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The Game, 2012, print on baryta, 40 x 50 cm

View from Suspect Language, Goodman Gallery, 2012, Cape Town.
Courtesy of the artist and Ceysson & Bénétiere, Paris.
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The Beautiful Language is a photographic work featuring six
series of black & white photographs whose titles are: “The
Game”, “The Blindfold”, “The Crisis”, “The Punishment”,
“The Trap” and “The Birth”. These images are taken from
the film The Wild Child by Francois Truffaut (1970), which
was inspired by the true story of an uncivilized child who
didn’t know how to speak and was captured by 18th century
farmers, then taken in by a doctor who studied and educated
him. The images contain some colored elements as well as
superimposed calligraphic motifs partially masking the
scenes and characters.

The Beautiful Language questions education and the
processes of language acquisition. The work observes the
attitudes of the characters and their relations over the course
of the pedagogical interaction that is depicted. In this way, it
enables the exploration of notions such as “savagery” or
“civilization” and the study of their relations, while evoking
the question of alterity and of the perception of cultural
differences in general.

The Beautiful Language draws up an inventory of the notable
elements in the context of teaching by creating image stills
and coloration effects. The images show different stages in
the doctor’s teaching and the young boy’s learning and
highlight the attitudes of the characters in this educational
context, where they become “student” and “teacher”. The
teaching shown in the images mostly consists in
psychomotor tests and logic experiments. The relation to the
other is depicted as a relation of authority between a subject
who knows and one who is ignorant, one that gives and the
other that receives a teaching or elements of speech,
between an agent of civilization and an agent of natural
chaos that is in need of education and control.
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Education and language have ambivalent roles here.
Education is a game but also a sort of fraud, just like the
three-card trick used by the professor to test and develop the
cognitive capacities of his pupil. The child has nothing to gain
in the game, unlike the professor, who is after a precise
objective. Education offers insight on the world and provides
a multitude of perceptions and reflections, while at the same
time imposing a unique and dominant vision of the world, and
as such it constitutes a form of blindness. It aims to be a
preparation for one’s existence and an enrichment of the
experience of life, yet at the same time it provokes the
destruction of the subject’s innocence, youth and
carefreeness.

The professor is both a humanist whose intentions are
benevolent, and a killer, like the professor in lonesco’s play
The Lesson, exasperated by the ignorance of his student to
the point of killing her. Education and the acquisition of
languages imply a form of violence we would be likely to
attribute to the “savage” rather than the “civilized”. The
effects of education and learning to speak can be seen both
on the mind and the body. As a form of information,
education orders (in the Deleuzian sense) and shapes
thoughts and bodies. Education is seen here as a form of
strict conditioning. The pedagogical foundation of the
processes of acquisition of knowledge, practices and
languages are strongly challenged, sometimes in a
humoristic way, like in the case of the nod to the notion of the
arbitrariness of language, a linguistic notion shown in a
grotesque way with the image of the young boy facing the
camera, his middle finger up, ignorant of the insult this
represents to the professor. While the dramatic staging
portrays the violence of the process of language acquisition,
resorting to humor and the grotesque and showing the
absurdity that comes with any learning situation invokes the
inversion of roles and powers, and a form of pedagogical
subversion.

Studio Fatmi, July 2017.
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