“What’s so funny about art?”
A ‘superserious’ workshop on the relationship between art and the comic.
by Steffen Krüger and Tammo Rist
Introduction
A joke is not an entirely harmless thing. This becomes apparent when, instead of laughter,
it is followed by an embarrassing silence. Quite painfully we then realise that underneath
the seemingly naïve fassade of childish wordplay, pretense misunderstandings, and formal
lapses there lurks a deep-seated discontent and an often accidious lust for subversion.
In this respect, humour is not too far removed from the realm of art. Through its breaches
of norms and conventions it disrupts our daily routines and persuades us to look at the world
from a peculiar, yet often strangely convincing perspective.
Content
In the course of our workshop we want to analyse the manifold points of contact between
art and the comic (i.e. humour) by way of a handful of theoretical texts and an abundance of
practical examples, to which students are more than welcome to contribute.
As far as theory is concerned, we will start with the question of what makes a joke a joke.
From there on, we will inquire into the artistic qualities of the comic and, vice versa, into the
comical qualities of art. Common denominator of these efforts is the question in how far the
comic can be seen as a paradigm of contemporary art per se – or, as our workshop’s title puts
it: “What’s so funny about art?”
This theoretical approach, in turn, is to be translated into artistic practice. In the studio we
want to experiment, discuss and laugh together. Practical mini-workshops and short presentations of popular examples of funny art shall serve as sources of inspiration as well as
points of orientation.
Aim
During the term we want to find out more about humour and the comic as an artistic technique. The students’ works need not aim at raising the loudest laugh. Rather, the class is
invited to use aspects of the comic as a foundation for their own purposes and artistic expressions. At the term’s end, the works will be shown at an exhibition.

Literature (provided in extracts, summaries, or presentations):
• Freud, S.: The Joke and its Relation to the Unconscious, Vienna 1905 (in English translation
by James Strachey).
• Freud, S.: „Der Humor“, first pubished: Imago, Bd. 14, 1928, here in: Gesammelte Werke, Bd.14,
Frankfurt a. M. 1999, pp.381-389.
• Gombrich, E. H.: “Freud’s Aesthetics”, first published 1966, here in: Reflections on the History
of Art, London 1987, pp. 200-232.
• Gombrich, E. H. + Kris, E.: Caricature, Harmondsworth/ Middlesex 1940.
• Higgie, J.: The Artist’s Joke. Dokuments of Contemporary Art, Lon-don 2007.
• Lunn, F., Munder, H.: When Humour becomes painful (catalogue), Zürich 2005.

Documentation: selected worksamples
From workshop at Strykejernet (Oslo), vidergående kunstskole, 12.10. - 30.10.2009

Ida Koller: “Am I really supposed to come up with something genius every third week”,
punched tape on canvas, 120 x 80 cm

“Hard boiled eggs”, eggs with eyes, mixed
media

“Fun unfun”, drawing- and notebook, 22 x 30 cm

Lotte Storhaug: “Svine fjøs”, sausage and mixed media, 38 x 38 x 18 cm

Kristoffer Amundsen: “Doctor Phil can’t sleep no more”, video-animation, 2:33 min

Thomas Falla Eriksen: “The Reign of the Squid”, ink on paper, 70 x 50 cm

“Kraftwerk für Elektogeräte”, ink on paper, 40 x 40 cm

Eva Ballo: “Sophistic machine”, kinetic installation, mixed media, 180 x 135 x 95 cm

Schedule Companion (explanations and comments)
NOTE: Times and schedules are flexible and can be adjusted to the schools requirements.
1. Presentation of Steffen Krüger and Tammo Rist
The workshop leaders present themselves, their previous work, education and biography.
2. Introduction to the workshop
Description of what will happen in the three weeks. The schedule will be presented and the
different parts explained.
3. Brainstorming
Approaching our subject: A get-together to discuss the workshop’s topic and to sight and
analyse ideas and material. The students are invited to bring and present their personal favourites, be it comedy, jokes, artworks, literature, comics, etc.
4. Lecture Series
Departing from Freud’s classical text Jokes and their Relation to the Unconscious (1905), we
will look at various aspects of the comic and its relation to art. All in all there will be four
lectures, each of them approx. 45 mins.
Lecture one will take stock of the different techniques jokes use to produce comic effects; the
same techniques will then be traced in visual communication.
Lecture two will look further into the peculiarities of Freud’s psychology of the joke and discuss its most important bearings on art: How is a joke made? What is a joke’s relationship to
its ‘producer’ and its audience (AND its ‘victims’)?
Lecture three will support the psychological perspective with a look into the history of comic
art. How did the comic develop in the visual arts? What typical forms did it develop? Which
subjects were allowed to be treated comically, which were forbidden? What limits are there
to comical representation? etc. The lecture’s main focus will be on caricature.
Finally, the fourth lecture will attempt a look beyond the comic. “When Humour becomes
painful” – this heading is borrowed from the title of an exhibition from 2005. As it indicates,
the comic seems to allow for natural transitions to the grotesque, the uncanny, the brutal
and obscene. We will have a look at these transitions.

5. Individual / group tutorials + presentations
Studio talks in front of the students’ works, individual and in groups. Students present their
ideas and works-in-progress and discuss them with their tutors and/or the group. In addition,
casual presentations of reknown artists will be given as a source of inspiration and in order
to learn more about artistic strategies in their cultural contexts.
6. Excursion
7. Half-time tutorials
After the first one and a half weeks, we will review the individual work processes so far. Students will present their works to the group, discuss and – if necessary – defend them against
their peers’ critique.
8. Reflexions on the workprocess; students’ feedback on the workshop.
9. Final presentation and assessment.

NOTE: Times and schedules are flexible and can be adjusted to the schools requirements.

