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The Truthfulness of Lies

In his essay The Figurative Language of the Art Myth, R. Cronk argues, 
“The fine artist is a con-artist. The first move in the art-making 
process is wrong. It is a lie and has to be.” In the wake of Marcel 
Duchamp, the trickster has become a major metaphor for the artist of 
this century, but the artist has always been a deceiver. The roots of art 
lie in artifice, conjuring and deception. Think of trompe l’oeil, meaning 
trick of the eye, which dates back to antiquity.
The trickster artist of this century is charged with a playful spirit. His 
works are slippery, elusive and difficult to pin down. It is only upon 
second glance that we realize the powerful protestations at hand. 
Cloaking critique in what looks like a hoax, the trickster artist prompts 
us to question what we hold as Truth. About Duchamp, Louise Norton 
famously said, “Is he serious or is he joking? Perhaps he is both!”
Infused with irony, mixing enigma and spoof, the following images—
artful, subversive and unapologetic in their unreality—serve sometimes 
to amuse and entertain, sometimes to deliberately deceive, and always 
to shake and rattle our preconceived notions. Against the banality of 
the everyday, we want to believe in the lie because, more often than 
not, the lie is more exciting and truthful than the so-called reality. 
Perhaps the master forger in Orson Welles’ F is for Fake says it best: 
“Do you think I should confess? To what? Committing masterpieces?”

Referencing the use of one’s thumb or forefinger to gauge the relationship of distant 
objects, Study of Perspective is a series of images in which Ai Wei Wei flips the bird to 
icons of power. It speaks volumes about the artist’s perspective on authority, prompting 
us all to question our own unquestioned submission to the Establishment.

Ai Wei Wei, Study of Perspective, 1995—2011

Eiffel Tower, Paris in 1997, colour print, courtesy of the artist

By Lisa Rovner
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“The painter constructs, the photographer discloses,” Susan Sontag famously asserted 
in her book On Photography. But with the rise of image manipulation software, the photo- 
grapher no longer only discloses, he also constructs. Compelling and convincing, 
Fontcuberta’s archive of freak animals is an investigation into photography’s authority and 
our inclination to believe what we see. In this case, art is a lie that tells the truth.

Joan Fontcuberta, Cercophitecus Icarocornu, from the series Fauna, 1987

© DACS 2015

The crop circle phenomenon—geometric patterns compressed into fields—came into 
prominence in the late 1970s as they began appearing throughout the English country-
side and in the media worldwide. Are they incredible designs created by intelligent alien 
beings? Or the work of trickster land artists? The Crescent Star remains an unsolved 
mystery of incredible beauty.

The Crescent Star, Silbury Hill, England, 1999

Photographer unknown
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This work features the official police report denouncing the theft of an invisible artwork 
from Cattelan’s car.

Maurizio Cattelan, Untitled, 1991

Police report of stolen invisible artwork. Courtesy of Marian Goodman Gallery

The Bruce High Quality Foundation, a group of anonymous artists, uses performances 
and pranks to critique the art world. For their ongoing Public Sculpture Tackles series, 
several Bruces wearing pads and helmets literally tackled, football-style, high-end 
public art around the city, including Robert Indiana’s Love pictured here above, in an 
attempt to knock the monumental sculptures off their pedestals.

The Bruce High Quality Foundation, Public Sculpture Tackle (LOVE), 2007

Chromogenic photograph, 34 x 34 inches, © The Bruce High Quality Foundation, 
courtesy the Foundation and Vito Schnabel, New York
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The ultimate trickster of the modernist era was Erik Weisz, known to the world as 
Harry Houdini. “There’s an analogy between artists and magicians,” says curator Dara 
Solomon. “They’re both creating illusions.”

Studio photograph of Houdini in chains, c. 1905

Photographer unknown. Harvard Theatre Collection, Houghton Library, Cambridge, Massachusetts

One evening, an unidentified flying object designed by artist Peter Coffin hovered 
over Rio de Janeiro. While the UFO in the photos taken by first hand witnesses is real, 
the grainy, blurry documentation would lead anyone to doubt its reality.

Peter Coffin, Untitled (UFO), 2008 

Ongoing with appearances in the Baltic Sea Region of Gdansk and Sopot (2008); Southeast Region of 
Brazil and Rio de Janeiro (2010) and the Mojave Desert (2013), courtesy of the artist
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McEwen explained it all in Interview Magazine when he said, “I’m interested in that 
brief second when you aren’t sure whether Bill Clinton [or, in this case, Kate Moss] is 
alive or dead. I only need that moment in order to disorient them [the viewer] enough 
to sneak through to some other part of the brain—to achieve that split second of 
turning the world upside down.”

Adam McEwen, Untitled (Kate), 2006

C-print, 133.99 x 93.98 cm, courtesy of the artist

With his indoor cloud, Amsterdam-based artist Smilde has created an installation close 
to magic. What looks like a Photoshop manipulation is in fact a “real” cloud.

Berndnaut Smilde, Nimbus II, 2012

C-type print on Dibond, 75 x 112 cm, courtesy of the artist and Ronchini Gallery
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