
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This is what the edge of your  
seat was made for 

 
The act  of  wr i t ing about  or  engaging wi th  a  pract ice that  
t raverses the terra in  of  humour in  contemporary ar t  is  
compl icated.  When wr i t ing,  there is  the r isk  of  exp la in ing 
the joke to such an extent  that  i t  is  no longer funny,  or  
presuming that  you have to be funny yoursel f .  And when 
humour becomes the subject  of  an ar t  pract ice,  the 
prob lemat ic  expectat ion that  the ar t is t  should be funny a l l  
the t ime rears  i ts  ug ly  head.   
 
To a great  extent ,  humour in  contemporary ar t  succeeds 
when i t ʼs inc identa l :  when th ings turn out  (usual ly  for  the 
bet ter)  d i f ferent  than expected.  I  would probably  go even 
fur ther  and argue that  humour is  inherent ly  inc identa l .  In  
many ins tances,  comic ef fect  is  der ived f rom some k ind of  
un in tent ional  chain of  events ,  un i ty  of  contradic t ions,  or  
exposure of  hypocr isy.  The s lapst ick  ant ics  of  Buster  
Keaton and the comic and v i t r io l ic  barrages of  B i l l  H icks  
and John Safran ( to name only  a  few) prov ide ample proof  
of  th is .   
 
However,  in  say ing th is ,  I  fee l  as  though I  am coming c lose 
to g iv ing the impress ion that  humour can be achieved by 
fo l lowing a s imple formula.  That  i t ʼs an at t ract ive,  neat  l i t t le  
package.  I t  isn ʼ t .   
 
And now for  a  br ie f  h is tor ica l  d igress ion…  
 
I  don ʼ t  know how old th is  th ing ca l led humour is .  I t  is  qui te 
poss ib le that  the pachycephalosaurus found tyrannosaurus ʼ  
s tup id ly  smal l  forearms funny as  a l l  sh i t .  Never theless,  in  
medieval  t imes and wi th  the advent  of  the Carn iva l ,  humour 
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emerged as a k ind of  pressure-re lease va lve.  As Pamela 
Hansford observes,  “ in  Carn iva l ,  laughter  represented both 
an aesthet ic  response to the cr is is  of  ins t i tut ions and 
t rad i t ions,  a  celebrat ion of  change,  and the creat ive power 
which accompanies  the d is in tegrat ion of  order . ” 1  
 
Maybe the term pressure-re lease va lve is  incorrect .  I t  seems 
to imply  a  cer ta in  level  of  contro l .  Perhaps humour is  more 
l ike a far t  or  burp or  maybe even someth ing as  pa in fu l  (yet ,  
u l t imate ly  exorc is ing,  and thus a l lev ia t ing)  as  d iarrhoea.   
 
The comic is  unt idy.  The inc identa l  is  unplanned and 
subord inate.  Yet ,  c l ichés of  humour laced wi th  sheer sp i te;  
the image of  the c lown s truggl ing wi th  a  quin tessent ia l  
ex is tent ia l  n ightmare;  and the s logan of  many an 
uncomfor tab le s i tuat ion “ I f  I  don ʼ t  laugh I ʼ l l  c ry”  don ʼ t  he lp  the 
s i tuat ion.  They pr imar i ly  serve to re in force a misconcept ion 
of  humour as  formula ic .   
 
Whi ls t  these c l ichés ul t imate ly  detract  f rom the mul t i faceted 
nature of  humour,  they do reveal  someth ing very important .  
The genera l  t ruths  that  l ie  a t  the core of  these maxims are 
that  the comic is  unset t l ing,  contradic tory ,  d is rupt ive,  and 
cr i t ica l .  In  other  words,  i t  has an incredib le ab i l i ty  to  create 
mess.   
 
In  contemporary ar t ,  there is  a lso a cer ta in  level  of  
d iscomfor t  assoc ia ted wi th  the act  of  laughter .  One is  of ten 
le f t  wonder ing why they found someth ing funny,  and whether  
or  not  they should have found i t  funny in  the f i rs t  p lace.  

                                                
1 Hans fo rd ,  P .  Wit ʼs  End :  The  Comic  Sp i r i t  and  Con tempora ry  A r t ,  i n  W i t ʼs  
End ,  ed .  Pame la  Hans fo rd ,  Sydney :  Ba rbe r i sm and  the  Museum o f  
Con tempora ry  A r t ,  1992 ,  p .  36 .  

Humour in  ar t  comes at  a  pr ice and that  pr ice is  of ten doubt  
and gui l t .   
 
The unset t l ing,  contrad ic tory ,  d is rupt ive,  and cr i t ica l  ( in  
shor t ,  the ab i l i ty  to  create mess)  nature of  the comic has 
prevented the successful  development of  comprehens ive 
theor ies  of  humour.  I t  is  someth ing that  is  d i f f icu l t  to  
categor ise,  and in  our  current ,  c lass i f icat ion-obsessed2 
c l imate th is  can prove prob lemat ic ,  and even d isconcer t ing.  
Thus,  humour funct ions par t icu lar ly  wel l  as  a cr i t ica l  dev ice 
which engages wi th  and in terrogates aspects  of  our  
cul tura l ,  po l i t ica l ,  and soc ia l  convent ions.   
 
The ar t is ts  in  This  is  what  the edge of  your  seat  was made 
for :  Stuar t  Bai ley,  Tom Polo,  Stephen Russel l ,  Simone Tops 
and Bart  Weiss  a l l  exp lore the potent ia l  for  engaging 
humour as  a dev ice to reth ink our  re la t ionships  to ar t  and 
the everyday.  Some el ic i t  laughter  f rom the gut ,  o thers  
through the nose.  The act iv i t ies  of  these ar t is ts  implement 
humour as  a s t ra tegy to exp lore the in -between-ness of  
th ings.  Their  work negot ia tes  the unt idy spaces between ar t  
and craf t ;  pa in t ing and sculp ture;  per formance and 
sculp ture;  adolescent  act iv i ty  and ar t ;  banal i ty  and 
or ig ina l i ty .    
 
Joseph Breikers  
 

                                                
2 F l i ck  th rough  any  recen t  me ta l  magaz ine  and  you  w i l l  see  th i s  ha rd  a t  
work .  B lack -meta l ,  dea th -meta l ,  t echn ica l -dea th -meta l ,  doom-meta l ,  
p rog -meta l ,  t h rash -meta l ,  Bay  A rea  th rash -meta l ,  wa r -meta l ,  V i k ing -
meta l ,  V i k ing -war -meta l ,  Amer i can -meta l ,  t r ad i t i ona l  Amer i can -meta l ,  
new  Amer i can -meta l ,  g r i nd -co re ,  go re -g r ind ,  go re -c rus t .  And  th i s  i s  j us t  
t i p -o f - the - i ceberg  s tu f f .  


