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The game of Rock, Paper, Scissors employs a system of gestures that 
function in a circular power relation: rock blunts scissors, scissors 
cut paper, and paper covers rock. Players clench their fist in the air 
and shout out the name of the game, and upon the third word they 
reveal the object of their choice, by making a hand sign that indicates 
either rock, paper or scissors. The game originated two millennia ago 
in China or Japan, and today is known in most countries around the 
world. Some countries use different names and signs, for instance, 
Bird, water, Rock in Malaysia, or elephant, Human, Ant in Indonesia 
and India, but its basic circular structure remains the same. The game 
is a method for decision making when rational arguments prove in-
sufficient or unsatisfactory. Instead it relies on chance, on the random 
impulse of the players to make one of the hand signs. Calling on an 
object to determine a course of action suggests the game carries with-
in itself something of an ancient belief in the authority of things, an 
assumption that things can exert a force of their own, beyond human 
intervention. 

In Arvo Leo’s play A Car Makes A Left Turn and Changes into 
A Cow: An Alleyway Play in Five Acts (hereafter referred to as the 
Alleyway Play), a rock is replaced by a coconut, the coconut by a tire, 
the tire by a chair, and the chair by the original rock. each make their 
appearance in a play that is set against the backdrop of a leaking pipe 
running along the wall in a back street, somewhere in India. The play 
is one segment of Arvo Leo’s film This is The Cow, which in turn is 
one component of a project of the same title. 

There is an anthropomorphic theme running throughout This 
is the Cow, with ordinary objects that are framed as such that they 
become characters. There are scarecrows swaying in the wind, faces 
that can be recognised in signs, and a basket that takes its own course 
rolling down a hill. There is also a plant who decides to visit a photo 
studio. In this particular scene, a potted plant moves from a hotel 
roof to a photo studio where it models in a series of overexposed 
portrait shots, and then travels home on the back of a delivery tricy-
cle. Throughout the sequence, the plant ostensibly forgoes any direct 
human interference, allowing us to imagine it is independently under-
taking this journey.



262 Anthropomorphism is the name for the attribution of human qualities 
to non-human things, animals or phenomena through the process of 
projection: it means you will see a character in a plant, because you are 
projecting your own idea of human form and behaviour onto it. An 
anthropomorphic understanding of something is based on the person-
al conception of the one who is looking. It’s commonly understood as 
a trait of primitive societies or religions, but it continues to exist in dif-
ferent forms today. According to philosopher Bruno Latour, a degree 
of anthropomorphism is still a part of our view on the world around 
us. He describes two types of perception that constitute the modern 
view of the world: the domain of the object and of factual reality, and 
the domain of the subject and the interior life. In the ideal modern 
scenario, these domains of object and subject, or of non-human and 
human, are kept neatly separate. Latour calls this the attempt to ‘see 
double.’ But there are moments when the divide between domains be-
gin to blur, and a relation between them can be acknowledged. Latour 
appoints the image as a potential site where such a zone of mediation 
is found, because the image can be a representation of objectivity as 
well as subjectivity, and in fact is always somewhere at the limit where 
the two domains join.1

The primary and recurring image in This is the Cow is an image 
of cows, filmed in their habitat in India. There are cows in the middle 
of a street with busy traffic, cows chewing on grass in a field, cows on 
the beach and cows in the garden. The cow is minding her own busi-
ness, but it is undisputedly the main protagonist of the film. It receives 
extraordinary attention, and the more of the cow we see, the more 
we feel we come to know the creature. In India, the cow is an animal 
that is accredited with qualities that extend beyond the human, into 
the realm of the sacred. The cows in the film make all other things ac-
quire a magical veneer: they seem to possess a presence that demands 
a certain mode of looking, which then extends to things like hay-
piles, trees and cups of coffee. These everyday objects thrive on the 
film’s slow, contemplative camera work, which has been adapted to 
align with the natural rhythm of the cow. In the Alleyway Play, which 
unfolds somewhere in the middle of the film, certain objects are fore-
grounded and framed in a such a way that their presence is intensified.

1 For a clear and concise account on the modernist separation of perception 
and Latour’s analysis of it, see Anselm Franke’s essay ‘Much Trouble in the 
Transportation of Souls, or: The Sudden Disorganization of Boundaries’, in the 
catalogue Animism, vol. 1, Extra City, M HKA, Kunsthalle Bern, Sternberg Press, 
2010.









266 In Part One of the Alleyway Play, everyday objects follow each other 
in taking the stage: a rock, a coconut, a tire, and a chair. In each act, 
one object forms a still life with its surroundings. The rock, coconut, 
tire or chair sit there, on top of a pipe that is leaking water out onto 
the sidewalk. none of the four really succeed in preventing the water 
from leaking out yet they do prevent this accidental fountain from 
spraying on passerbys. There is something touching about the mod-
esty of each scene’s set up, that is reinforced by the still shots of the 
camera and a sweet music-box tune of the soundtrack. Its poignant 
simplicity is reminiscent of the early works of Roman Signer, which 
he shot in the 1970s and ‘80s on super 8mm film. In these absurdist 
short films Signer staged ‘aktions’ for the camera with objects such as 
balloons and fans. His objects become part of basic physics experi-
ments but they also retain a sculptural quality, thanks to their central 
position in front of the camera.

Similar to Signer’s actions, the Alleyway Play is staged for the 
camera. This makes it markedly different from a play that is staged 
for a theatre audience. What might normally be the stage is now a 
dirty alleyway street. There is no polished floor, but dusty sand on the 
ground. The theatre’s red curtain is replaced by a cardboard sign with 
the word (curtain) painted on it. The light design comes from the 
sun. Our view is not directed by the vanishing point of the stage, and 
isn’t mediated by an adorned proscenium arch. It is determined by the 
choreography of the camera movements, that regulate what we see as 
onstage or backstage. The camera movements initially hide the action 
from view, because the objects are substituted during the moments 
the camera pans to the ‘closed curtain.’ As these movements unfold 
around each stationary object, we can assume that the objects are not 
moving by themselves, but nevertheless they move us as viewers. 

But the play also attempts to make visible the invisible action. 
In Part Two – The Documentation, the camera offers a behind-the-
scenes look at the construction of the play, laying bare the production 
process. A ‘making of’ that is possible thanks to the medium of film. 
A second camera has documented the switching of each object be-
fore the curtain comes back up. We see the row of objects stored by 
the side of a car in the street, and a guy runs back and forth to place 
these one by one inside the ‘theatrical space’ provided by the frame 



267of the first camera. As he is running along, the camera pans to show 
hand-painted signs announcing the changing of acts. yet every time 
the camera turns back to show what object will be brought to the 
stage next, a glass of red juice is blocking the view. And instead of 
helping to structure the timeline of the play, the painted signs display 
cryptic texts and images.

Part Two thus presents a paradox of documentation. It partly 
makes visible what happens behind the scenes, but also throws up 
new smokescreens. Arvo Leo aims to expose the mode of production 
of the play, but simultaneously he is extracting the documentation 
from our view. Why go about the effort of making transparent how 
something comes about, and then sabotage it?

everybody knows that everything on stage in a theatre play is 
not just ‘out there’ in the world. It has been put there, for us to see. 
The classical theatre is an artificial space where things happen ac-
cording to a certain prescribed script. By locating the Alleyway Play 
outside in public space, Arvo Leo undermines the controlled environ-
ment of the theatre and introduces potential disturbances. We feel the 
energy of the street, cyclists happen to pass by. Things appear and 
disappear in each act, seemingly at whim.

And yet, Part Two: The Documentation shows that someone is 
putting each object in place, proving that it is a composed scene. But 
this evidence is rendered unstable and unreliable, because we cannot 
really make out what’s going on. The attempt to reveal the manufac-
turing process has been muddled with, which makes the difference 
between what is a casual occurrence and what is staged hard to dis-
cern. We’re confronted with several layers of showing and hiding in 
the play’s two parts that result in a breaching of the line that sepa-
rates the natural state of things and their manipulation. Incidental-
ly, this breach is already contained within the first act of the play, 
with the rock on top of the pipe. According to Arvo Leo, this was 
the scene he first encountered in the street; some unknown person, at 
some unknown time in history, had remedied an unwanted fountain. 
The artist departed from this existing street situation, incorporating it 
into the play a few days after he first encountered it, signifying with 
straightforward simplicity that things are as they are, whether natural 
or staged. The format of the theatre play is especially suited to bring 



268 this to the light, as its classic conventions work towards holding to-
gether the tensions of creating an experience that is illusory and real 
at the same time. Or as Alain Badiou puts it: “Whatever its site, closed 
or open, scenic or nomadic, close to or distant from itself, theater is 
always a public meditation on the relation or non-relation between 
artifice and life. (…) The problem is always one of either dissimulating 
artifice under the norm of the natural, or displaying artifice such that 
the received forms of the natural can be criticized, or showing that any 
‘nature’ is an artificial construction, or even ‘naturalizing artifice.’”2

In the Alleyway Play, the tensions between the natural and the 
artificial are articulated through the interaction between Part One and 
Part Two. The documentation, presented in Part Two, should be con-
sidered an intrinsic part of the play itself, and introduces gradations of 
both objectivity and subjectivity into the fictitious space of the theatre. 
Surprisingly enough, Part Two is more of a ‘play’ with the viewer than 
Part One. The obstruction of the glass of juice provokes frustration 
and encourages a self-awareness as to the efforts that need to be made 
to watch the film, and of the constructed nature of our visibility. It 
breaks the immersive state that the previously meditative sequences of 
the ruminating cow in the film brought about, and makes possible a 
self-conscious, embodied viewing experience. 

The self-reflexive documentation of the play makes apparent 
that the work relies not only on the framing and recording device of 
the camera, but as much on the perception of the thinking and feel-
ing person watching the film an understanding that might be termed 
phenomenological, but of which anthropomorphic projection is also 
a part. What constructs the film is in effect the act of viewing itself. 
This happens through a circuit of projection that reaches inward and 
outward. It functions mechanically as well as psychologically. There 
is a projection of light that stretches from the projector to the screen, 
and from the screen to the eye and the mind of the viewer. In the same 
moment a projected idea moves from the mind to the thing it sees, 
whether it be a chair, cow, or plant; generating and giving meaning to 
these objects as they project back into the mind. 

finnish artist eija-Liisa Ahtila also studied this interplay of the 
eye of the camera and the eye of the beholder, in a recent series of 
drawings on the spruce tree. each work in this series, titled Anthro-

2 Alain Badiou in: ‘A Theatre of Operations, A Discussion between Alain Badiou and 
Elie During’, in the catalogue of A Theater Without Theater, MACBA / Fundação de 
Arte Moderna e Contemporânea - Colecção Berardo, Lisboa, 2007. pp. 24-25.



269pomorphic exercises (on Film), consists of a sequence of four or five 
drawings, framed together, that depict the spruce in progressing stages 
of action or transformation, like in a filmic storyboard. One work 
shows the spruce bending to kneel, and another shows the spruce 
morphing into a flying bird (see following page). What these works 
explore is our reliance on the ability of the camera to show things in 
their entirety, in movement, and from different angles proposing film 
as a medium that supposedly registers “transparently, without alter-
ing the object.”3 But the drawings also reflect on the influence that our 
senses have on our understanding of what we see. They trigger the 
question to what extent an idea is captured by representation itself, or 
by our perception of it. 

Ahtila is fascinated by the thought that we are each enclosed 
in our own world that conditions how we look at things. She is in-
fluenced by the theories of biologist Jacob uexkll, who proposed that 
we imagine people and animals inside their own bubble, built up of 
its own subjective perceptual signs: “The fluttering birds, the squir-
rels leaping from branch to branch, or the cows that browse in the 
meadows – all remain permanently surrounded by their soap bubbles, 
which define their own space. We can certainly get closer to all things 
through the use of increasingly precise apparatuses, but we do not 
gain any more sensory organs thereby, and all the properties of things, 
even when we analyze them down to the smallest details – atoms and 
electrons – will always remain only perception marks of our senses 
and ideas.”4 This means, according to uexkll, that a human and a 
fly will necessarily have a different perception of an object such as a 
chandelier, as is determined by the visual space that surrounds each of 
them (see page 273). 

Jacob uexkll’s notion of the soap bubble embeds some of the 
ideas on projection within a biological and, undeniably, personal and 
poetic understanding of perception. But we must also acknowledge 
that the camera is a device that offers a view on the world that is 
mediated by another’s perception, not just our own. What we see in 
This is the Cow is carefully framed by the filmmaker. for example, in 

3 Conversation with Eija-Liisa Ahtila and curator Lena Essling, ‘What is the First 
Image?’, in: Parallel Worlds catalogue, Moderna Museet, Steidl Press, 2012.
4 Jakob von Uexkll, ‘A Stroll Through the Worlds of Animals and Men: A Picture 
Book of Invisible Worlds,’, in: Instinctive Behavior: The Development of a Modern 
Concept, ed. and trans. Claire H. Schiller, New York: International Universities 
Press, Inc., 1957. p. 29. 



Eija-Liisa Ahtila 
Anthropomorphic Exercises (On Film), 2011 
Green pastel on Parisian paper 
54.6 x 166.05 x 4.7 cm 
Courtesy of the artist and Marian Goodman Gallery





272 one scene, there is an upside-down camera-shot that presents an un-
expected perspective on a tree, giving it the appearance of a chandelier 
(see page 275). It is not our ‘bubble’ that makes the tree look like a 
chandelier, but the direction of the artist. 

Making a work, wherever you are, demands laying a claim on 
your subject matter. filming in a cultural environment that is not your 
own adds an additional responsibility to this. Arvo Leo not only had 
to negotiate his position towards the filmed material, but also needed 
to consider how he could permit himself, as an outsider, to say some-
thing within the specific context of his stay in India. He appears in 
the Alleyway Play and in other parts of the film, but in the role of an 
extra, who happens to be there, without putting any focus on himself. 
Indeed, people are part of the film, but they are hardly present, as 
if they move on a temporal-spatial plane that runs out of sync with 
the rest of the film. Their inconspicuous presence makes the cow fea-
ture as the main character in the film. As a creature that comfortably 
moves through all strata of Indian society, the cow enables the artist 
to obtain a measured and unobtrusive closeness to local daily life. 

It is the Alleyway Play where this delicate relation is most affec-
tively played out. The transitory presence of artist and objects in the 
play condenses some of This is the Cow’s underlying concerns on how 
to localise oneself in a certain context. The situation here is not one of 
just quietly filming on the street. It is rather a performative moment 
of staged action, with the street as a temporarily claimed space. A se-
ries of actions develop in five acts, starting with what’s already there. 
Someone switches the rock, coconut, tire, and the chair for one an-
other, without ever interfering with the cyclists on the road. Arvo Leo 
adopts an ephemeral circular structure for the play, involving an in-
tervention in the street through the movement of objects, that resolves 
when he places the rock on top of the pipe again. With the return to 
‘natural order’ in the fifth act, the play has operated as a momentary 
jolt in the environment.

The Alleyway Play is presented in the film as a collapsed in-
stance of performance and document. It is first played out in physical 
space, but continues to be played out in a self-reflexive space, where 
the circular motion of rock, coconut, tire, chair and rock accompanies 
the projection loop between artist, viewer and work. In other words, 



Page 28 from Jakob von Uexkll, A Stroll Through the Worlds of Animals and Men: 
A Picture Book of Invisible Worlds.



274 the play proposes an ongoing system of interconnected relationships 
between objects and people, that reflects on the multiple subjectivities 
that contribute to and generate an understanding of our position with-
in a particular environment. using the mechanisms of both theatre 
and film and their respective strategies of presenting and withholding, 
Arvo Leo produces a work that joins together the ordinary with the 
extraordinary, the staged action with the accidental occurrence, and 
the sacred cow with the mundane rock, coconut, tire and chair.
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