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When the hero of Witold Gombrowicz's short story, “The Memoirs of Stefan Czarniecki,” witnesses his fellow soldier blow up, 
waist down, from artillery fire, he simultaneously hears him explode in a hysterical, shrill, yet contagious laugh. It is at this point 
the protagonist gives up trying to understand the world, and he initiates on the irrational path of Mystery, embracing the sheer 
incomprehensibility of existence itself. This last laugh of a dying man, and the ensuing laughter in the story, is comparable to 
Samuel Beckett's risus purus―the “mirthless laugh.” In his novel Watt, Beckett describes this as “the laugh laughing at the 
laugh, the beholding, the saluting of the highest joke, in a word the laugh that laughs― silence please―at that which is 
unhappy.”  Succeeding the bitter and the hollow laugh, the mirthless laugh takes as its object existence itself.  Deeply affected 1 2

by the war, Gombrowicz's hero returns home and inflicts his newfound mystery on his lover. He demands of her to repeat, word 
for word, a series of nonsensical syllables, or else have a toad stuffed up her blouse. Refusing to repeat the sounds, she babbles 
and squirms her way into insanity while the fat toad panics beneath her shirt. At this moment, listening to her shrieks, the hero, 
or anti-hero as the case may be, is reminded of the shrill hysterical laugh of his comrade. 

The eruption of the horrible, absurd laugh is the moment the comic and the tragic merge into one. Tragedy, explains Simon 
Critchley, is the experience of transcendental opacity―the moment where the conditions of possibility are incomprehensible.  3

Faced with the truly tragic, the hero is presented with an excess beyond his or her capacity to experience. In short, it is more 
than he or she can bear. The dramatic genre of tragedy is understood to provide an outlet to this excess. It is said to be cathartic 
in its ability to arouse emotions to their utmost and then provide them with their perfect object.  But comedy is either not seen 4
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as cathartic at all, or, if it is, it is catharsis through pleasure and levity. The artists in I laughed, I cried, I split my side, however, 
do not evoke a laughter of pleasure nor do they necessarily lighten the burden of horror even as they trivialize it. Their laugh is 
the final, horrible, and futile laugh, at once absurd and pained, funny and awful. Skirting the lines of discomfort, ridicule, and 
cynical self-deprecation, each artist explores the use of humour in the face of horror, and ultimately in the face of death. 

When we speak of excess, of that which cannot be comprehended, we speak of something beyond human capacity to 
experience. Many theories attempt to account for this excess, or give it a channel of release. The concept of the sublime, for 
example, describes an aesthetic experience that, through its immeasurable excess, evokes a feeling of terror. In some theories 
laughter has been understood as an irrational eruption of excess or repressed energy that cannot be dissipated by any other 
means. Similarly, as mentioned above, the genre of tragedy channels an excess of emotion onto an acceptable object. The 
works in the exhibition continue in this tradition. They point to the ultimate opaque experience, and as such, the ultimate 
tragedy―death. It is the excess which we cannot confront, cannot release and will eventually consume each of us. This thread of 
death that binds the works together in the exhibition, is best summarized in Kyle Beal's piece “Last Laff,” where laugh is 
misspelled to blur with the word “gaff,” condemning us to ridicule even in our final moments. And while comedy has been 
criticized for reducing everything to triviality (“laughing it off” so to speak), or for being irrational, it is through this very triviality 
that humour has the powerful potential to reveal the contingencies upon which we base our most serious concerns. It is the 
court jester after all, who was the only one sanctioned to speak the truth without punishment. 

Laughing at existence does not necessarily remove us from its horror, or its unhappy expiry date. It does, however, allow us to 
see it in a different light. A deadpan presentation of life and death is often the butt of Christine Negus' works, both past and 
present. Her piece Ditto consists of a razor blade hanging on a silver thread with engravings on both sides. One reads “the past 
is a wilderness of horrors, “ while the other proclaims, “Ditto for the future.” With the implement “to end it all” dangling 
dangerously in front of us, Negus literally presents us with the choice of life or death while alluding to the symmetry of both. The 
implication that death might be as horrible, or lacklustre, as life itself, pervades much of her work, and might lead one to choose 
life not for a passion to live, but for fear of being disappointed. Ugly Twins is an installation consisting of two hand-made velour 
shirts, hung in a corner perpendicular to each other. On the shirts are cut letters pinned by sparklers that look like darts from 
afar. They read, “you only live once,” and “you only die once.” The rest of the corner is filled with artificial plants. Again, in this 



sterile waiting-room-like atmosphere, Negus presents us with the ultimate choice in the same way we might be asked our 
preference of fluoride flavours at the dentist's office. 

The third work Negus presents, Slit me a River, is a low-tech video of a hand smashing, one by one, the calcified remains of 
miniature crabs. Overtop a young woman's perky voice ruminates on how hard it is to get rid of a body: “It was easy back in the 
day, you just bash in someone's face and throw them in the river.” Using a garden hose, the tiny broken bodies are later drowned 
in a rubbermaid container filled with plastic sea weed and red dye. The hollow echo of water hitting plastic is a sound both 
domestic and familiar, reminiscent of tedious household chores. With this juxtaposition Negus pokes fun at the gravitas of our 
own mortality, implying the topic might be as deep as the plastic aquarium she drowns the powdered bodies in. 

Erica Eyres employs a similarly deadpan strategy when dealing with death. Her two simultaneously playing video works, 
Autobiography I and II, engage the topic through the obituary and the museum. Autobiography I is a video of an actor seemingly 
auditioning in an empty theatre. In a monotone voice, he reads a script recounting a telephone conversation with a woman who, 
judging from context, might be his mother. Together they speculate about the obituary of her late ex-husband whom she has not 
seen in many years. The obituary has the trappings of an autobiography, as if the man wrote it himself before he died, leaving us 
to wonder whether the death might have been a self-fulfilling prophecy. Recounting parts of the epitaph, the actor notes that at 
points there seems an expectation that the reader should laugh. The camera cuts to a silent, empty corner of the theatre. But, 
he admits when the shot refocuses on him, all the jokes just fell flat. Running concurrently are silent scenes from the Manitoba 
Museum. Paralleling the deceased man's career as an anthropologist from Autobiography I, the images of now very dated 
looking dioramas cast a somewhat embarrassed shadow on his life's work. His life, it seems, might be summarized as a series 
of gaffs, and at his death, his own obituary fails in its attempts at humour. 

Eyres' video also complicates the relation of audience to actor, or artwork to viewer. The actor performs for no one, a fact 
highlighted by the repeated shots of the empty theatre, but simultaneously he is performing for us, the audience watching the 
video. This has the oddly isolating effect of making one feel as if he or she is watching him alone. Are we meant to consider our 
own farcical relation to mortality? Is our audience any bigger? 

For the exhibition Shanell Papp presents two bodies of work that also bring relations of audience and artwork to the fore. One 
two-part interconnected work, Choir and Conductor, is in the gallery, while the other, a detail from The Hunting Party, covers 



aka's second storey super-sized billboard. Choir and Conductor read like a masked band of misfits out to cause trouble. The 
empty balaclavas pinned into a grid on the wall evoke a ghostly gang turned Broadway musical kitsch, a sort of robbery-cum-
dance number. At the forefront, positioned on a plinth is the Conductor, a piece consisting of a mask made of sewing pins 
reminiscent of horror genre tropes. But the Conductor is not facing his choir; he confronts the audience like the solo act or gang 
leader. The viewer is thus both looking at, and being looked at, by the work on show. 

Outside Papp's billboard presents a similarly ominous image to the wider public. Here we see a knit figure, similar to a 
homemade plush toy, raising a knife while twisting its face into a crooked, toothy grin. This is a detail from a larger sculptural 
tableau titled The Hunting Party, which features a group of perversely knit characters showing off their spoils. Their hunting 
trophies are bulbous, tangled clumps of yarn reminding one of bodily innards as well as sweaters or scarves. Both of Papp's 
works evoke the threat of violence hidden within the banal domesticity of their medium. While one might not be tempted to 
laugh at the works themselves, there is a sense they might be laughing at you. 

Who gets the last laugh, so to speak, is always at the crux of Beal's work. Dealing with this theme explicitly are the four framed 
pieces: The Comic, The Heckler, The Critic, and The Hack. Situated across from Papp's Choir, which might function as a 
surrogate audience, they turn the performance of the art back on the viewer. These 24x30 inch mirror works are tinted in places 
to a shiny black while only a circle remains exposed. The circle takes different positions on each framed work, reading like a 
spotlight searching for its performer. Like many of Beal's pieces, the works are textual, with the titles printed in reverse on the 
mirrors themselves. Reflected in the spotlight is thus you, the gallery goer, who is made the butt of the joke. But the works, while 
inverting the relation of art and audience, as well as paralleling the act of “getting a work of art” as analogous to “getting a 
joke,” have a more sinister undertone. The Heckler, the only position the viewer can feasibly inhabit as the member of an 
audience, whether it be a gallery or comedy club, is blacked out. Unlike the forked road Negus presents, it seems with Beal, the 
choice is made for you. 

As a denouement to the exhibition, Beal's illuminated sign After the Applause hangs just outside the gallery. The sign positions 
the gallery as emptied comedy club, and parallels artist to comedian. The performance is done, the jokes are over, and we are 
left with the anti-climactic continuation of our daily routine. After the accolades, the artist returns home and continues the 
labour of art, which is often as irrational and trivialized as humour itself. Beal's self-deprecatory humour not only reflects his 



audience, as in the mirror works, but turns the “mirthless laugh” onto the artist himself. There is an absurdity to his position, his 
labour, and profession. Precariously positioned, the artist perpetually stares into his own Mystery, and repeats it for an audience. 

It might be the case that humour acts as a sort of sublimation of the very horror we cannot understand. Critchley proposes, 
using Freud's 1927 assessment of humour contra his earlier thesis in 1905, that humour might be a sign of maturation through 
the sublimation of the Superego. As the punitive psychic structure, the Superego is that which acts as our conscience, and 
punishes us. It is a parental stand-in. When we learn to laugh at ourselves, we have matured to face the contingency of our own 
existence. It's only by laughing at our folly that we can ever really stomach its truth. Or perhaps more accurately, it's by laughing 
that we reveal the contingency of that truth, and find the opportunity to create our own. 

Each artist in the exhibition in some way inflicts his or her own Mystery through idiosyncratic artifice―a musical, a theatre hall, a 
comedy club, an aquarium, or the gallery itself. By laughing at the whole of existence, each artist asks why is this particular thing 
important and not another? The laugh they evoke, whether or not actual laughter is emitted by the audience, is not an answer to 
the opacity of existence, nor is it a catharsis. This laughter teeters on the brink, always verging on the scream, the cry, or even, to 
return to Beckett's original quote, silence. Behind the artifice there is no answer to the Mystery. There is nothing at all. Faced 
with this reality, all we can really do is laugh. 
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The Great Stone Face. 
 
Michael Davidge 

There is a tradition of comedy, outlined by Simon Critchley in his 2002 book, On Humour, that “[b]y showing us the folly of the 
world…does not save us from that folly by turning our attention elsewhere, as it does in great Christian humour like Erasmus, but 
calls on us to face the folly of our world and change the situation in which we find ourselves.”   For Critchley, humor is a 5

“distinctively modern phenomenon” which is linked to the rise of a democratic public sphere from its beginnings in the 
eighteenth century.  “Good humour” is read by Critchley in the Enlightenment tradition of interpreting sensus communis, or 
common sense, as “sociableness,” or urbanity.  His interpretation of sensus communis is distinct from Immanuel Kant’s, 
however, and takes its inspiration from Anthony Ashley Cooper, the Third Earl of Shaftesbury, who defended the use of humour in 
argumentation in a 1709 treatise on the subject.  Shaftesbury writes, “A freedom of raillery, a liberty in decent language to 
question everything, and an allowance of unraveling or refuting any argument, without offence to the arguer, are the only terms 
which can render…speculative conversations in any way agreeable.”  For Critchley, humour plays with the accepted forms and 6

arrangements of a given community in order to reveal that things do not inescapably have to be the way that they are: humour 
has the capacity to turn the world upside down in order to see it from another angle. Critchley argues that humour projects 
another possible sensus communis, namely a dissensus communis that is distinct from (and dissents from) the dominant 
common sense.  Critchley’s theorization of a dissensus communis, characterized by the sociableness and good humour of the 
Earl of Shaftesbury, offers exemplary instruction for the navigation of the complex and conflict-ridden world we live in today.  

I can imagine the Earl of Shaftesbury holding forth at a social gathering, using wit and humour to leaven any dreadful situation 
that should arise. For example, in the spirit of jocularity he might turn to the Earl of Sandwich and say, “I could make a meal of 
this roast beef if someone would just give me two slices of bread and a pickle.” Just at that moment, the Butler, with a voice 
ringing like a bell, would announce the latest arrivals: “Lord and Lady Douchebag!” “Ah, Sandwich,” Shaftesbury would continue, 
“The Douchbags are here. You must know that I have often heard the King say, ‘Give me a Sandwich and a Douchebag and 
there is nothing I cannot do.’ Let’s join them.” 

Simon Critchley, On Humour (London; New York: Routledge, 2002), 17-18.5
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Of course, what I am imagining is simply a variation on an infamous Saturday Night Live skit that stretched the boundaries of 
good taste and broadcast propriety in 1980.  For the first five seasons of SNL, the cast was referred to as The Not Ready For 7

Prime Time Players, which was a fitting joke that had it both ways. It suggested that the performers were unproven and 
unpolished and that the late night hours were a kind of training ground for them. It also meant that they could be unpredictable 
and erratic or errant, straying from the sensus communis. Was their humour adult or sophomoric? The only certainty was that 
nothing was sacred. Sex, deviance, violence, drugs, politics and television itself were often the subject of the show. It was both 
humorous and disquieting because you couldn’t guess what the players might do next. For example, you might suddenly find 
yourself watching the beloved cooking show host Julia Child cut herself and bleed to death on live television. Such ghastly 
situations played for laughs introduced the horror of life, the irrecuperable Real, to an unsuspecting, mass audience. The only 
thing that stood between you and the horror was the rubbery chicken. 

When stand-up comics perform, they either “kill” or “die.” The use of these words in comedic shop talk reveals an antagonistic 
power dynamic between comedians and their audience. But the artists in the exhibition I laughed, I cried, I split my side are not 
your garden variety comedians. They are different, as Dagmara Genda notes in her curatorial essay.  They are deadpan. The 
deadpan inhabits an ambivalent, ambiguous zone of the undead where the rules that distinguish between killing and dying don’t 
necessarily apply. As in the etymology of the word, the deadpan presents a dead “pan” or face, like Buster Keaton’s great, 
emotionless, stone face. The effect is comic, though the demeanor is grave. And the purport of this absence of spirit, that 
nothing is sacred, that there is no afterlife, betrays a grim existentialist resolution. With a downbeat tonal register different from 
Critchley’s sensus communis or even dissensus communis, this exhibition marks an exploratory foray into the ontico-political 
terrain of the deadpan. 

There is a void in the deadpan. As Genda notes, the artists in this exhibition can’t be trusted; they put you in an awkward 
position of indecision. It is disquieting because you can’t guess what they are up to. The deadpan is a mirror that doesn’t return 
your image or respond to your reflections. It establishes and exacerbates a non-reciprocal relationship. What’s worse, it greets 
you with indifference. We overcompensate with nervous laughter. 
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List of Works 
 
Kyle Beal. After the Applause, 2013  
132 x 22.8cm; 52 x 9in, Vinyl on plexi, aluminum, LEDs, micro controller, various 

Kyle Beal. Last Laff, 2013  
(wxh) 92.8 x 22.8cm; 36.5 x 9in, Vinyl on plexi, aluminum, LEDs, micro controller, various  
 
Kyle Beal. The Comic, The Critic, The Hack, The Heckler, 2012  
60.9 x 76.2cm; 24 x 30in, Ink jet on duratrans mounted to plexi glass, mirror, window tinting, aluminum 

Erica Eyres. Autobiography, 2013  
Video, 07:31  
 
Erica Eyres. Autobiography 2, 2013  
Projection, 09:32 

Christine Negus. Ditto, 2013  
1 engraved razor blade, silver thread 

Christine Negus. Slit me a river, 2013  
Video, 04:36 

Christine Negus. ugly twins, 2013  
2 handmade t-shirts, handmade sparklers, 2 white metal hangers, artificial plants, tinsel 

Shanell Papp. Choir/Conductor, 2013  
Balaclavas, pins, velvet 

Shanell Papp.  The Hunting Party, 2013  
Billboard installation 



About the artists 

Kyle Beal is a Calgary based Visual Artist. He graduated from the Alberta College of Art and Design in 2001 and holds a 
Masters degree in visual art from the University of Victoria (2004). His work has been featured in exhibitions throughout 
Canada. Recent exhibitions include solo exhibitions at the Elora Centre fro the Arts (Elora, ON), the Untitled Arts Society 
Satellite Gallery (Calgary, AB), and Truck (Calgary, AB). 

Shanell Papp grew up in Southern Alberta and received her B.F.A. from the University of Lethbridge and completed her 
graduate studies at the University of Saskatchewan. Papp has shown her work in galleries across Canada and beyond, 
including University of Lethbridge (Lethbridge), University of Saskatchewan (Saskatoon), The New Gallery (Calgary), Gallery 
Gachette  (Vancouver) and  the City of Craft (Toronto). Papp teaches sessionally at the University of Lethbridge and Curates 
for the Lethbridge Public Library. She also operates the popular Tumblog BAWDY. 

Erica Eyres was born in Winnipeg.  She lives and works in Glasgow having graduated with a MA from Glasgow School of Art in 
2004. She has had solo exhibitions at The Centre for Contemporary Art, Glasgow and the Kunsthaus, Erfurt, her work has 
been included in numerous group exhibitions at PS1 New York, The ICA Winnipeg, Plug In, Winnipeg, Mason Rouge, Paris, 
The Akureyri Art Museum, The Collective, Edinburgh and more. Her work is in important international collections including 
The Rubell Family Collection, Miami and The David Roberts Collection, London. 

Christine Negus received her MFA in 2010 from Northwestern University in Chicago, Illinois and her BFA from Western 
University in London, Ontario in 2008.  Some of her notable exhibitions and screenings include: Dalhousie Art Gallery, 
Montreal Underground Film Festival, Cambridge Galleries, The Art Gallery of York University, Xpace Cultural Centre, Artists 
Television Access in San Francisco and Microscope Gallery in Brooklyn New York and solos exhibitions at Gallery TPW, 
gallerywest and Julius Caesar in Chicago Illinois. Negus received the National Film Board of Canada’s Best Emerging 
Canadian Video/Filmmaker award at the Images Festival in 2008.  She won one of two jury prizes at the Milwaukee 
Underground Film Festival in 2012.  Negus was also included in the in the anthology Blast/Counterblast. 
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About the authors 

Michael Davidge is an artist, writer, and independent curator who lives in Ottawa, Ontario. He holds degrees in both 
English Literature and the Fine Arts. His writing on art and culture has appeared in Border Crossings, BlackFlash and C 
Magazine,  
 among other publications. 

Dagmara Genda has exhibited widely across Canada, as well as internationally. Current exhibitions include the traveling 
exhibition Ecotopia, curated by Amanda Cachia.  Genda is the 2014 recipient of a Canada Council International 
Residency at   Acme Studios in the UK. 
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About AKA Artist-Run Centre 

aka is an artist-run gallery whose role is to exhibit, interpret, disseminate and promote challenging art. Our venues 
include a street level gallery space, a second storey billboard space, as well as ad hoc off-site venues we source for 
specific projects. We are committed to exploring emerging practices that speak to, reflect and encourage dialogue in our 
culturally diverse community. This includes work in all media by local, national and international artists, indigenous 
artists, queer, emerging and established artists. 

We are committed to acting as a centre for critical discourse, experimental risk-taking, and as a promoter of artistic self-
determination. We foster discussion, build connections between artists, their community and a national audience, and 
we support emerging practices in all media produced by a diversity of voices. 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This publication was created as a counterpart to an exhibition organized and curated by Dagmara Genda for AKA artist-
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