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“ The world was so recent that many things lacked names, and in 
order to indicate them one had to point.”1

Books are eternally patient; they could hold their stories forever if 
circumstances required. I first encountered Gabriel García Márquez’s, 
One Hundred Years of Solitude, abandoned on a shelf in my in-laws’ 
basement. dog-eared and stained, the front cover ripped clear off, the 
already tiny typesetting made even more difficult by the gradual fad-
ing of the text against the browning pages, and even in this state, from 
the first passage, the book infected me. When I put it down to make 
dinner, wash the dishes, or sleep, there it was, merging with my world. 
It was as if the strain of making out the faint sentences fixed them in 
my thoughts and dreams. 

About fifty pages into the book, an entire village was infected 
by a plague that had the opposite effect: along with severe insomnia, 
it caused its victims to rapidly lose their memories, forgetting their 
stories and histories. Soon the entire community’s collective past was 
at risk of slipping away. In order to combat this, a character named 
José Arcadio Buendia began writing names and instructions on chairs, 
clocks, doors, beds, chickens, and just about everything else around 
him. This naming kept the town somewhat functional, but also in-
evitably transformed the community’s understanding of their world. 
The title of the project that you are encountering now comes from the 
words that Buendia hung around the neck of a cow:

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. 

Arvo Leo read One Hundred Years of Solitude for the first time 
while he was in India.2 Surrounded by the country’s revered cows, the 
above passage struck him, and stayed with him after he left. Three 
years later he returned to India to make a film based around the sacred 
cows, while collaborating with craftspeople and others he met on his 

1 García Márquez, Gabriel. One Hundred Years of Solitude. London: Pan Books, 
1978.
2 The name Arvo Leo is a combination of the first names of the artist's maternal 
and paternal grandfathers. Both grandfather Arvo and grandfather Leo went by 
their middle names, so their given names went unused until the artist repurposed them.



244 journey to rewrite or reinterpret the above passage in whatever form 
fit their craft (or fancy). Leo attempted to make ninety-nine of these 
collaborative works. I’m not sure how many were actually produced, 
but, regardless, the text was inscribed again and again through trans-
lation, collaboration and interpretation. 

As Leo’s film begins, we encounter the story of José Arcadio 
Buendia and his signs before all else. An entire page of text quoted 
directly from the novel scrolls up slowly over black. This tale about 
the precariousness of memory washes over us before we are provided 
with anything to forget. This preemptive gesture carries an impulse 
similar to the very act of naming. The name is both indexical and 
mnemonic. One need only think of baby names, which are often ago-
nized over for months in advance of a birth. As Theodor Adorno says 
of the search for a name, it “…is as hopeless as trying to remember a 
forgotten word when one thinks one knows that everything depends 
on remembering it.”3 Perhaps we are born into a fear of forgetting. 

names, like all words, both anchor and change the things they 
are bound to. This must have been on the mind of José Arcadio Bu-
endia when he employed the practice of naming to such a degree that 
he initiated the descriptive marking of everything in his entire village. 
This need to emphatically describe and systematically instruct, was 
not only born out of a fear of forgetting, but also out of a healthy 
mistrust of the fortitude of the singular name. early linguistic theo-
ry suggests that language evolved through a kind of direct onomato-
poeic indexing of the world. In 1772 German philosopher Johann 
Gottfried von Herder wrote: “Humans learned to speak as soon as 
they perceived that nature was speaking to them. They made signs 
for things by imitating the signs that things were already making by 
themselves.”4 The origins of language may have evolved from direct 

3 Theodor W Adorno, “Titles” in Notes to Literature Volume Two, ed Rolf 
Tiedemann, trans. Sheirry Weber Nicholsen. New York: Columbia University Press, 
1992. 4.
4 It is likely that Herder, who was also a clergyman for much of his life, took 
inspiration for this understanding of the origin of language from the Bible. 
Genesis 2:20 states: “And Adam gave names to all cattle, and to the fowl of the 
air, and to every beast of the field; but for Adam there was not found a helper 
suitable for him.” See: “http://www.marxists.org/archive/herder/1772/origins-
language.htm”http://www.marxists.org/archive/herder/1772/origins-language.
htm. This Adamic nomination has been heavily critiqued by post-structuralists 
who oppose the notion that meaning could ever be created on a non-syntactical 
one-to one basis.



245responses to things in the world, but through the syntactical multiplic-
ities of communication, and the revolving door of mimetic influence, 
things called words forever changed the things of the world. 

The mimetic faculty is not just implicated in the overall devel-
opment of human dialects, it is also embedded in individual processes 
of language acquisition. The classical definition of mimesis, originat-
ing with the Ancient Greeks, refers to the visual or literary represen-
tation of nature, but the mimetic faculty goes beyond simple depic-
tion. Through our mimetic faculty we not only perceive and produce 
similarities, but we also yield to our surroundings. This capacity is 
strongest at the beginning of language acquisition, and it serves chil-
dren as an early means of processing the things that they encounter 
in the world. Children observe, imitate, and become other in order to 
understand their environments. As Walter Benjamin observes: “Chil-
dren’s play is everywhere permeated by mimetic modes of behavior, 
and its realm is by no means limited to what one person can imitate 
in another. The child plays at being not only a shopkeeper or teacher, 
but also a windmill and a train.”5 

As we become fully linguistic beings, meaning is ostensibly 
fixed, and the mimetic faculty becomes sublimated through the work-
ings of communication. When we name tree, fish, table, pipe, or cow 
we think we know what we mean, but a plethora of unstable yearn-
ings and associations still buzz underneath.6 Through Leo’s film we 
encounter an abundance of cows. Wandering down a dirt road. In the 
bushes. By a wall. In an alley. On a busy street. Reflected in a mirror. 
Sitting in the shade with a dog. A wide shot of one sleeping. A close-
up of one chewing. If Leo’s film is taken at face value, one imagines 
that a word for cow in India is both insufficient and unnecessary, as if 
one would only need to point. Multiplicity loosens them from the in-
dexical and herds them towards metaphor, but do we even know what 
they mean? Sometimes words just don’t quite sit right, and when the 
names for things reveal their infirmities, our mimetic faculties imper-
ceptibly skip a beat. These palpitations evoke the collective limitations 
of our perceptions and understandings, and with this, the perpetual 
prospect of lost experience.

5 Walter Benjamin, “On the Mimetic Faculty” in Reflections: Essays, Aphorisms, 
Autobiographical Writings, ed. and trans. Peter Demetz New York: Schocken 
Books Inc., 1986. 333.
6 This of course becomes further complicated if the language spoken is not the 
speaker’s first language.



246 We name things in attempt to know them, to remember them, but as 
soon as they have a name, they are never the same. We twist and fold 
words and phrases, hoping to bring forgotten things back to life, to 
turn words for things into things themselves, but the best that can be 
achieved is an act of illusion. Or according to the surrealist aphorism: 
“magic controls nature and the supernatural by the verb.”7 This play 
with the power of syntax, this embracing of the potential of language’s 
capacity for mystification, was also the lifeblood of the genre associ-
ated with One Hundred Years of Solitude: Magic Realism. Within the 
writings of Marquez and his peers, extraordinary things occur, but the 
characters in the stories don’t see them as the least bit strange. These 
everyday enchantments loosen mimetic ties between the word and the 
object world. Tarrying with the implausible is also a characteristic 
of surrealist writing, but while André Breton defined Surrealism as a 
merging of dreams and reality, Magic Realism remained wide awake.8

Saturated and grainy, Leo’s film forever displays its own form, 
while panning its leisurely gaze across a range of things. A school 
bus drives by, an orange square floats in the water, two young men 
walk past two forgotten human skulls in an arid landscape. Scenes 
can be described, but not defined. Throughout the film images are 
punctuated by white words over black: “a PaPaya”, “tagore’s 
house”, “fLoating PiLe of hay”, “there is a train Passing by.” 
Through intertitles, Leo attaches names and instructions to objects 
before they appear in his film, and yet they are never quite as expected. 
We are on the train, not observing it. The floating hay could also be 
a sitting rock. Things are mirrored, mediated, distant or distorted, 
but we’ll take what we can get. Breaking from the drifting images the 
titles find us dazed and suggestible, as if we are sleepless insomniacs, 
or perhaps just roused from a dream. 

Words still enchant us: we believe in them even if we know better. 
This is how Magic Realism works its magic. By entwining readers in 
a scenario where a character renames his world to fight forgetting, 
García Márquez, shifts our attention towards the precariousness of 
words. But this is only something to be observed from a distance, 
simultaneously veiling, and reminding us of the fact that we have 
been neck deep in this story for nearly fifty pages. If we read on, a 
description of the villagers’ ongoing negotiations with the method 

7 Lippard, Lucy. Surrealists on Art. New Jersey: Prentence Hall, 1970. 200
8 Breton, André First Surrealist Manifesto. Sourced online at: http://www.tcf.
ua.edu/Classes/Jbutler/T340/F98/SurrealistManifesto.htm



Film still from This is the Cow



248 of painting names and descriptions on things provides a key to the 
magic of words: “The system demanded so much vigilance and moral 
strength that many succumbed to the spell of an imaginary reality, one 
invented by themselves, which was less practical for them, but more 
comforting.”9 Rather than brood over the indexical ties of each painted 
sign, the villagers were more content slipping into a mimetic oblivion. 
We activate a similar tendency when we subconsciously assume the 
neutrality of our immediate conceptions of language. What are seen 
as common sense associations between names and things can impart 
perilous misunderstandings, but to be constantly vigilant on this front 
proves impossible.

René Magritte recognized the magic of words and “The ascen-
dency of poetry over painting”10 and articulates the dilemmas that 
occur when we try to step away from “common sense” readings in 
his well-known painting Ceci n’est pas une pipe. Michel foucault un-
packs this work in his essay “this is not a PiPe.” In this extraordi-
nary example of close reading the philosopher slowly, carefully, tin-
kers with the surrealist’s trap. However, my favorite comment on the 
enticements of language in relation to this particular artwork comes in 
translator James Harkness’ introduction to the essay: “When asked to 
identify the painting we say ‘it’s a pipe’—words we choke on as soon 
as we try to light up.”11

near the end of Leo’s film just after two more cows walk by, 
we catch a glimpse of a store display containing potato chips, teas 
and five boxes of pipe tobacco each with very Magritte-like pipe il-
lustrations on them (see page 247). The nod to the late surrealist is 
further emphasized by one of Leo’s material collaborations. for One 
Pipe & Three Fish he worked with Sanjay Soni, a miniature painter, 
to paint from a postcard with a beautiful image of what looks like a 
rainbow trout on it. He asked Soni to paint the fish onto three other 
postcards with varying backgrounds and then paint a pipe over the 
original printed fish, obscuring and replacing the referent. This trans-
formation reminds me of a conversation that Michael Taussig points 
out that occurred on the sunny Spanish island of Ibiza between Walter 
Benjamin and his friend Jean Selz. “When Benjamin argued that the 

9 García Márquez, Gabriel. One Hundred Years of Solitude. London: Pan Books, 
1978. 47
10 Harkness, James, Translators Introduction to This is Not a Pipe, by Michel 
Foucault. Berkley: University of California Press. 2
11 ibid. 6



One Pipe & Three Fish. Made with Sanjay Soni.





251shape of a word was connected to its meaning, Selz exploded: ‘If the 
word saucepan looked like a cat in a given language, you would say 
it was cat.’ ‘you could be right,’ demurred Benjamin, ‘but it would 
only resemble a cat insofar as a cat resembled a saucepan.’”12 Perhaps 
a pipe could be a fish, but only in so far as a fish resembles the word 
pipe. This is not a fish. 

This is a cow.

So titles are tricky. As I ponder the title of this text I am writing 
five months before the exhibition is installed, I wonder how long it 
will be between the time I set these words to the page, and you read 
them back to life. And when will they be forgotten again? Catalogues 
are usually considered commemorative publications, but this book is 
not only an index of an exhibition, it is also part of a larger project, 
to be experienced alongside other works, or on its own. Perhaps this 
book serves the same role as the exhibition’s title: It perpetually com-
memorates itself. However, its existence beyond the life of the installa-
tion has the potential to transform the collective memory of the entire 
project. It is a sign hung around the neck of The Cow.

12 Taussig, Michael. “http://www.cabinetmagazine.org/issues/30/”Getting High 
with Walter Benjamin and William Burroughs”. Cabinet. Issue 30, Summer 2008. 34
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