structures denote pronouns 
that refer back to their subjects or verbs 
used transitively, so too humour might 
be conceived as syntactically linked to 
the social subject as a form of reflexivity. 
Reflexivity is a way of folding or doubling 
back, a return to the primary subject. 
Conceits explored in the filmic universes 
of Mika Rottenberg, Gabriel Abrantes and 
Matthew Griffin – the impious merging of 
body and machine and its vexed relation 
to industrial technology – might then 
be understood as reflexive propositions 
where humour works to unveil disclaimed 
human scenarios. Similarly, when Mary 
Reid Kelley filters classical literature 
through ribald feminist hermeneutics, 
Barbara Cleveland foregrounds the 
cringeful dimensions of stand-up or Glenn 
Ligon isolates the minacious vernacular of 
the comedian’s body, humour shows up a 
shadow side to the dominant culture. 

Just as Hippocrates proposed the 
humours needed to be balanced for 
the human body to thrive, humour as 
comic relief might perform an equivalent 
mechanism for the health of the social 
body, necessary to calibrate its complex 
equilibrium. Yet as a shadow side or 
double, humour is neither anodyne nor 
innocent. As Freud lived in fear of meeting 
his double, so too the social body might 
be similarly menaced and beguiled by 
humour – both threatened and compelled 
by its startling world of comic forms. 

If humour enacts a second world or 
second life, a dream doppelgänger 
and realm of disavowed desire, even 
disallowed rage, then humour represents 
a type of cultural alter ego. Humour 
does not operate as a mode of pure 

equivalence but of non-coincidence; it 
does not describe its cultural subject with 
an exactitude in the manner of a perfect 
copy, but rather functions as a double 
that does not fully match. Rooted in an 
unruly body that refuses the dominant 
codes of decorum, convention and 
ideology, humour fundamentally revels in 
the fracturing between reality and fantasy, 
its ‘two-world condition’. In its off-key 
registrations and oblique confrontations, 
humour is culture’s uncanny double.
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The Oxford English Dictionary defines 
comedy as ‘Professional entertainment 
consisting of jokes and satirical sketches, 
intended to make an audience laugh’ is 
how I would start this essay, if it were a 
prepared speech at the Eisteddfod and I 
was in year nine. But what is a comedy? 
Where and when does it humour? And 
how, if ever, is a satire? All important 
questions, but impossible to answer, 
possibly. Or, at least inadvisable. As we all 
know, there is nothing less funny than ‘how 
funny works’ analysis. Ironic, considering 
‘analysis’ contains the word ‘anal’, and 
bum jokes are always funny. As the great 
E.B. White said, ‘analysing humour is 
like dissecting a frog. Few people are 
interested, and the frog dies of it.’ 

As everyone else said, who is E.B. 
White and why so cagey? Why so 
anti-investigation? What was E.B. hiding? 
And why so disinterested in science? I 
know I, for one, was pretty psyched about 
dissecting things. It’s why I took biology 
in high school. Of course, although we did 
cows’ hearts and eyes, we never dissected 
a frog in my class. I don’t think my school 
could afford them. 

Jokes, like frogs, are delicate. They are 
also amphibious, come from eggs and 
don’t like it if you touch them with dry 
hands. Nor, as E.B. so rightly pointed out, 
do they like being cut up by high school 
students. And E.B. should know. He wrote 
Charlotte’s web, which, yes, is about a pig, 

not a frog. But pigs, like jokes and frogs, 
will not survive dissection either.  

Of course, E.B. White didn’t really say 
that anyway. He’s just another Wikiquote 
casualty in the war of paraphrasing. The 
actual quote is, ‘Humour can be dissected, 
as a frog can, but the thing dies in the 
process and the innards are discouraging 
to any but the pure scientific mind.’ Given 
its context – an essay, ‘Some remarks 
on humour’ – this is perhaps slightly 
hypocritical, like a biologist poo-pooing 
the dissection of frogs while dissecting 
said frog, but also perhaps this is why it 
is funny, a hilarious ironic joke. Good one 
E.B.! Although, if we go against advice 
and analyse the humour of the quote 
itself, as a joke, the fake version actually 
works far better. It’s shorter and ends on 
the punchline (‘the frog dies’), rather than 
smothering the laugh with unnecessary 
explanation (‘the pure scientific mind’). 
Comedy 101. But let’s not get bogged 
down in the innards – if analysing jokes is 
unfunny, then surely analysing a joke about 
analysing a joke about analysing a joke is 
the least funny of all, and also the premise 
for the movie Inception. 

Recently I found myself in a comedy 
babushka doll, when I was forced to hack 
apart my own humour – explaining my 
own jokes, while doing my jokes, while 
explaining, while … You get the idea. 
I have an act where I perform as a man, 
an amalgam of all the worst, sexist, hack, 

On analysing analyses of humour
Zoë Coombs Marr
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stand-up comedians. This particular night, 
I was performing in a queer club, as part 
of a drag king night. I was bemoaning 
the ‘major flaw in the female anatomy’; 
i.e., the clitoris, which is impossible to 
find – classic gear. And I was just up to 
the bit about how ‘women are bitches for 
being so deceptive with their genitals’ 
when two women started heckling me, 
yelling ‘THERE’S NOTHING WRONG WITH 
WOMEN’S BODIES’. Now, I am used to 
heckles. I am a comedian. But this was 
special. It’s hard to find a comeback to 
a heckle that is an aggressive statement 
of EXACTLY WHAT YOUR POINT IS. 
Because, obviously, not only were we in 
a queer club, in a drag king night, but I 
was also, as I am now, in a woman’s body. 
After breaking character to point this 
out and being met again with ‘THERE’S 
NOTHING WRONG WITH WOMEN’S 
BODIES’, I was forced to explain the act; 
not only was what I was saying not what I 
meant but, in fact, the opposite. Alas, this 
literal explanation of irony (ironic in itself, 
really) didn’t land for my hecklers, but for 
the rest of us, things got pretty funny. 

Elbow deep in frog guts, the original act 
was destroyed. E.B. was correct. But 
as a comic, I often like it when things 
go wrong. A moment like this can open 
up the possibility for something new: 
a confused what-the-hell-is-going-on 
space, where you can either cry or laugh 
and start sliding into hysteria. It’s this 
kind of laughter I like the most. I want the 
audience to forget who they are, their 
faces hurt and they lose control of their 
bladders. I dream of reviews saying, ‘there 
wasn’t a dry seat in the house’; meaning, 
the show was either very funny or very 
sexy. Either way, everyone wins (except 
the cleaners). The thing about comedy, 
and why no-one wants to explain it, is that 

it’s meant to be felt. A really good joke 
feels like it’s happening inside you. The 
perfect mixture of words and references, 
and tone and timing connects with things 
you already know and think, and a laugh 
explodes. Laughing happens involuntarily; 
you’re barking like a dog (or a frog, or a 
pig), surprised. And surprises rarely work 
when you lay out the rules. The phrase, 
‘Please explain’ never led to a laugh, 
except perhaps for Pauline Pantsdown.

And speaking of Pauline, satire is 
especially special, because it happens on 
the plane between the inside of your head 
and the outside world. So not only do 
you feel pleasure but you also feel solid, 
connected and like things make sense, 
even if they don’t. The joke connects dots, 
forming a web that wasn’t there before. 

A laugh is like a statement of assent; 
‘HA HA HA’ could be loosely translated 
as ‘YES YES YES’. While good jokes 
are surprising, and affirm our beliefs, 
good satire does that while pointing out 
something you didn’t think you knew. 
Wielded correctly, it can be powerful, 
repositioning your thoughts and 
galvanising your politics. An audience 
rolling in the aisles is a kind of collective 
agreement, a jolly version of a Nazi rally 
(which is why hearing an unfunny joke 
everyone else laughs at is so horrifying). 
Of course, comedy isn’t actually able to 
change the world, but what it can change 
is the way we see the world, which can, in 
turn, change the world. Perception creates 
action and action creates change. Comedy 
is just a reflection of the world it is in, 
and what happens after we’ve seen that 
reflection in the mirror is up to us, really.

So, although on this particular night 
the comedian part of me was fine, the 
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queer woman part was upset. As my 
two hecklers walked out and I yelled ‘I 
MADE THIS FOR YOU!’, it felt like I was 
watching them cut off their life rafts. For 
me, comedy has always been a refuge. 
Not that my comedy needs to be their life 
raft. It clearly isn’t, and that’s fine. There’s 
plenty more boats on this sinking ship. 
Or at least, let’s hope so. But there’s an 
especially pungent irony in a queer female 
comedian being heckled by queer female 
audience members for satirising a sexist 
male comedian in a performance space 
designed to be ‘safe’ for queer women 
… In that disconnect, there’s something 
simultaneously sad and hilarious, which, to 
be fair, is my favourite kind of joke. 
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A funny thing happened on the way to 
this essay tonight. I was going through 
my notes about how to account for and 
summarise humour in art from an historical 
to contemporary viewpoint. This overview 
would reveal very useful insights into the 
motivation some artists have to make 
humorous artwork, when the majority of 
art is, well, let’s face it, not very funny – 
or even fun. A lot of it is just downright 
boring, really. Then I had my own insight 
(which is great, as having someone else’s 
is always more complicated, doable but 
more complicated); my insight was that 
it seems very unlikely that I can solve 
this problem, the funny-art problem, as 
I have come to call it. So, I got myself a 
conundrum, always a good starting point.  

The beginning saw me writing about artists 
as comedians, you know, Matthew Griffin’s 
Instagram gags (@contemporaryary), 
Roman Signer being dragged behind a car 
in a fibreglass kayak racing cows (Kajak 
2000), Damien Hirst’s recent take on what 
an exhibition would look like if Steve Zizou 
was an artist (Treasures from the wreck of 
the unbelievable, Palazzo Grassi, Venice, 
2017). There are endless examples of the 
funny-art problem. 

I was really loathed to write about irony 
and wit – to identify it, laugh along with it, 
reminisce even – mostly because I spend 
too much of my time being ironic in order 
to make a point to my kids, or being witty, 
but only in a borderline bad dad-joke kind 

of way. It’s tricky to be self-reflective while 
providing deep analysis of an important 
cultural phenomenon. So, I hatched a plan. 

Step one: Pick an authoritative ‘go-to’ art 
history tome. (No, wait, pick two; it will 
make it look more serious and researched. 
May even look like you went to university. 
Be careful not to be too underminey, 
though; they’ll get twitchy and may not 
pay you the writer’s fee. And try not to use 
too many neologisms; they know you love 
that stuff.)

Step two: Find two fairly thorough 
publications on comedy and humour in 
art. (There can’t be more than two, surely 
nobody cares that much. It would make all 
the seriousness of all the serious art that 
much more questionable. Also, something 
with Australian references would be 
very handy.) 

Step three: Make a list of artists that these 
publications have in common and cross-
reference any common analysis or claims. 
(There can’t be more than about six. Two 
will do. Which is great, as you don’t want 
to get caught going over the word count, 
the designers really hate that shit and 
you’re handing this text in at the eleventh 
hour as it is.) 

Step four: Define the duck-rabbit problem 
via Wittgenstein. This is in essence about 
how everything can be seen in two ways, 
not necessarily as contradictions or in 

My account of the funny-art problem: Lol 
Jarrod Rawlins
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juxtaposition (yes, that’s three essays in a 
row that you’ve slipped that word into, nice 
one), but in different ways, as the most 
simplified definition of this. (Luckily this is 
an essay on comedy, so no need to get 
too bogged down with facts and details.) 
Wittgenstein used the duck-rabbit problem 
(I know you think you own this Kathy, but 
you don’t) to illustrate a point that has little 
to do with the point I am trying to make, 
outside of a nice extraneous link about the 
possibility that a thing seen differently can 
only be so if it is so. (Maybe come back 
to this ;-) 

Step five: Make a clever semantic 
comparison between Wittgenstein’s 
duck-rabbit problem and your funny-art 
problem. (It will make you seem witty and 
clever, an attractive combination.) This will 
set up the narrative for the second half of 
the essay, which will be about how a lot 
of art that is seemingly not funny is really 
funny, and a lot of funny art might not be 
funny at all, leaving the whole account of 
humour in art in the most ambiguous of 
states. Which could be funny in itself but 
may not be; let the audience be the judge. 
(Note to self: disable comments on your 
social media threads.)

Step six: Carefully consider skipping 
all of the above steps and writing 
something else. 

So, having decided to forge ahead with 
my ill-conceived plan, I begin by taking 
a look at what the experts have to say, 
which in my case, always starts with a 
book I have carried around since 1999. 
It’s called Critical terms for art history, 
edited by Robert S. Nelson and Richard 
Shiff (second edition, 1996). Anyway, the 
point is that every time I sit down to write 
about art for someone, I start by looking 

up the topic I’m writing about – in this 
case, comedy and humour – to see if it 
has what I call a pre-existing condition. It’s 
not the case here, which means I can now 
freely consider any possible explanations 
for comedy in art, without fear of 
counterattack from that damn book. 

Then I go to the website of a trusted 
institution to get an overview of how the 
world of super-international art institutions 
defines the topic I am working on. In this 
case, I chose tate.org – the art terms 
section – where I found no references. 
There is ‘abject art’, ‘kinesthetic art’, 
‘caricature’, ‘hyper-realism’, ‘naive art’. 
Even linocut made the cut, but not 
comedy, humour, absurdity etc. So, what 
is going on? I’m beginning to become 
suspicious that this whole funny-art thing 
has been made up to trick me into writing 
something I know little about. Comedy and 
humour are such important parts of our 
everyday lives that the institutions, which 
are, after all, us, with all their institutional 
stuff, can’t identify it. They can’t even 
see it! Which tells me it must be universal 
and apply to all art. So, let me track this 
argument with this series of cross-checks 
to prove my point. 

Let’s start in the Baroque (the 
Renaissance guys were a bit more 
serious), with Bernini’s Ecstasy of Saint 
Teresa. I mean seriously, here is one of the 
most beautiful marble figures in the history 
of sculpture, the subject of which is one 
of the most enigmatic religious moments 
in the history of spiritual philosophy. The 
woman is clearly in the throes of one of the 
best orgasms she has ever had, like she’s 
riding the orgasmatron 299 years before 
it was even invented. This is a potentially 
ridiculous claim, but bear with me and 
my attempts at ridicule in an effort to 
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make a joke. If I take at face value Lavin’s 
observation on Teresa’s transverberation, 
that other representations of Saint Teresa 
see ‘her body straight, or reeling back 
as if under the impact of a blow to the 
chest. The latter formula was related 
to a long tradition of love imagery, 
based on the transfixed heart; indeed 
the transverberation became virtually 
synonymous with the transfixed heart. The 
imagery involves what might be called an 
externalisation of an incidental physical 
phenomenon, namely, palpitations of the 
heart.’1 what becomes clear is that Bernini 
has clearly taken the opportunity to shift 
representations of this saint from stiff-
crazy-lady-in-cardiac-arrest to sexy-nun-
having-an-orgasm. I mean, come on, as 
if this is not an artist having a little gag: 
‘Yeah, sure, we can make it look like she’s 
entering the kingdom of heaven, etc. etc. I 
know how to do that, no problem, leave it 
with me.’

Or take Hieronymus Bosch in his famous 
creation painting, The garden of earthly 
delights, sticking bunches of flowers 
in people’s asses so the flowers can 
spore, or the strange anthropomorphised 
creatures playfully interacting with Adams 
and Eves in the love garden. It’s funny 
stuff. Nothing to be taken too seriously. 
But then perhaps that is the issue.

Now, for those of you who think 
Hieronymus Bosch is a fictional neo-noir 
Los Angeles police detective from the 
Michael Connelly books, you would be 
partially wrong. Bosch actually started 
life as a very competent sixteenth-
century Netherlandish painter, one whose 
production was unprecedented in its 
appearance, playfulness and absurdity. 
‘There are some panels on which bizarre 
things have been painted … things that 

are so delightful and fantastic that it is 
impossible to describe them properly to 
those who have not seen them’,2 writes 
Antonio de Beatis, describing the painting 
for the first time. It’s an observation that 
does not specifically call out the clear 
humour in the scene, with its sexually 
promiscuous humans and animals, 
but nonetheless still recognises the 
eccentric nature of this construction of a 
conventional religious scene.   

So, what about the works in this show, The 
humours. Let’s focus on one, the one that 
hasn’t been made yet – always the best 
example to look at closely.   

Matthew Griffin has made a new video. 
I’m not yet convinced it’s funny, not 
just because it hasn’t been made yet, 
or because I haven’t seen what has 
been made, but because Matthew is 
perfect for me to explore with the funny-
art problem thesis. As you will see me 
demonstrate below, you don’t need to 
have seen the work for it to be funny, or 
to even understand why it is part of my 
funny-art problem. 

First, some background. Matthew once 
came to me with a plan to have a portrait 
of a hippy tattooed onto a dolphin. 
Seemed straightforward enough to me 
at the time, all we needed was a willing 
tattooist and a dolphin. Anyway, you can 
see where this ends. Nowhere. It turns 
out it’s pretty difficult to get hold of a 
dolphin. So, funny gag, great concept 
for an artwork, zero outcome after that. 
Then he had the brainwave to interview 
Peter Singer – famous moral philosopher 
and animal ethics guy – about the ethics 
of having a tattoo of a hippy put onto a 
dolphin. So, there it was, an outcome. 
But for me the outcome is the relationship 
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between comedy and art here, not the 
actual content of their conversation. 

Let me run you through it. There are 
obvious ethical and moral considerations 
in respect to Griffin’s proposition, the 
details of which are probably quite serious, 
and they can be phrased in a funny kind of 
way, but that just becomes a satirical way 
of discussing something quite important 
and serious – kind of like a good four-
channel version of what the newsreaders/
comedians attempt on Channel Ten in 
the evenings. Serious, but fun. You get 
the point. 

So, when Griffin has the initial idea, which 
can’t be delivered, he chooses to interview 
the most important moral philosopher 
of our time instead – not because he is 
actually interested in these issues in a 
deep and meaningful way (sorry Matt, 
you might be, but it kind of stuffs up my 
argument if you are, so let’s just run with 
my version please) but because it’s funny if 
Singer is happy to entertain this somewhat 
preposterous proposal, which he was. This 
is where the comedy lies, in that moment, 
not after. So, for all intents and purposes, 
you can see the magical moment in 
this work of Griffin’s right here in this 
paragraph; no need to even watch the 
four-channel video (which is a shame for 
MUMA, as they have recently acquired it. 
Lol. Spoiler alert. (There you go, dad joke.) 

Back to the point. For this exhibition, 
Griffin has made a new video using a 
drone, a bunch of his usual handicraft 
objects, artist Jon Campbell, a cheap 
green suit and some of his clever photo-
manipulation tricks. We are all familiar with 
ambitious and expensive long shots in 
cinema, the ones where the director shows 
off their mad skills by having a very, very 

long single take that blows your mind so 
much that you’re convinced there must 
be some editing trick somewhere. And 
if you’re a big cinema nerd you probably 
watch it so many times you begin to 
confidently identify these non-existent 
edits to prove that no-one is that good. 
Well, someone is that good, and that is 
now Matthew Griffin. 

A drone descends onto the university 
campus, and because of excellent OH&S 
rules Griffin was not permitted to fly the 
drone over the buildings to the entrance of 
MUMA. So, in a not-so-elegant solution, 
the artist dons an ill-fitting green-room 
bodysuit and manually ‘flies’ the drone into 
the gallery to continue the shot, to nail the 
gag with a bunch of other things that are 
going to happen. But, like the hippy-dolphin 
problem, Griffin nails the relationship 
between art and comedy right here, at 
the halfway point, where he is required to 
problem solve in an effort to negotiate the 
authorities: in this case, OH&S regulations; 
in the aforementioned example, the dolphin 
police. Either way, he is using humour 
to problem solve rather than force the 
premeditated gag. Which is why it works.  

So, there you have it. Because I only 
partially followed my own advice in step 
six, I have pointlessly and effortlessly 
defined the funny-art problem for you by 
close examination of an unfinished artwork 
I haven’t seen yet. Which means you are 
now much better equipped than I am to 
see this exhibition. My pleasure. 

1 Irving Lavin, Bernini and the unity of the visual 
arts, Oxford University Press, New York, 1980, 
p.109.

2 E. H. Gombrich, ‘The earliest description of 
Bosch’s Garden of delight’, Journal of the 
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, no. 30, 
1967, pp.403–04.
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Gabriel Abrantes 
Os humores artificiais  
(The artificial humours) 2016
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Gabriel Abrantes  
Os humores artificiais (The artificial humours) 2016  
(video stills) 
Courtesy of the artist and Herma Films
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Gabriel Abrantes  
Os humores artificiais (The artificial humours) 2016  
(video stills) 
Courtesy of the artist and Herma Films
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Barbara Cleveland 
Bad timing 2017
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Barbara Cleveland 
Bad timing 2017  
(video stills)  
Courtesy of the artists
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Matthew Griffin 
Clog 2017

Clog (green painting) 2017

DRÖÑĒ 2017

Fix rupper 2017
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Matthew Griffin 
Clog 2017  
(video stills)  
Courtesy of the artist
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Matthew Griffin 
DRÖÑĒ 2017 
(production still)  
Photo: Andrew Bare 
Courtesy of the artist
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Matthew Griffin 
DRÖÑĒ 2017 
(production still)  
Photo: Andrew Bare 
Courtesy of the artist
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Mary Reid Kelley with Patrick Kelley
The thong of Dionysus 2015
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Mary Reid Kelley with Patrick Kelley 
The thong of Dionysus 2015  
(video stills) 
Courtesy of the artist and Pilar Corrias Gallery, London
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Mary Reid Kelley with Patrick Kelley 
The thong of Dionysus 2015  
(video still) 
Courtesy of the artist and Pilar Corrias Gallery, London 
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Mary Reid Kelley with Patrick Kelley 
The thong of Dionysus 2015  
(video still) 
Courtesy of the artist and Pilar Corrias Gallery, London 
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Glenn Ligon 
Live 2014
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This page and overleaf:  
Glenn Ligon 
Live 2014 
Installation view: Glenn Ligon: we need to wake up 
cause that’s what time it is, Luhring Augustine Bushwick, 
Brooklyn, New York (16 January – 17 April 2016) 
Photo: Farzad Owrang 
© Glenn Ligon 
Courtesy of the artist, Luhring Augustine, New York, Regen 
Projects, Los Angeles, and Thomas Dane Gallery, London
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Glenn Ligon 
title
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Mika Rottenberg 
Squeeze 2010

Mika Rottenberg 
Squeeze 2010 
(video stills) 
© Mika Rottenberg 
Courtesy of the artist and Andrea 
Rosen Gallery, New York
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Mika Rottenberg 
Squeeze 2010 
(detail) 
© Mika Rottenberg 
Courtesy of the artist and Andrea 
Rosen Gallery, New York
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Gabriel Abrantes 
Born North Carolina 1984 
Lives and works Paris and Lisbon

Gabriel Abrantes is an American artist and 
filmmaker who studied at the Cooper Union in 
New York, L’Ecole National des Beaux-Arts in Paris 
and Le Fresnoy in Tourcoing, France. His works 
confront historical, social and political themes 
through an investigation of post-colonial, gender 
and identity questions. They layer improbable 
readings, twisting traditional narratives that flirt 
with absurdity, folklore, humour and politics.  

Gabriel Abrantes has shown his work in arts 
centres and museums such as Whitechapel 
Gallery, London; Palais de Tokyo, Paris; MIT 
List Visual Arts Center, Boston; Kunst-Werke, 
Berlin; Museé d’Art Moderne, Paris; and Museu 
Serralves, Porto. He has held more than a dozen 
solo exhibitions and has participated in more than 
twenty group exhibitions, including the 2016 Bienal 
de São Paulo and the 2014 Biennale de l’Image 
en Mouvement, Center d’Art Contemporain de 
Genève. His work was awarded the EDP Young 
Artist Award (Lisbon), the most prestigious award 
of its kind in Portugal. His films have been awarded 
the Golden Leopard for Best International Short 
Film at Locarno Film Festival, the EFA prize (twice) 
at the Berlinale, Best Director and Best Film (twice) 
at IndieLisboa, and Best Director (twice) at Curtas 
Vila do Conde. 

Barbara Cleveland
Established Sydney 2007 
Lives and works Sydney
 
Barbara Cleveland is an artist-led collective 
directed by Frances Barrett (b. 1983), Kate 
Blackmore (b. 1982), Kelly Doley (b. 1984), and 
Diana Baker Smith (b. 1981). The collective met 
while studying at the College of Fine Arts at the 
University of New South Wales, Sydney (UNSW Art 
& Design) and have been working together since 
2007. Barbara Cleveland’s projects are shaped by 
queer and feminist methodologies. They also draw 
on the histories of visual arts – with a particular 
emphasis on performance and its relationship to 
documentation and memory. 

Recent solo exhibitions include Bodies in time, 
Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney, 2016; 
This is Barbara Cleveland, Carriageworks, Sydney, 
2015; and Performance art, Jackson Bella Room, 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney, 2014. 
Recent group exhibitions include the 20th Biennale 
of Sydney: The future is already here – it’s just 
not evenly distributed, Sydney, 2016; Trace: 
performance and its documents, Queensland 
Art Gallery / Gallery of Modern Art (QAGOMA), 
Brisbane, 2014; and Contemporary Australia: 
women, QAGOMA, Brisbane, 2012.

barbaracleveland.com.au
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Matthew Griffin 
Born Bendigo 1976 
Lives and works Sydney

Matthew Griffin is an Australian artist whose 
practice engages a wide range of media including 
sculpture, photography, video, installation and 
collage. Recurring themes in his works include the 
body as an object in relation to other objects, the 
makeshift and impermanent as sculptural qualities, 
and the contemporary ubiquity of cameras and 
the resulting difficulty of producing meaningful 
images in the post-internet age. In recent projects 
he has examined the way humour functions in 
both a visual and narrative form, and the ethical 
dilemmas associated with the production of 
contemporary art.

Griffin has exhibited extensively nationally and 
internationally. Solo exhibitions include DDesign, 
Neon Parc, Melbourne, 2017; Matt Griffin, Hamish 
McKay Gallery, Wellington, 2015; Going going 
bye-gones, Hamish McKay Gallery, Wellington, 
2011; Running running regards, Uplands Gallery, 
Melbourne, 2009; and Ttommorroww will be 
dfferent, The Physics Room, Christchurch, 2007. 
Selected recent group exhibitions include Art 
as a verb, Monash University Museum of Art, 
Melbourne, 2014; The financial report, Artspace, 
Sydney, 2013; In the cut: contemporary collage, 
Australian Centre for Contemporary Art (ACCA), 
Melbourne, 2013; New 09, ACCA, Melbourne, 
2009; Make a scene, Anna Schwartz Gallery, 
Sydney, 2009; and Laughing in a foreign language, 
Hayward Gallery, London, 2008.

Glenn Ligon
Born New York 1960
Lives and works New York

Glenn Ligon is an American conceptual artist 
who works across painting, printmaking, sculp-
ture, video, neon and photography. Ligon’s work 
intersects literature, history and his own personal 
experiences to examine cultural and social identity 
structures in American society. His work engages 
with the history of slavery in the United States, the 
Civil Rights Movement and homosexual discrimi-
nation, emotively challenging the ways in which the 
history of oppression continues to inform contem-
porary society. 

Recent exhibitions include Blue black, Pulitzer 
Arts Foundation, St Louis, 2017; What we said the 
last time and We need to wake up cause that’s 
what time it is, Luhring Augustine, New York, 2016; 
Glenn Ligon: encounters and collisions, Notting-
ham Contemporary and Tate Liverpool, 2015; 56th 
Venice Biennale: All the world’s futures, 2015; 
Glenn Ligon: call and response, Camden Arts Cen-
tre, London, 2014; and his mid-career retrospective 
Glenn Ligon: AMERICA, Whitney Museum of Art, 
New York, 2011. 
 
Ligon has earned numerous awards and recog-
nition for his work, including the Joan Mitchell 
Foundation Grant in 1997, the John Simon Gug-
genheim Memorial Foundation Fellowship in 2003, 
the Skowhegan Medal for Painting in 2006, and 
the Studio Museum’s Joyce Alexander Wein Artist 
Prize in 2009. Selected public collections include 
Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo; Art Institute 
of Chicago; Baltimore Museum of Art; Carnegie 
Museum of Art, Pittsburgh; Centre Pompidou, 
Paris; Los Angeles County Museum of Art; Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Chicago; Museum of Modern 
Art, New York; National Gallery of Art, Washington, 
D.C.; Philadelphia Museum of Art; San Francisco 
Museum of Modern Art; Solomon R. Guggenheim 
Museum, New York; Tate Modern, London; Walker 
Art Center, Minneapolis; and the Whitney Museum 
of American Art, New York.

Ligon is represented by Luhring Augustine, New 
York, Regen Projects, Los Angeles and Thomas 
Dane, London.

glennligonstudio.com
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Mary Reid Kelley 
Born Greenville, South Carolina 1979 
Lives and works Olivebridge, New York 
 
Patrick Kelley 
Born Edina, Minnesota 1969 
Lives and works Olivebridge, New York 
 
Mary Reid Kelley is an American artist whose 
practice combines painting, performance and 
her distinctive wordplay-rich poetry in polemical, 
graphically stylised videos. Made in collaboration 
with her partner Patrick Kelley, her videos explore 
historical periods through fictitious characters 
such as nurses, soldiers, sex workers and saltim-
banques. Adopting a stark black-and-white palette 
while synthesising art-historical styles such as 
Cubism and German Expressionism, Reid Kelley 
playfully jumbles historical periods such as World 
War One and France’s Second Empire to trace the 
ways in which present concerns are rooted in the 
past. In particular, Reid Kelley presents her take on 
the clash between utopian ideologies and the reali-
ties of women’s lives in the struggle for liberation. 
 
Her recent solo exhibitions include Mary Reid 
Kelley, Mudam, Luxembourg, 2017; A marquee 
piece of sod, Kunsthalle Bremen, This Is offal, 
Playground Performance Festival, STUK, Leu-
ven, 2016; Mary Reid Kelley: Priapus agonistes, 
Screen Space, Art Gallery of Western Australia, 
Perth, 2016; Hammer Projects: Mary Reid Kelley, 
Hammer Museum, Los Angeles, 2015; The syphilis 
of Sisyphus, Frances Lehman Loeb Art Center, 
Vassar College, New York, 2015; and Mary Reid 
Kelley, Neuer Kunstverein Wien, Vienna, 2014. 
Recent group exhibitions include Gray matters, 
Wexner Center for Arts, Columbus, Ohio, 2017; 
Commercial break, Public Art Fund, New York, 
2017; The arcades: contemporary art and Walter 
Benjamin, Jewish Museum, New York, 2017; Hey 
you! Who me?,  Edgewood Gallery, Yale University, 
New Haven, 2016; The beast and the sovereign, 
Museu d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona (MACBA), 
and Württembergischer Kunstverein Stuttgart, 
2015; and Code act, Coreana Museum of Art, 
Seoul, 2014. 
 
Mary Reid Kelley and Patrick Kelley’s most recent 
film, This Is offal 2016 won the 18th Baloise Prize 
at Art Basel in 2016. Mary Reid Kelley is a 2016 
MacArthur Fellow. She is represented by Freder-
icks and Freiser, New York; Susanne Vielmetter 
Los Angeles Projects; Pilar Corrias, London; and 
Arratia Beer, Berlin.
 
maryreidkelley.com

Mika Rottenberg
Born Buenos Aires, 1976
Lives and works New York

Mika Rottenberg uses video installation to probe 
contemporary formations of labour, feminism, 
globalisation and the production of value. Weaving 
documentary elements into her visual fictions, she 
creates elaborate narratives that unfold in parallel 
worlds to describe how objects and bodies are 
packaged, cultivated, circulated and maintained. 
Her works draw on cinematic and sculptural 
traditions to forge a new language about the 
manufacturing of consumer goods, as well as to 
question how our own affective relationships are 
increasingly monetised.

Recent solo exhibitions include Mika Rottenberg, 
Bass Museum of Art, Miami, 2017; Mika 
Rottenberg, Palais de Tokyo, Paris, 2016; Bowls 
balls souls holes, The Rose Art Museum, Brandeis 
University, Waltham, Massachusetts, 2014; Sneeze 
to squeeze, Magasin 3, Stockholm Konsthall, 
Sweden, 2013; Squeeze: video works by Mika 
Rottenberg, The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, 
2013; and Cheese, squeeze, and tropical breeze: 
video works 2003 – 2010, Museum Leuven, 
Belgium, 2012. Recent group exhibitions include 
Skulptur projekte Munster, Germany, 2017; 
Paratoxic paradoxes, Benaki Museum, Athens, 
2017; Potentially yours, Artspace, Auckland, New 
Zealand, 2016; The artist’s museum, Institute 
of Contemporary Art, Boston, 2016; THE NEW 
HUMAN: knock knock, is anyone home?, Moderna 
Museet Malmo, Sweden, 2016; and 56th Venice 
Biennale: All the world’s futures, 2015.
 
Rottenberg is represented by Andrea Rosen 
Gallery, New York, and Galerie Laurent 
Godin, Paris.
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Gabriel Abrantes

Os humores artificiais (The 
artificial humours) 2016 
16mm film transferred to 2K 
video, sound
30 minutes 
Produced by Herma Films 
with the financial support of 
Fundação Serralves, Bienal de 
São Paulo, Colección Inelcom 
and ICA – Instituto do Cinema e 
Audiovisual
Courtesy of the artist and 
Herma Films

Barbara Cleveland

The one hour laugh 2009
single channel HD video, sound
60 minutes
Concept, direction and 
performance: Frances Barrett, 
Kate Blackmore, Kelly Doley and 
Diana Baker Smith
Video editing: Kate Blackmore
Sound: Frederick Rodrigues
Courtesy of the artists

Bad timing 2017 
single channel HD video, sound 
7.18 minutes 
Concept and Direction: Frances 
Barrett, Kate Blackmore, Kelly 
Doley and Diana Baker Smith
Video editing: Kate Blackmore
Sound treatment and score: 
Andrew McLellan
Sound recording: Nathan Codner
Commissioned by Monash 
University Museum of Art 
Courtesy of the artists

Notes for bad timing (#1 – #4) 
2017 
ink and watercolour on paper 
27.7 x 21.0 cm each 
Commissioned by Monash 
University Museum of Art
Courtesy of the artists

Matthew Griffin

Clog 2017
digital video, mixed media
14.20 minutes
dimensions variable

Clog (green painting) 2017
synthetic polymer paint on 
canvas
90 x 60 cm

Clog (green painting) 2017
synthetic polymer paint on 
canvas
50 x 70 cm

Clog (green painting) 2017
synthetic polymer paint on 
canvas
40 x 50 cm

DRÖÑĒ 2017
digital video, mixed media
4.08 minutes
dimensions variable

Fix rupper 2017
digital video, mixed media
9.28 minutes
dimensions variable

All works co-commissioned by 
Monash University Museum of 
Art with Melbourne Festival 
Courtesy of the artist

Glenn Ligon 

Live 2014
synchronised seven-channel HD 
video installation
80 minutes
Courtesy of the artist and 
Luhring Augustine, New York

Mary Reid Kelley with  
Patrick Kelley

The thong of Dionysus 2015
HD video, sound 
9.27 minutes 
Courtesy of the artists and Pilar 
Corrias, London

Mika Rottenberg  

Squeeze 2010
single-channel colour video 
installation, sound, C-type print, 
pigment print
20 minutes
dimensions variable
Collection Antoine de 
Galbert, Paris

LIST OF WORKS
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It has been a privilege to work with the individual 
artists, Gabriel Abrantes, Matthew Griffin, Mary 
Reid Kelley with her partner Patrick Kelley, Glenn 
Ligon, Mika Rottenberg, and artist-collective 
Barbara Cleveland directed by Frances Barrett, 
Kate Blackmore, Kelly Doley and Diana Baker 
Smith on this exhibition. MUMA gratefully 
acknowledges their participation and support 
in making their works available. Particular 
appreciation is extended to Barbara Cleveland and 
Matthew Griffin, who produced compelling new 
bodies of work for the occasion. 

MUMA would like to thank Melbourne Festival 
for being our presenting partner on The humours 
and for co-commissioning Matthew Griffin’s work. 
We acknowledge Melbourne Festival’s Board of 
Directors, Executive staff and especially Artistic 
Director Jonathan Holloway, outgoing Producer 
– Visual Arts, Anabelle Lacroix and Visual Arts 
Program Manager, Kelli Alred. 

For their contributions to this catalogue, MUMA 
thanks our essayists Zoë Coombs Marr, Sophie 
Knezic and Jarrod Rawlins for their insightful texts, 
as well as Yanni Florence for his skilful catalogue 
design, and Hilary Ericksen and Clare Williamson 
for their assured editing and proofreading.
Mika Rottenberg’s installation, Squeeze, is on loan 
from the Collection Antoine de Galbert, Paris and 
MUMA offers gratitude for this loan. 

The support of artists’ representative galleries 
and agencies has been crucial in achieving The 
humours. We thank Herma Films, Portugal for their 
support in showing work by Gabriel Abrantes; 
Fredericks and Freiser, New York, Susanne 

Vielmetter Los Angeles Projects, Pilar Corrias, 
London and Arratia Beer, Berlin representing Mary 
Reid Kelley; Luhring Augustine, New York, Regen 
Projects, Los Angeles and Thomas Dane, London 
representing Glenn Ligon; and Andrea Rosen 
Gallery, New York and Galerie Laurent Godin, Paris 
representing Mika Rottenberg.

For their participation in public programs 
accompanying The humours, we extend our thanks 
to artists Mary Reid Kelley, Patrick Kelley, Frances 
Barrett and Kelly Doley; Simon Maidment, Senior 
Curator, National Gallery of Victoria; and Nathaniel 
Mellors. We are grateful to The Box, Los Angeles, 
for their assistance in the presentation of Mellors’s 
Ourhouse series alongside the exhibition. We also 
offer thanks to Jessie French, Deputy Creative 
Director and the team at MPavilion for their 
support of MUMA’s public programs.

MUMA is grateful to Sami Shah for generously 
opening the exhibition with his brilliant humour and 
to Smart Artists Management for their support.

The realisation of The humours has taken place 
during Senior Curator Hannah Mathews’s maternity 
leave. Acting Curator Elise Routledge has ably 
taken on the task of delivering this exhibition 
supported in particular by Francis E Parker, 
Curator – Exhibitions. Both curators along with 
their MUMA colleagues are offered special thanks. 
We are especially indebted to our skilled and 
hard-working technical staff and installation crew, 
Michael Bullock, Beau Emmett, Liam O’Brien, 
Brian Scales, Hayden Stuart, Sophie Takách, 
Simone Tops and Simon Ward. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



The humours
Gabriel Abrantes, Barbara Cleveland,  
Matthew Griffin, Glenn Ligon, Mary Reid Kelley  
with Patrick Kelley, Mika Rottenberg  
Curator: Hannah Mathews
Coordinating Curator: Elise Routledge

Monash University Museum of Art, Melbourne 
7 October – 16 December 2017

Catalogue published by 
Monash University Museum of Art 
Ground Floor, Building F 
Monash University, Caulfield campus 
900 Dandenong Road 
Caulfield East VIC 3145 Australia 
monash.edu/muma 
muma@monash.edu 

Editor: Elise Routledge
Catalogue design: Yanni Florence 
Copyediting: Hilary Ericksen
Proofreading: Clare Williamson
Printed by Adams Print

© 2017 Monash University Museum of Art, the 
artists and authors. The views and opinions 
expressed in this catalogue are those of 
the authors. No material, whether written or 
photographic, may be reproduced without the 
permission of the artists, authors and Monash 
University Museum of Art.

Edition of 600 
ISBN 978-0-6481529-1-0

Distribution:
Perimeter Distribution
(Australia, New Zealand)
perimeterdistribution.com

MUMA Contemporaries

MUMA Benefactors:
Galvin O’Meara Family

MUMA Patrons:
David Clouston and Michael Schwarz
Professor Shane Murray
Stephen & Keryn Nossal

MUMA Friends:
PJ Jopling AM QC and Sam Mandeng
Helen Newton-Brown
Maudie Palmer AO
Bernard Shafer
Rachel Solomon
Dr Terry Wu

MUMA Staff: 
Charlotte Day, Director 
Hannah Mathews, Senior Curator (maternity leave) 
Alicia Renew, Program Administrator 
Kirrily Hammond, Curator – Collections
Elise Routledge, Acting Curator
Francis E. Parker, Curator – Exhibitions 
Helen Hughes, Curator – Research 
Warisa Somsuphangsri, Communications Coordinator 
Kate Barber, Public Programs 
Melissa Bedford, Education  
David Thomas, Museum Officer  
Jimmy Nuttall, Museum Officer 

Museum Assistants: Isabella Darcy, Michelle Gearon, 
Emily Rose

Museum Interns: Ava Clifforth, Monica Do, Alex Holt, 
Rodrigo Navarro, Thomas Odgers, Zora Pang

Museum Volunteers: Eva Balog, Jacquelyn Castle, 
Evangeline Clark, Caitlin Dennis, Grace Fraraccio, Danielle 
Fusco, Philippa Griffin, Tara Heffernan, Maya Hodge, Alexis 
Infeld, Olivia Moriarty, Thomas Odgers, Danielle Pezzi, Ella 
Reid, Xiaohan Tong, and Melissa Vallence

MUMA Committee:

Professor Shane Murray (Chair), Dean, Faculty of Art Design 
& Architecture

Charlotte Day, Director, Monash University Museum of Art

Kate Galvin, General Manager, NAB Private Wealth

Professor Christina Mitchell, Dean, Faculty of Medicine, 
Nursing & Health Sciences

Professor Callum Morton, Head of Fine Art, Faculty of Art, 
Design & Architecture

Dr Daniel Palmer, Associate Professor, Art History & Theory 
Program; Associate Dean, Graduate Research, Faculty of 
Art Design & Architecture

Maudie Palmer AO, Founding Director, TarraWarra Museum 
of Art and Museum of Modern Art at Heide

David Pitt, Vice-Presidential Finance & Chief Financial 
Officer, Office of the Vice-President (Finance)

Cover: 
Glenn Ligon, Live 2014, Installation view 
Glenn Ligon: we need to wake up cause that’s 
what time it is, Luhring Augustine Bushwick, 
Brooklyn, New York (16 January – 17 April 
2016). Photo: Farzad Owrang. 
© Glenn Ligon; Courtesy of the artist, Luhring 
Augustine, New York, Regen Projects, Los 
Angeles, and Thomas Dane Gallery, London.






