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VONDERVOTTEIMITTISS
VONDERVOTTEIMITTISS deals with language, thinking
and perception and problematizes the idea that
language as an expression of thought can disassociate
itself from culture and history. The project works on
de-naturalizing – resisting, questioning and/or counterworking – the categorizations and divisions that have
been naturalized in the emergence and unfolding of
western modernity and coloniality (such as Space-Time,
Subject-Object, I-Other, Ratio-Emotion, OntologyDifference, Progress-Decline, Human-Non-Human,
Subjectivity-Knowledge-Self-Knowledge). It is directed
at those ideas that have become powerful because they
appear natural, and as such (as ‘nature’) have come to
be seen as the basis on which humans can establish
culture and society.
The limits that modernity as a frame of thinking has set
for the possibilities of conceiving of change outside its
normative framework are difficult to overcome. My aim
with this project was to problematize some of these
enduring notions above in relation to each other, and in
relation to the past and the future, by the development
of a narrative thread which exposes the complexity and
emphasizes, as a practice and process, the questioning
of those presumptions that most of the time still seem
to be the basis for perceptions, thoughts and actions.

*
The performances takes place in a structure, made
earlier as part of the work cycle The Body in Crisis, for
the performance The Body in Crisis (Housing, Treating
& Depicting) commissioned by Museo Reina Sofia. This
sculptural installation was conceived as a system for
the presentation of two historical narratives that share
a site/date/protagonist/subject, but are of different
orders of representation. The installation consists of a
display system for posters in the form of two crossing
frames with a waving curtain crossing in the center
as well. The curtain can be used for projection(s) and
during a performance it functions as an editing device.
At the beginning of the performance two piles of
prints are one the floor. The prints are taken up by a
second performer, one by one, and are attached to the
display structure, in this way disclosing the interwoven
narrative.

VONDERVOTTEIMITTISS consists of the works Wonderwhat-time-it-is (2017-2019), No Man’s Land (20182019) and A Well-Known Stranger (2019). In each of
the works, a lesser known short story by cannonical
western authors is re-told, analysed and embedded in a
new narration.
•

Wonder-what-time-it-is departs from the story “The
Devil in the Belfry” (1839) by Edgar Allan Poe.

•

No Man’s Land departs from the story “The Lady in
the Looking Glass” (1929) by Virginia Woolf.

•

A Well-Known Stranger departs from the story
“Stranger, Bear Word to the Spartans We…” (1950)
by Heinrich Böll.

The works exist in different versions: Performative
installation, lecture performance, wall based
installation with collages and videos.
In the exhibition Vondervotteimittiss (the stories we tell)
the three works are framed by an overaching narration
set out in a sectional diagram in vinyl on the wall that
provides background and articulates connections.
Ultimately, Vondervotteimittiss (the stories we tell)
forms a deliberate investigation into the complicated
nature of critical self-reflection and the inevitable limits
of the criticality one is able to exercise towards one’s
own cultural context.

Wonder-What-Time-It-Is
exhibition view/performance Stedelijk Museum, 2018

Wonder-What-Time-It-Is (2017-2019)
The title of the cycle and of the first work is taken from
the short story “The Devil in the Belfry” (1839) by
Edgar Allan Poe, which portrays how the inhabitants of
Vondervotteimittiss (Wonder-what-time-it-is) lived by
their impressive town clock. The clock was managed
by the belfry-man, ‘the most perfectly respected of
any man in the world’. One day, a ‘diminutive, foreignlooking young man’ playing the fiddle comes down the
hill and goes straight into the bell-tower, attacks the
belfry-man and rings thirteen o’clock – bringing chaos
to the ordered life in the village.

Excerpt:
[...]
In Vondervotteimittiss the clocks were ticking, as they
had done from the beginning of time, and as they were
expected to continue infinitely into the future, in the
same regular rhythm without any events or changes
taking place.

Stripped of the idea of Divine Providence, History had
ceased to be a series of events happening to chosen
With the usual answer to the question “What time is
people. History was no longer the purpose of time;
it?” complicated by the disruption (de-naturalization) of instead Empty Homogenous Time had become the
the clock, we can also instead take the question – which organizing principle of History.
is at the basis of this work – to mean: “What is the most
important thing going on/to do right now?” The exact
But who was in charge of this Time?
question, however, is: “Wonder-what-time-it-is”. It does
not only ask for the clock, but also refers to the state of In Vondervotteimittiss, the big clock in the tower of the
the self, wondering. The village has been attributed, by House of the Town Council was managed by the most
its name Vondervotteimittiss, a self consciousness that
respectable man in the world. The domestic clocks
is threatened by a stranger who is not accountable to
were administered by the men of the house and each
the constitutive order that governs within its borders.
individual - man, woman, child, and even pig and cat carried their own small timepiece.
From the naturalization of the unusual qualities
of European temporalities, via the construction of
The men of the Town Council, who held meetings in the
the modern self and the idea of the border, the
room below the bell tower, did not have anything to do
performance Wonder-what-time-it-is meanders through with the keeping of time as such, but they oversaw the
a field of naturalized ideas – touching on grammar,
politics of the village, which they had summarized in
the body, pain and others, as well as narrative and
three important resolutions:
coherency.
It is wrong to alter the good old course of things
There is nothing tolerable out of Vondervotteimittiss
We will stick by our clocks and our cabbages
It was almost as if this village, where nothing ever
happened or changed, that insisted on staying the same
and ignored the possibility of external existence, was
indistinguishable from Empty Homogenous Time.
And if Vondervotteimittiss and Empty Homogenous
Time were one and the same, this would mean that the
village governed the organization of History.
It seemed to be an admirable condition, because
according to the narrator, at the time, EVERYBODY
knew, in a general way, that the Dutch village of
Vondervotteimittiss was the finest place in the world.
[...]

Wonder-What-Time-It-Is
exhibition view/performance Stedelijk Museum, 2018

Wonder-What-Time-It-Is
exhibition view, Stedelijk Museum, 2018 + videostills/slides

Wonder-What-Time-It-Is
videostills/slides

No Man’s Land (2018-2019)
No Man’s Land is based on the short story “The Lady
in the Looking Glass: A Reflection”, written by Virginia
Woolf in 1929. The story takes place in a familiar
setting, that of a house, a garden, a summer afternoon.
Isabella Tyson, the woman of the house, is fifty-five to
sixty years old, has never been married, is financially
independent.
Although the house is described as empty, there’s a
guest in the drawing room who is invested in pinning
down the true nature of Isabella and aided in this by
historical cultural observation perspectives such as ‘the
unseen observer’, ‘the observer of culturally meaningful
objects’, ‘the romantic interpreter of women’s interior
life’. The guest finally seems to uncover this truth when
Isabella appears in the reflection of the instrument
for perception that produces ‘objective observers of
transparent objects in a knowable world’, the mirror
hanging in the corridor.
No Man’s Land reframes Virginia Woolf’s critique of
the way in which hegemonic vision exercises control
on spaces of non-hegemonic subjectivities as a selfimplicating excercise due to the spatialization inherent
in self-reflection. Additionally it tries to reformulate
the relation between scientific developments and
experimental life-practices that are both engaged in a
re-visioning of the world.

Excerpt:
[...]
If you would ask me “Why the title No Man’s land?”
I would answer you truthfully that Man stands for
the gender and a particular kind at that, and not the
general human, and that the title is merely a symbolic
gesture towards you and a practical reminder to myself.
Because there are certainly men involved on the fringes
of this narrative: a father, a husband, brothers, friends,
several famous philosophers, brilliant scientists and
almost ninety years of literary critics.
Then, what do I want to remind myself of, you might
wonder.
I want to remind myself that the way I experience
space, time and the overall organisation of the
world is largely based on articulations of knowledge
within male-dominated fields of western science and
philosophy.
And while it is certainly not my intention to disregard
the substantial contributions of men to science and
progress, I feel that if certain power relations and
priorities had been different, the processes of discovery
and articulation would have been different as well, and
I would not experience the world, including myself, in
the same way.
From the depths of the sofa in the drawing room one
could see reflected in the Italian glass not only the
marble-top table opposite, but a stretch of garden
beyond. One could see a long grass path leading
between banks of high flowers until the golden rim of
the frame cut it off.
A table opposite, a stretch of the garden beyond,
a long grass path cut off by the golden frame, she
wrote.
Virginia Woolf makes clear that the mirror one could
not take ones eyes off, showed a perspective space - a
coherent, transparent space, where the positions and
boundaries of things, and the relations between things,
were clear.
[...]

No Man’s Land
exhibition view/performance, Stedelijk Museum, 2018

No Man’s Land
exhibition view, Stedelijk Museum, 2018 + videostills/slides

No Man’s Land
videostills/slides

A Well-Known Stranger (2019)
By way of the short story “Stranger, Bear Word to
the Spartans We… “, written in post-war Germany by
Heinrich Böll and published in 1950, A Well-Known
Stranger addresses the complexity of recognizing one’s
historical and cultural formation, especially when its
foundation has enabled and legitimized structural
violence and destruction.
In the story a mortally wounded young German
soldier is brought back from the battlefield into an
improvised war-hospital. As he is being carried through
the corridors, he recognizes the cultural and historical
symbols and representations exhibited throughout
the building. While to the reader it becomes quickly
clear that the building is in fact the soldier’s old school,
where he has spent eight years of his education,
the protagonist himself refuses to accept it until he
recognizes his own handwriting on a blackboard in the
temporary operating room. At this moment he also
finally sees that he has lost both his arms and a leg in
battle.
At that moment he finally recognises, not only the
fact that he is in his old school, but also that what has
happened to his body. His eyes had not been able to
convince him before. The affirmative answers to his
questions by the people taking care of him, the fact
that he was able to anticipate a next point of reference,
had not been enough. He had not been satisfied by his
recognition of specificities, of traces, not by his ability
to tell the stories behind traces and his awareness of
their historical, political and even economical context.
He only accepts the inevitability when he is confronted
with the direct evidence of his own action in the past:
his hand moving a piece of chalk over a board, leaving a
trace of the innate and personal movements that could
have only been coordinated by his own body.

Excerpt:
[...]
I did not stumble upon this narrative. I found it while
searching for a short story – written by an author
from continental Europe ¬– that brought the relation
between an individual and their cultural formation
to a critical point. I searched for a story that would
speak to me about the complexities of embedment
and I found one that spoke of reluctant cognitive
recognition, refusal, prolongation of doubt and finally
acknowledgement in the face of loss of limbs, and
possibly life.
I searched for this story so that it could tell me
something that I could tell to you. I am not sure if what
I tell you now, was what I was looking for, but it is close.
The only thing I might regret is my refusal to conceal
how intentional my reading has been.
A young man, immobilised, in grave physical pain, was
brought back from the battlefield. He was brought
back to the place where he received eight years of his
education, until he was called-up three months ago.
He was not dead, or not dead yet. Alive, he tried to
make sense of his situation. He recognised the building
he was being brought into. He recognised the layout.
Most of all he recognised the reproductions of works
of art and the photographs of historical figures spread
throughout the corridors. But, he did not know where
he was.
He was carried through a long, dimly lit corridor, green
oil paint on the walls, black, old-fashioned clothes
hooks on each side, and doors with little enamel
plaques. Between these doors hung the reproductions,
shining softly under glass in black and brown frames.
He was being carried past the racial paradigms, the
rulers, the philosophers, and the ancient gods. He was
not heavy, and the stretcher-bearers were in a great
hurry.
It all seemed so cold and remote to him, the museum
of a city of the dead. A world as irrelevant as it was
unfamiliar, although his eyes recognised it. He thought
it might all be a hallucination. He was running a high
fever. He could not be sure of what he saw.
[...]

A Well-Known Stranger
exhibition view Ellen de Bruijne Projects, 2019

A Well-Known Stranger
exhibition view Ellen de Bruijne Projects, 2019 + videostills

A Well-Known Stranger
exhibition view Ellen de Bruijne Projects, 2019 + videostills

Vondervotteimittiss (the stories we tell), 2019
Exhibition press release
Ellen de Bruijne Projects presents the completion of
Vondervotteimittiss, a series of performances that Falke
Pisano has been developing since 2017 and that have
been presented at venues such as Stedelijk Museum,
Manifesta Foundation (Amsterdam), Museum M
(Leuven) and Petit Palais (Paris).
On entrance of the gallery, it is clear that someone
wants to tell you a story. Four stories, to be exact, told
by a historian, an observer, a victim, and an artist: a
story about the disruption of order, a story about the
demand for transparency, a story about the difficulty
of recognizing oneself in one’s cultural condition and,
finally, a story about the limits of critical self-reflection.
In essence a triptych, Vondervotteimittiss examines,
through an analysis of literary short stories by canonical
western authors, the way in which knowledge and selfknowledge, and by extension governance and criticality,
is bound to cultural conceptions of space and time.
In Wonder-what-time-it-is (2017-2019), based on
Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Devil in the Belfry” (1839), a
conscientious narrator, a man of science, reports how
a society whose spatial order is ruled by standardised
time and organised through the exclusion of that
what eludes control, is disrupted when an outsider,
understanding of the regime, sabotages the centre of
power.
No Man’s Land (2018-2019) starts from Virginia
Woolf’s 1929 story “The Lady in the Looking Glass: A
Reflection”, in which the narrator aggressively probes
into the ‘true nature’ of the unmarried mistress of the
house he is visiting. The woman, who does not want
to be known, is able to remain opaque to the culturally
specific gaze of her visitor until she is – seemingly –
revealed to him in the reflection of a mirror that hangs
in the corridor.
In “Stranger, Bear Word to the Spartans We…” (1950)
by Heinrich Böll, and retold in A Well-Known Stranger
(2019), a hallucinating and likely mortally wounded
German soldier is confronted with a spatial exposition
of the cultural narrative on which his education was
based. Not able to acknowledge his relation to the
narrative, he finds an escape in generalisations. Only
when he encounters material evidence of his historical
self is he forced to recognize his embedment, while at
the same time the destruction of his body becomes
clear to him.

At Ellen de Bruijne Projects these three narratives are
opened up in a single wall-based installation, consisting
of vinyl diagrams, collages, videos and prints, spanning
the gallery corridor, exhibition space and office.
Vondervotteimittiss (the stories we tell) focuses on
authorship: on those who tell the stories, on the way
the stories are informed by how the narrators interpret
the world around them with the (self-) knowledge
at their disposal, and on the critical gestures of Poe,
Woolf and Böll towards the social, political and cultural
context of their times.
It is in the context of the latter, that Falke Pisano, who
throughout her practice has reflected extensively
on her authorship and intentions as an artist,
brings in her own position as a narrator. Ultimately,
Vondervotteimittiss (the stories we tell) forms a
deliberate investigation into the complicated nature of
critical self-reflection and the inevitable limits of the
criticality one is able to exercise towards one’s own
cultural context.
About the artist:
Falke Pisano (Amsterdam) lives and works in Rotterdam.
In her artistic practice she scrutinizes the ways in
which systems of thought are structured, formalized,
and ultimately naturalized. Her series of works stem
from long-term research cycles that delve deep into
specific subject matters and undermine conventional
frameworks of knowledge by triggering a continuous
exchange between language, ideas, materials, and
forms.

Vondervotteimittiss (the stories we tell)

exhibition view, Ellen de Bruijne Projects, 2019

Vondervotteimittiss (the stories we tell)

exhibition view, Ellen de Bruijne Projects, 2019

Vondervotteimittiss (the stories we tell)

exhibition view, Ellen de Bruijne Projects, 2019

Vondervotteimittiss (the stories we tell)

exhibition view, Ellen de Bruijne Projects, 2019

What are my intentions?

exhibition view, Ellen de Bruijne Projects, 2019

What time is it?
digital print, 2019

I wonder...

digital print, 2019

Reminder of what?
digital print, 2019

