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1 Introduction

In the article, “Conceptual Art, Social 
Psychology, and Deception”, Peter 
Goldie noted a common feature of 
some contemporary works of art and 
experiments in psychology: a strat-
egy of deception. In social psychol-
ogy, deception is used to verify and 
analyze mechanisms like obedience or 
cognitive dissonance while providing 
false information about the purpose of 
the experiment or while using actors 
who play certain roles (Korn, 1997), 
while in the art world deception is 
used as a strategy to create a par-
ticipatory practice. It appears similar 
to an April Fool’s prank or a Candid 
Camera TV show, but it is devoid of 

any entertaining dimension, creating 
instead a staged situation based on 
antagonizing audiences and defying 
expectations.  

Peter Goldie mentions Santiago 
Sierra’s Space closed by corrugated 
metal as an example of contemporary 
artwork involving deception. When 
guests appeared, at the opening of 
an extension of the Lisson Gallery 
in London in 2002, anticipating the 
uncorking of champagne bottles and 
socializing, they found the entrance of 
the gallery covered by a metal shutter. 
Some members of the audience were 
confused and impatient. After a while, 
the artist appeared and clarified that 
the closed-off gallery was in fact the 

“For a brutal reality I need a brutal language”.
Deception in Contemporary Art from the Artist’s Per-

spective: Interview with Santiago Sierra 
Laura Partin
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work on display, titled Space closed 
by corrugated metal. In the Guardian 
he explained: 

It [Space closed by corrugated 
metal] was prompted by events 
in Argentina where, following the 
collapse of the peso, banks pulled 
corrugated sheets across their 
buildings to stop people from 
withdrawing their savings. (Sierra, 
2002, in Goldie, 2004) 

While we know that some members 
of the audience were initially con-
fused and impatient, one might have 
reservations about whether Sierra truly 
managed to deceive the members of 
this audience. Not all the audience’s 
reactions to the event were document-
ed, so we can only hypothesise about 
their frustration. Attendants familiar 
with Sierra’s oeuvre, in which closed 
or obstructed spaces often feature, 
might in fact not have been deceived 
at all.

When used successfully, deception 
can be an artistic merit, Goldie says, a 
mastered artistic technique increasing 
the aesthetic value (2004). Decep-
tion can provoke strong emotions 
(frustration, impatience, annoyance, 
and - ultimately – shame or guilt) and, 
most likely, without them the aesthetic 
impact would not be as powerful. In 
psychology, it is ethically acceptable 
as a strategy to be used in the name 
of science, if there is no other availa-
ble option (2004, 38). For example, in 
the famous Milgram study of obedi-

ence from 1963, the participants were 
informed that they would be taking 
part in a test of general culture as 
‘teachers’ and that they would admin-
ister electric shocks to the ‘learners’ 
every time they made a mistake, when 
in fact all of the ‘learners’ were con-
federates of the experimenter giving 
mainly wrong answers on purpose. 
When the ‘teachers’ refused to admin-
ister a shock, the experimenter gave 
them a series of orders to make sure 
they continued, so deception was a 
strategy that allowed Stanley Milgram 
to verify if the participants would 
obey the orders (McLeod, 2007). If the 
‘teachers’ hadn’t been misinformed 
about the purpose of the experiment, 
they would have been aware of their 
obedient behaviour in that situation. 
The results of the experiment would 
not have been accurate. 

In the art world, deception is permit-
ted if it is staged with a flawless tech-
nique. In the case of artists like Sierra, 
who use deception in the sense of 
deliberately frustrating the audience, 
the technique is considered flawless if 
the artist stirs up precisely the nega-
tive feelings in the audience that he/
she had anticipated. Goldie notices an 
important similarity between the emo-
tional dynamics in social psychology 
and in the art world: 

As a result of these emotional 
experiences [frustration, resent-
ment], and of being wised up later, 
those who are deceived can find 
out troubling things about them-
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selves: how gullible they are; how 
obedient they are; how quick they 
are to pompous and self-righteous 
anger; and so on. (2004, 34) 

Peter Goldie is not the only art the-
orist who has noticed a link between 
the anticipation of strong uncom-
fortable emotions and the aesthetic 
impact of certain participatory works 
of contemporary art. In Artificial Hells 
Claire Bishop analyzes a wide range of 
avant-garde and contemporary works 
defying the audience’s expectations 
and Santiago Sierra’s performances 
are described amongst them. Bishop 
believes that art can generate nega-
tive emotions and that experiencing 
unease, discomfort, or frustration can 
increase the aesthetic quality of the 
work. A work of art can have ethical or 
political coherence even if it does not 
generate (only) comforting emotions 
(2012, 26). Claire Bishop continues: 

This is not to say that ethics are 
unimportant in a work of art, nor 
irrelevant to politics, only that 
they do not always have to be 
announced and performed in such 
a direct and saintly fashion. (2012, 
26) 

Among all the categories of decep-
tion, the ethical question seems to 
have an importance for the media 
hoax and for deception as an artistic 
strategy only when the actions initi-
ated by the pranksters and the artists 
have a political dimension of social 
criticism (not only satirical, humor-

ous), because this is the only situation 
where deception is no longer an end 
in itself and becomes more than a self-
ish move, a joke, or a sham. The tar-
get audience, the actual recipient, has 
the chance to understand the purpose 
of deception: to reveal an aspect of 
reality or to “undeceive”, in the words 
of Jean-Pierre Cavaillé. For Cavaillé, 
it is only then that the ruse becomes 
“effective and ethically defensible” 
(2004, 95). 

However, even if Santiago Sierra’s 
work is a critique of social injustic-
es, he is an artist who is constantly 
distancing himself from a saviour 
position, who considers that people in 
the art world shouldn’t pretend to be 
ethically superior, as they are contrib-
uting to the same power structures as 
the rest of the society by hiring people 
and maintaining the same social order 
based on race and class hierarchies. 
If some of his works are ethically 
problematic and almost impossible to 
defend from an ethical standpoint, it 
is because he assumes that the brutal 
language he is using in order to por-
tray a brutal reality accurately involves 
the risk of being perceived by some 
as a monster. The aesthetic aspect 
of his works, which is the correlation 
between two incomparable types of 
frustration, between the privileged 
and the disadvantaged, seems to be 
much more important for Sierra than 
being perceived as ethically flawless. 

Many of Sierra’s works create ab-
surd situations similar to a prank. His 
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participatory performances generate 
frustration, confusion, and anger. 
According to Goldie’s definition, these 
works have a strategy of deception 
at their core. For example, in 2003, 
Sierra represented Spain at the Venice 
Biennale with the work Wall Enclosing 
a Space (Fig. 1), for which the interior 
of the Spanish pavilion was covered in 
concrete blocks from the floor to the 
ceiling. Visitors did not have access 
to the gallery because of a wall built 
at the entrance. Only holders of a 
Spanish passport were invited to enter 
through the back door of the building, 
where two border guards checked 
passports. Visitors without a Spanish 
passport were strictly forbidden from 
entering the pavilion. Inside the pavil-
ion, there was nothing to see except 
crackled blue dye on the walls, which 
had remained there from a previous 
year’s exhibit. The deception consists 
in the experience of people who do 
not have the privilege of having the 
Spanish passport - because of the 
entry ban - and in the experience of 
the privileged too - they were allowed 
to enter but the debris inside the 
building was perhaps even more dis-
appointing. The debris could be read 
as a metaphor for the disappointment 
of immigrants and refugees who arrive 
in a new country and idealize it at first 
just to later realize the hostile context 
has nothing to offer them.  

When Sierra blocks access to a space, 
it is, as in the case of Vito Acconci’s 
Following Piece or Graciela Carnev-
ale’s Confinement Action, an imposed 

participation. The artist defies the 
audience’s expectations by reversing 
privileges and compels spectators to 
become protagonists without even 
realizing it – or “Spect-actors”, in Au-
gusto Boal’s terms (2002, 244) - and to 
temporarily transpose themselves into 
the social role of the less privileged.  

In this interview, we are going to 
discuss the phenomenon of deception 
in contemporary art and its dynam-
ics regarding both expectations and 
reactions of the audience. As a result, 
we will emerge with a deeper under-
standing of Santiago Sierra’s creative 
process, of the manner in which he 
perceives the hostile economic and 
political contexts he is questioning in 
his works and of the risks involved in 
an artistic strategy that deliberately 
refuses to comply with the audience’s 
expectations.

In an interview with The Guardian 
in 2002, you commented on your 
work Space closed by corrugated 
metal (Fig. 2) at Lisson Gallery in 
London by saying that visitors were 
frustrated and angry not because 
they were deprived of an aesthet-
ic experience, but rather of the 
‘champagne and the nibbles’ that 
they were promised to consume 
that evening during several ele-
gant exhibition openings. Do you 
think that it’s possible that some-
times people already expect to be 
‘deceived’ or ‘pranked’ when they 
come to your exhibitions, because 
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they are already familiar with your 
work? So when they arrive they are 
not ‘pranked’ anymore, they just 
appreciate the aesthetic qualities 
of this artistic strategy, but without 
getting angry or frustrated any-
more?

Well, this project was put in rela-
tion to a reality. It was about the 
banks in Argentina. They closed all 
the banks with corrugated metal 
because they applied something 
called ‘corralito’,1 the impossibility 
to get access to your own money, 
because of the price, you know. 
And I used the same strategy to 
close the gallery. This gallery was 
brand new. So the opening of 
the new building was something 
that for the public in London was 
important because it was an open 
invitation to be together and to 
see how the new space is, there 
was a lot of curiosity to know it and 
to be together. And I decided to 
frustrate these desires. I was put-
ting in relation these two kinds of 
frustrations: the frustration of the 
first world, trying to socialize and 
to get friends in the art scene and 
the real frustration of poorer coun-
tries with their own problems. [...] 
I don’t think that people… When 
the people come to see my shows 
they know what they are going to 
find in my shows. Maybe it’s not 
this aesthetic experience. So may-

be it’s this socialization and this 
idea of having some fun that they 
are waiting for. But in this case yes, 
because it was the opening. It was 
more for the occasion to see the 
space of Lisson Gallery.

So you think that people who 
came to see your exhibition were 
already familiar with your work or 
they were just curious about the 
opening of this new gallery?

Some of them yes. But most of 
them ... [thinks] It was a big event 
in London, you know? So many 
people didn’t come for me but to 
see the new space.

Did you notice that some of them 
were frustrated and angry?

Yes, somebody put a graffiti on the 
walls, somebody said they don’t 
want to come back again to Lisson 
Gallery. I don’t know, people get 
angry very easily in the art scene, 
so…

What did they write on the wall?

I don’t remember but somebody 
wrote something obscene. I don’t 
know, something against me and 
against the gallery.

Okay, so there was a strong reac-
tion.

Yes, from some of them. From 
others who know me… They were 
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more like: “Okay. One more time 
Santiago did something.”

Correct me if I’m wrong, but it 
seems in many of your works 
you’re attempting to create situ-
ations that ‘deceive’ the public, 
by defying their expectations. 
Sometimes your strategy seems 
quite similar to a prank by candid 
camera, the only tactical difference 
being that in a TV show the truth, 
the hidden camera, and the prank 
are always unveiled at the end and 
this way the negative reactions 
are shifting, they become posi-
tive, there is always this moment 
of relief and catharsis at the end. 
In your works, I don’t know if this 
cathartic moment exists or if it 
functions the same way. Do you 
consider negative reactions like 
frustration, anger, boredom, or 
confusion as an indicator of a suc-
cessful deceptive artistic strategy? 
If so, how do you measure those 
negative reactions? Are you inter-
ested in observing the way people 
respond to these challenging situa-
tions and the way their expecta-
tions shape these reactions?

Well, you know, there are lots of 
art works and a lot of the entertain-
ment industry dedicated to make 
the people have fun and I think it’s 
not in my character to do that. I 
like an artwork that creates prob-

lems, that questions something. 
And I often treat the public of art 
as a bit of an enemy, because I of-
ten treat them as a representative 
of a social status, of... [thinks] You 
know, for example when I closed 
the entrance of the Spanish pavil-
ion. I was seeing people as direc-
tors of museums with all of their 
visas… they are privileged people 
… it was terribly funny for me to 
close them the door. I think it was 
interesting also for them to expe-
rience something that they never 
experience in their lives, you know, 
in their entire lives. It is something 
that working-class people like 
foreigners experience all the time 
at the border. You always have 
this big difference between poor 
countries and our countries. I was 
talking about that: the possibility 
to not enter and the possibility 
to not get out. Many people just 
can’t get out of their reality, you 
know? And I was trying to put this 
kind of sensation in the art scene. 
For us, art spaces are beautiful 
spaces where people have fun and 
expand their knowledge and I was 
trying to betray this kind of reality.

Okay, so yeah, that brings me to 
my next question. After the frus-
trating moment, is there a moment 
of understanding the concept 
behind the ‘deception’ and the 
political ‘underlayer’ of the work 
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from the part of the public? Did 
you ever notice this type of deep-
er and later reaction among the 
visitors? Do you feel like the tem-
porary underprivileged situation 
that you are sometimes creating 
through your participatory works 
(like Wall Enclosing a Space from 
2003) is making visitors understand 
and sympathize with those who are 
permanently underprivileged, stig-
matized, or oppressed? Or maybe 
you’re just not interested in that? 
But I suppose you are, because as 
you said, you are already assum-
ing that people who participate 
in these situations are privileged 
people.

Yes, of course, there are different 
levels. Not everybody has the 
same mind, not everybody is the 
same. They are representatives 
of a society but not all of them 
are the same people. I think that 
in general terms my work func-
tions as a quick poison and a slow 
medicine. The first reaction used 
to be the most angry and expres-
sive reactions and with the time, 
over years, I received all kinds of 
reactions. For example, I remem-
ber this piece in a synagogue in 
Stommeln.2 The first reaction was 
to burn me. To burn me and my 
work, you know? To set me and 
the exhibition on fire, it was a very 
angry reaction. And afterwards 

people understood that it was 
something deeper than that. And 
slowly I learned that this is the way 
it works. 

At first it was perceived as anti-Se-
mitic?

Antisemitic? Mmm… I think that 
it was rather perceived as too 
much...

As too provocative?

Much too provocative or maybe 
as a lack of respect. Maybe they 
didn’t think that I was anti-Semitic, 
but they thought that I was go-
ing too far. Usually, in this kind of 
show, there’s more of a commem-
orative action. My intention was 
to convey the agony of something 
as important as 6 million people 
killed, so it had to be told with a 
lot of anger, in a very strong way, 
not just as something fun, like 
a monument. It was against the 
banalization of the memory of the 
Shoah. The persecution of not only 
Jews, but also gypsies, gays, com-
munists, anarchists, many people, 
you know, by this regime. I wanted 
to create tension. But when you 
create tension afterwards you have 
to wait for the results. And the re-
sults can be against you. At times 
it’s the messenger who becomes 
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responsible for the horror we are 
talking about.

The first reaction to this work was 
anger: some people got offended 
by it because it was too provoca-
tive. Could you give me a bit more 
detail? Were there some organiza-
tions that reacted or some groups 
of people? How did they manifest 
their anger, did they write articles 
criticizing it or…?

Basically, the press, the interna-
tional press. It was very easy to 
see it as a provocation or as an 
attack. “Radical artist transforms 
synagogue in a gas chamber”. 
You write that in an article without 
explaining any more...

Without any details about the con-
cept of the work…

You can imagine that many people 
every year go to Germany to talk 
about this [the commemoration of 
the victims of the Holocaust] and 
they get really tired. And some-
times they use the opportunity to 
get their revenge. The saddest 
reaction was that of a representa-
tive of the Hebrew community in 
Germany. I just called him, I called 
the Synagogue of Cologne who 
was the voice of these people. 

I went to them and well, things 
calmed down.

You explained your work and they 
understood?

Yes, in the beginning they reacted 
very seriously. They were surprised 
when I called them and made an 
appointment with them. After this 
appointment everything became 
sincere. They understood. So 
sometimes contemporary art is 
not a film, it’s not a picture, some-
times it’s like it is, a strong way of 
expression. Which is what I prefer. 
I don’t like to go to an opening to 
get bored or to know about some-
thing I’m not interested in. I prefer 
something powerful. So, in a way 
it’s like conceptual expressionism 
or something like that. 

Do you consider that in contem-
porary art, moral or ethical judge-
ment is still relevant? Also, do 
you consider that political works 
like yours should be grasped as a 
metaphorical ethical critique of a 
cruel, unjust society? That through 
a kind of shocking, provoking mi-
mesis of oppression you are in fact 
highlighting an unethical econom-
ic system? It is a kind of realistic 
mimesis of oppression, right, what 
you are doing through some of 
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your works?

Well, it’s to repeat the evil in “ho-
meopathic portions” [laughs] in 
order to recreate a situation that is 
uncomfortable for all of us. I also 
use art to make it look worse than 
it is. It’s just my way of treating the 
problematic.

When you paid heroin addicted 
sex workers to have their backs 
tattooed for the price of a heroin 
shot,3 were you more interested in 
highlighting the absurdity or the 
cruelty of the labour market, where 
our bodies can temporarily belong 
to someone else in exchange for 
money, the fact that they were 
poor and desperate, or did you 
just want to show their strong ad-
diction? When it comes to delegat-
ed performance, it seems to me 
that permanent alterations of the 
body have a new ethical dimension 
that wasn’t present in the perfor-
mance art of the ‘60’s or ‘70’s when 
artists were almost always using 
their own bodies as a “medium”.

Well, it was a representation of the 
workers. If you go to Russia you 
will see in Moscow these fantastic 
monuments of the workers with 
muscles, in heroic positions, look-
ing to the infinite, looking at the 
sky. I think my way of representing 
the working class is more appropri-
ate. I am just trying to talk about 

the war of workers. I put in relation 
the worker with the necessity of 
getting drugs. I put in relation the 
worker with the punishment be-
cause to work is a kind of punish-
ment. I put the worker in relation 
with the hooker, with the soldier… 
and of course, it’s not going to be 
very well accepted. Because every-
body wants to believe that there is 
justice in the world of the workers. 
People prefer to see the rep-
resentation of the worker as in Rus-
sia on the communist monuments 
than in my … desperate way of 
explaining it [laughs]. The real situ-
ation, you know? What you have in 
the real world… there are crowds 
of millions and millions of people 
who had to sell their intelligence, 
their body, and their lives just to 
get money to continue selling their 
bodies, their intelligence, and their 
lives. Not for any more profit. This 
is a truth had to be told, accept-
ing the brutality of the reality. And 
for a brutal reality I need a brutal 
language. I don’t find any better 
way to explain it. You have to be 
as brutal as reality is. And many 
people feel a discomfort or many 
people see this as an aggression 
of some sort, as something coming 
from a cynical person. It’s because 
they never worked in their entire 
life. Or they work in easy jobs as 
intellectuals or… If you go to the 
MoMA museum in New York, you 
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will see that the top floor is where 
the director and the intellectuals 
work, all of them are Europeans, 
coming from European origins, 
in exhibition rooms you’ll find 
mixed race people, especially Latin 
people or people from Italy and 
then the colour becomes a little bit 
darker and then you go downstairs 
and you find the people working 
in the montage of the shows, as 
workers, as people who work in 
the storage, the boxes… there 
you will see black people, from 
the poor neighbourhoods of New 
York. And this is a reality, if I talk 
about this reality I will be called 
racist. And it’s tricky because I’m 
just talking about what they have 
in their own museum.

When you did 160 cm Line Tat-
tooed on 4 People were there 
people present to the perfor-
mance? How did the public react 
to this?

No, they were not present in fact. I 
did this performance, I don’t know 
on how many people in Old Ha-
vana, in Cuba. There it was terribly 
easy because people do whatever 
you want for a couple of dollars. 
The maximum salary… if you’re a 
doctor you get 30 dollars a month. 
30 dollars is what I spend taking 
a lunch, right? When I was invited 
to do the same in Madrid and I 

said “I can only make it with the 
lowest level of workers that exist 
in Spain”. What is the lower, the 
lower, the lower? Women working 
in prostitution and addicted to 
heroin. With these people it was 
possible to do it, to make it real, 
because they are desperate for 
some money, for a dope. I did it 
with a museum, a Hispanic muse-
um that didn’t want to pay, they 
said that Spain doesn’t pay hook-
ers and doesn’t pay drugs. So, I 
did it on my own in another place 
in Salamanca and then showed the 
recording in the museum [El Gallo 
Arte Contemporáneo in Salaman-
ca, Spain]. The reaction inside 
the institution was against me. 
Similarly, from the public, the first 
reaction was to accuse me of be-
ing part of this exploitation of the 
people, but in reality what I’m part 
of is the re-civilization of reality.

You’re just highlighting this injus-
tice, the cruelty that is already out 
there in the world.

Are we going to accept Pablo 
Picasso’s Ladies from Avignon? 
Picasso doesn’t tell how much he 
pays these ladies to pose for him 
for hours or… he doesn’t give 
many details that made this piece 
acceptable. In my case I say all 
the details that made the piece 
acceptable. I think it’s much more 
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sincere what I’m doing but there is 
more risk involved as I can become 
for many people a monster.

2 Conclusions 

As Sierra himself mentioned in the 
interview, contemporary art lovers who 
are very familiar with his work are not 
emotionally affected anymore by his 
strategy of obstruction because their 
expectations evolved over time. So, as 
we suspected, deception only func-
tions with a certain category of the 
audience: the one that is not familiar 
with his practice beforehand.  

The phenomenon of deception in 
contemporary art finds a strong, at 
first negative, echo in the categories 
of audience who are not familiar with 
a (so-called) trickster’s work.4 We 
could also observe that this contem-
porary artistic technique, having the 
potential to generate deception, is 
successful if the situation staged by 
the artist shows a certain precision in 
the conception and anticipation of 
the context and the appropriate time 
- which is what Bourriaud would call 
‘accuracy’: 

With respect to this re-centering of 
aesthetics towards a mode where 
forms are instrumental, how can 
the quality of the works thus pro-
duced be measured? [...] What, for 
want of a better word, one often 
calls the “beauty” of an artwork is 
only in most cases the translation 
in everyday language of a feeling 

of accuracy which strikes us: the 
adequate form to convey a singu-
lar vision of the world, a precise 
handling of one’s tools. Relevance 
in the current aesthetics debate, 
relevance in the period in which it 
arises. (2003, 102) 

The spatio-temporal context must be 
well chosen before the event. This 
way the audience comes with certain 
expectations and does not realize until 
the end what is actually happening.  

According to Goldie, the deceptive 
situation must be planned without 
blunders, impeccably, in order to 
have the desired aesthetic effect. 
Goldie’s analogy between the two 
fields regarding the ethical or aesthet-
ic acceptability of deception makes 
a lot of sense, with one exception. In 
experimental social psychology one 
can immediately verify the ‘necessity’ 
of this strategy. In the artistic field we 
can analyze whether the work is exe-
cuted in a clumsy way, but we cannot 
verify whether there are alternatives 
or not. The aesthetic evaluation of a 
work cannot depend on the ‘neces-
sity’ of deception, as Goldie argues. 
In social psychology there are certain 
experimental conditions, which the 
participants must respect in order 
to be able to determine whether 
they react according to expectations 
or not, in those situations carefully 
staged by psychologists. Without 
deception, cognitive bias, obedience, 
or conformism, stereotypes would 
be impossible to quantify. So the 
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‘necessity’ of deception for scientific 
and educational purposes is clear and 
ethically justifies the process. 

In contemporary art, one can accept 
the possibility of deception as a factor 
that can increase the artistic value of a 
work (without it being vital). Artists like 
Santiago Sierra focus on the role of art 
as a form of strong social critique, not 
that of an aesthetic delight. We can 
talk about aesthetics in the case of his 
practice, but the evaluation or analysis 
of his approaches will be based on 
other types of criteria than the visual 
ones. In order to practice an artistic 
social critique and stay unpredictable, 
a contemporary artist needs to have 
a strategy that makes a strong im-
pression on the audience. As Goldie 
had said about it, deception can be 
an artistic merit when the deceptive 
situation is “intentional and is care-
fully planned and executed” (2004, 
34). With the risk of being sometimes 
perceived as cynical, artists like Sierra 
deliberately provoke strong emotions 
like frustration or impatience by re-cre-
ating uncomfortable socio-economic 
contexts, in order to obtain a powerful 
aesthetic impact. 

Interview conducted by video 
conference, in English 8th of June, 
2020

References 

Bishop, Claire, Artificial Hells. Partic-
ipatory Art and the Politics of Spec-

tatorship, (London, New York: Verso, 
2012). 

Boal, Augusto, Games for Actors and 
Non-actors, (Psychology Press, Second 
Edition, translated by Adrian Jackson, 
London, New York: Routledge, 2002). 

Bourriaud, Nicolas, ‘Jens Haaning: Ille-
gal Worker’, in Hello, My Name is Jens 
Haaning, exhibition catalogue, (Dijon: 
Les Presses du Réel, 2003), 102-105. 

Cavaillé, Jean-Pierre, ‘Ruser sans 
mentir : de la casuistique aux scienc-
es sociales. Le recours à l’équivocité 
entre efficacité pragmatique et souci 
éthique’, Serge Latouche et al., Les 
raisons de la ruse, La Découverte, 
2004, viewed 12/03/18 <https://www.
cairn.info/les-raisons-de-la-ruse--
9782707144614-page-93.htm>. 

Fisher, Jean, ‘Embodied Subversion’, 
in Adrian Heathfield (ed.), LIVE Art 
and Performance, (London: Tate Pub-
lishing, 2015), 62. 

Goldie, Peter, ‘Conceptual art, social 
psychology and deception’, Postgrad-
uate Journal of Aesthetics, Vol. 1, No. 
2, August 2004. 

Jackson, Shannon, Social Works : 
Performing Art, Supporting Publics, 
(London: Routledge, 2011). 

Jeffries, Stuart, ‘Provocative? Me?’, 11 
October 2002, The Guardian, viewed 
29/01/2020 <https://www.theguardi-
an.com/artanddesign/2002/oct/11/art.



67Vol 17 No 2 “for A Brutal Reality I Need A Brutal Language”.

artsfeatures.>. 

McLeod, Saul, ‘The Milgram Exper-
iment’, 2007, Simply Psychology, 
viewed 11/12/2020 <www.simplypsy-
chology.org/milgram.html>.

Endnotes

1 ‘Corralito’ was the informal name 
given to the economic measures taken 
in Argentina in 2001, when the access 
to bank accounts was restricted for 
one year because of a devaluation of 
the national currency.

2 243m3 was a work by Santiago 
Sierra that took place in 2006 at the 
Stommeln Synagogue in Pulheim, 
Germany. The building is secularized 
and used as a memorial. Every year 
different artists are invited to pay trib-
ute to victims of the Holocaust. Sierra 
temporarily transformed the space 
into a room similar to a gas chamber, 
by pumping the carbon monoxide 
produced by the engines of six run-
ning cars into the sealed-off space. 
Members of the audience were able to 
visit the exhibition, wearing gasmasks 
and escorted by a firefighter.

3 160 cm Line Tattooed on 4 People 
... is a video documenting an ac-
tion that took place at El Gallo Arte 
Contemporáneo in Salamanca, Spain 
in December 2000. The artist’s text 
explains: ‘Four prostitutes addicted 
to heroin were hired for the price of 
a shot of heroin to give their consent 
to be tattooed. Normally they charge 
2,000 or 3,000 pesetas, between 15 

and 17 dollars, for fellatio, while the 
price of a shot of heroin is around 
12,000 pesetas, about 67 dollars.’

4 Jean Fisher uses the term ‘trickster’ 
for the strategy of Santiago Sierra (she 
gives the same example as Goldie, the 
closing the Lisson gallery in London) 
or Francis Alÿs and other artists such 
as Jesusa Rodriguez or Guillermo 
Gomez-Pena. Fisher defines the ‘trick-
ster’ as a subversive representative of 
indeterminacy and collective renewal 
through the conversion of social 
discourse, as a figure that transcends 
culture and history. Fisher perceives 
these tactics as but at the same time 
absurd, surreal, or satirical reactions to 
hostile political contexts (2015, 62).
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Illustrations

Fig 1. Santiago Sierra, Wall Enclosing a Space, 2003. Image courtesy of the 
artist. 
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Fig 2. Santiago Sierra, Space closed by corrugated metal, 2002. Image courtesy 
of the artist. 
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