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1. Picture a currency in which no two coins look alike. each single 
one has a different shape, size and design. Still they’re recognized as 
legal tender. So you can use them to pay and get paid for what you 
trade in. But since there is no common measure, neither do you know 
how much you spend nor how much you earn. What something is 
worth, in monetary terms, remains anyone’s guess. So people either 
get very particular about the form of payment and ask you to show 
them all you have on you so they can pick the one coin they like best 
and deem an apt token to be exchanged for what they give you (and 
should you object, the meaning and value of individual coins’ shapes 
and designs will have to be negotiated in depth). But it’s equally pos-
sible that transactions become entirely symbolic. When you could as 
well pay for sand on the beach with shells from the sea, it’s the gesture 
that counts. In this case you probably don’t want to appear too picky 
when you choose how to be rewarded and instead gracefully accept 
whatever coin the other puts into your hand. for this coin first of all 
serves to confirm and hence also to commemorate the event of a trans-
action having taken place. Rather than put it back into circulation, 
you might therefore treat the coin much like a medal which you keep, 
display and take pride in.

If the transaction of value exchange was to become entirely 
symbolic, say, if I gave you a set of words and you gave me an art-
work, what material implications would this transfer have? Would it 
be considered ephemeral since gains and losses can’t be quantified? 
Perhaps. But then again, how can you call a transfer ephemeral which 
involves something specific being handed over. even the term ‘token’ 
doesn’t seem fit to describe the object of exchange. for what would 
my words be a token for? If they make any sense, they count as what 
they are by virtue of what they say. Conversely, the work you gave 
me would not stand (in) for anything other than what it is. So neither 
words nor works really figure as tokens. They don’t represent any-
thing (which they are not) when they are given as presents. They are 
what they are. 

nonetheless the act of presenting presents has a symbolic qual-
ity: not because the present served as a symbol for something else 
but because the act of giving matters. To say that the act ‘symboliz-
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counts and makes a difference) in the scheme of things and therefore 
affects the parties involved in the transaction. Maybe neither of the 
parties knows what exactly the transfer means – if you asked them 
they couldn’t tell you – but still will be perfectly sure it was meaning-
ful that it happened. It mattered, and to ‘matter’ is for something to 
have a definite impact and bearing on how matters shaping the mate-
rial world take their course.

2. Arvo Leo took a trip to start a work. This time he went to In-
dia. (At other times other places have been the point of departure, site 
and subject for work to be made.) He came equipped with a sentence, 
a series of words borrowed from Gabriel García Márquez: “This is 
the cow. She must be milked every morning so that she will produce 
milk, and the milk must be boiled in order to be mixed with coffee to 
make coffee and milk.” Leo took them from an episode in Márquez’s 
One Hundred Years of Solitude in which the inhabitants of the mag-
ical village of Macondo are collectively struck by a spell of insomnia. 
As their minds find no rest to recover they start forgetting the names 
for things. But help is found. They decide to paint words on all the ob-
jects around the village to remind them of what things are called and 
how they are to be treated. Hence the specifications for handling the 
cow and its milk. funny to go to India carrying these words in your 
bag. for you would think people there really do know about cows. 
They are sacred animals, present everywhere, allowed to roam around 
freely. But what do we Westerners know?

not much. But this is the point. Leo turns the tables on himself, 
and chooses to arrive at his destination, in the guise of a village insom-
niac with nothing more to share but a few words from a magic village 
elsewhere. Whether these words will make any sense at all in the situ-
ations he might encounter in India is unclear. Most likely they won’t. 
So to opt for words that will hardly be apt in the place one goes to is a 
way to not even hide that one will be out of place at one’s destination. 
yet this is not lazy. It’s not like Leo gave up before he started. On the 
contrary, he goes to India to engage with the cow, to see it, name it, 
talk about it to people. He simply does it with means that are chosen 
to defuse any claims to being iniated to a culture’s codes before you 
even get there to have an intimate experience of it.
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as an abstract whole that Leo engages with but particular people: a 
local sign painter, a boy on the beach, people he got talking to on the 
street, in a shop or bar, none of whom would be marked out as typical 
representatives of culture at large. no tokens for types here. Just very 
specific encounters. And in each of them Leo told Márquez’s story 
of the village and offered the line about the cow to his new acquain-
tances, asking them to respond to his offer and do something with the 
words. It’s a rite of gift exchange, unceremoniously enacted: Please ac-
cept these words as a gift to you, words that I borrowed and of which 
I can’t even be sure that they mean anything to you – but of which I 
nevertheless hope that they could make you want to give something 
back to me that could relate to them, to me, to the relationship that, 
by means of this exchange, is hereby established between us.

yet, without a ceremonial protocol to govern the exchange or 
elders to watch over its proper execution, the gift giving creates no 
further moral obligations. no pretentions to excessive generosity are 
being made. The gift is only a present. Still, giving it counts – some-
how. each thing Leo was given counts in its very own way. And there 
are indeed many many many things: things written, things printed, 
things painted, drawings, pictures, fabrics, x-rays, signs, related to 
the cow, to Leo, to the person who made them or to the spirit of the 
moment in which the exchange took place. That spirit imprinted vis-
ibly itself into the material face of the thing. you can see it like you 
would read the signage on a coin. In the majority of the transactions, 
no rupees needed to change hands. In some they did. But even, and 
especially in those, the pecuniary aspect of the exchange is sublated 
into the logic of an other game. Together, the boy on the beach, noah, 
and Leo, for instance decided to put the boy’s impromptu abstract 
cow paintings up for sale on the beach. Surely, it added to the pocket 
money. But first of all the squiggly cow paintings would seem to show 
how fun it is to play art market on a sunny afternoon – particularly 
when you can flood that market with painterly abstractions quickly.

now Leo shows all the things he received arranged on a wall. 
If each item by itself is already quite a singular object to look at, to 
see them all together makes you wonder even more about the many 
different situations that had to occur for these things to be made and 
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ular logic, as the terms of the respective transaction were negotiated 
on the fly. you can sense that. for each object, in its specific form, 
testifies to the conditions under which it must have been traded. This 
is also why it would probably be wrong to refer to the array of things 
we face here as a ‘collection’. It’s because these things are not ‘collect-
ibles’. They are the currency in which an exchange was conducted. 
The act of arranging them on a wall therefore is less one of exhibiting 
precious artefacts; much rather the gesture with which they are shown 
resembles that of someone emptying the contents of their pockets on 
a tray (the vide-poche): This is what was in my pack when I got home, 
come see…

And it’s a lot to look at. So something worked out well. The 
wide array of gifts on display testifies to that. But even though that is 
so, it’s still hard to say what exactly they testify to. They show that 
a transaction took place for sure. But beyond that the forms of the 
gifts are so different that we can only speculate what the nature of the 
situations and arrangements must have been like in which they were 
passed. They surely served as currency of some sort, but without com-
mon measure. different situations created very different terms and 
conditions. So no two exchanges followed the same modalities. A boy 
on the beach has a different idea of a cow than a sign painter in the 
city. We’re not talking dollars or rupees here. We’re talking cow. And 
if and how Márquez’s cow currency is convertible into local tender 
in India remains hard to tell what kind of exchange effectively took 
place. That’s what’s so mindboggling: throughout all these transac-
tions the value standards on which the exchanges are premised remain 
unquantifiable, and non stop in flux. How much of my cow works for 
your cow words? We’ll see when we look at it.

On top of this it doesn’t feel like any of these transactions had 
to happen. There is no must here. The gifts are not collected to val-
idate the project and justify travel expenses. It was a good trip any-
way. That’s clear. The super-8mm film that accompanies the piece like 
a travel-log gives vivid evidence of the fact that Leo was enjoying 
himself all by himself just as much as when he met other people. So, 
tangibly, there’s no moral point to be proven here, but simply experi-
ences to be had. So the message (if you want one) is: you don’t need to 
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cipation has presumably progressed. you do it because you’re happy 
to have company, once in a while, especially after spending time on 
your own, with your camera, in very particular places, out in nature, 
or roaming the streets, like the cows do.

A travel-log in one sense, the film, in another sense is not really, 
not merely, a document of a journey. It is as much an arrangement of 
trade object as the wall display, with each of its sequences being the 
outcome of conscious negotiations with the environments Leo found 
himself in. The give and take here lies in the way images are received or 
constructed, commented on or left to speak for themselves. A chance 
observation is a gift given to the camera. An intertitle following a 
shot, a thought returned to the world. Accepting what a situation has 
to offer in some cases could just mean to record it. In other cases Leo 
reciprocates the offer by making an offering to the situation, be that 
a small symbolic act, an artefact or piece of text, added to a space or 
environment to celebrate its magic. The image taken in that moment 
is an image dedicated to the place it depicts and hence given back to it, 
the gesture of shooting film resembling that of planting a joss stick in 
a place to avow its special nature. Like the artefacts, images received 
and dedicated in this manner are a currency coined in the spirit of the 
moment and hence exceed the logic of common measure.

3. you don’t need to live under the same roof to trade objects 
or give and receive gifts. Conversely, performing such transactions 
doesn’t have to subject you to houshold laws, literally oiko-nomia 
[oikos: house; nomos: law]. It all depends on how you conduct the ex-
change. It can happen on profoundly friendly terms; yet still without 
forcing any of the parties involved to pledge their allegiance to any 
one particular household, system or principle, of cultural, economic, 
political or religious provenance. This is the Cow gives a vivid exam-
ple of how such a form of exchange could work. Leo effectively sus-
pends the (cultural/economic/political/religious) calculus of belonging 
in the act of conducting incalculable exchanges: It’s not like the things 
he displays ever really, wholly and properly ‘belonged’ to the category 
of art objects. even in the moment of their exhibition they retain the 
quality of being peculiar trade objects due to the rough-and-ready 
look of some (showing that they were made on the spot in the act of 
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were manufactured by a local craftsman in his workshop). They be-
long to where they came from as much as the belong on the wall on 
which they are shown. They are outcomes of particular situations and 
art pieces, both and hence neither entirely. Consequently, Leo belongs 
as much to the guild of travelling traders as to that of the artists and 
the amateurs he interacted with. As the local craftsmen become his 
artistic collaborators, his art, conversly comes to share the aesthetic 
and material qualities of artisanal work. 

But Leo keeps this suspension of professional status casual. It’s 
very unlikely that any of the people involved had to ask themselves: 
Who am I to contribute to an artwork? no, they had a cow to think 
about instead. This is the trick that Leo performs so well in this piece: 
Breaking a symbolic exchange down to a very specific matter at hand, 
can permit you to temporarily defuse conventional calculi of status 
and value. How much for that cow? About as much as my words 
count. So that much cow! yes. now. Later maybe no. depends on 
what the cow is then. next day, other place, different cow… perhaps.

It’s risky to do trade that way. you might get duped. But then 
again: Who is to say that you did when there are no common stan-
dards? If one party’s gain is the other’s loss remains hard to determine 
in the absence of shared household laws. Michael Taussig gives an 
example for such a situation, as he comments on the irony of a scene 
described by darwin in the accounts from his visit to the Tierra del 
fuega.1 As the explorers trade gifts with the native inhabitants of the 
island, bringing coloured cloth and receiving food from the sea in re-
turn. each party, darwin recounts, rejoices in the pleasure the other 
party takes in receiving their present. Still that joy is coupled with dis-
belief at the other accepting the respective gift as an item of equivalent 
worth. While their symbolic value renders the coloured cloth priceless 
for one party, they don’t match up to the use value that the other sees 
in the food. So both parties secretly marvel at the other’s embrace of 
their present “delighted at the other’s delight, the other’s silliness,” 
Taussig concludes.2 It’s not like thereafter the trading partners ceased 
to be on friendly terms. They simply recognize the suspension of the 
household laws of a shared economy, in the very act of accomplishing 
what each party deems a very successful transaction. each party feels 

1 Michael Taussig: Mimesis and Alterity.  
Routledge, New York, London 1993, p.88-99.
2 Op. cit., p.94.
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share a sense of value beyond shared standards of value.

But darwin was on a mission. And people with set intentions 
get fooled very easily because the only thing they have before their 
eyes is what they want, so they rarely see what they‘re actually being 
given. not so with Leo. you cannot really trick someone (like him) 
who, in principle, is open to receiving whatever you offer. That‘s why 
indeed it would appear that the exchanges we see the outcome of 
were enacted in good faith. Some have an air of spontaneity, others 
bear the mark of local craftsmanship. In either case, one wouldn’t 
assume people entertained different agendas or acted at cross purpos-
es. nonetheless, Leo doesn’t rule out the possibility either. He makes 
no pretensions to perfect reciprocity, claiming neither moral nor eco-
nomic standards of certified appropriateness. This is the Cow is not 
buffered by claims to ethical imperatives or cultural theories. Things 
are presented as what they are, and this means: as what they may or 
may not represent in the eyes of the parties who exchanged them. So, 
in principle, any kind of mischief could potentially have occured be-
tween the parties trading in the cow currency, and there is no way of 
knowing for sure if, in fact, it did, or not. To not deny, but permit the 
work to encompass this moment of doubt is what gives it the humour 
that projects driven by social romantic urges so notoriously lack. This 
is the Cow is many things. But it certainly also is funny. It’s alive with 
a sense of enjoyment found in material transactions of which no one 
can say with certainty what happened when they happened. Still they 
did. But it’s a cow’s wild guess what value lies in them!

—Jan verwoert
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