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Ilmārs Šlāpins

THE ARTIST
IN A MASK

There is a certain issue that can be thoroughly debated with animal psychology 
scholars or enthusiasts, who have read a couple of books on dog behaviour. It 
refers to the fact that man often misunderstands his pets’ (most often his dogs’) 
mental activity, attributing impulses, motives, emotions, or even “thoughts” to 
them, which we are used to seeing in ourselves.

One such behavioural characteristic, which every dog owner will say he has 
observed, is “shame” in the moments when the animal has done something, 
which he (from a human point of view) should be ashamed of. Often even in 
innocent situations, when a dog has mistaken someone else for his owner, has 
made a mistake, accidentally knocked something over, or hasn’t been able to resist 
temptation to eat something forbidden, he does something we might describe as 
pretending. He runs towards the wrong person happily wagging his tail, but then 
realizing his mistake, the dog jogs past pretending that he has actually noticed 
something else in the distance. It has also been observed that we are inclined 
to find similar emotional or cognitive mechanisms in warm-blooded animals, 
mostly - carnivores, and not in reptiles, such as lizards.

But the question does not concern animals (scholars say that even when animals 
do feel something comparable to the feeling of shame, its mechanisms and 
expressions are so different from the human psyche, that we cannot learn to 
distinguish or translate them), the question concerns people, whose structures 
of consciousness are so accustomed to certain socio-psychological thinking 
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own writing that his first major philosophical treatise was only published with 
the assessment and commentary of other recognized philosophers.

Georgian philosopher Merab Mamardashvili in his lectures, dubbed the Cartesian 
meditations, expressed the view that Descartes considered a life skilfully lived, a 
life where one has not revealed himself, that is, where one had not removed one’s 
mask. The full sentence, which Descartes wrote in his diary, went like this: “Just 
as comedians are warned not to allow shame to appear on their brows, and thus 
put on a mask: so I, about to step upon the theatre of the world, where I have so 
far been a spectator, come forward in a mask.” Scholars note that Descartes used 
two different Latin words (he wrote in Latin) to distinguish the mask. The most 
common is “persona”, which Descartes used to signify what the actors wear, but 
speaking for himself, he used the word “larva” - a ghost, a freak, a man with an 
altered face. Why did he deliberately use different terms? We can only guess – 
for reasons of euphony, to avoid repetition or to highlight a nuance? The key here 
is to understand the sense in which Descartes spoke of himself as a man on the 
public stage and the need to avoid shame, as this nuance is common for actors, 
philosophers and artists - the moment you place a personal creation up for public 
assessment, a sense of shame is practically inevitable. You can learn to deal with 
it, you can ignore it, or you can use a mask. You can pretend to be what you 
are not and “come out on the world stage” with a certain irony in your posture, 
gestures and intonation. 

For a long time, I have been under the impression that an artist, especially 
in today’s world, is one who successfully pretends to be an artist. The very 
essence of the artist’s profession is not to learn certain know-hows of the craft, 
professional skills, but it’s the ability to pretend to be something that you’re not. 
It’s not for nothing that art is defined as anything that an artist does, but it does 
mean that one does not have to seek an artwork as such, but rather the person 
who is considered an artist.

What’s also crucial here is that those who don’t practise in the arts often perceive 
this definition to be a joke. Of course, it is also feasible to perceive the art itself 
as a joke, and artists as comedians, but that doesn’t change much in the social 
status of art - the comedian also has to be paid and if you want good jokes – then 
especially so. 
The most important aspect of this artist’s profession is the artist’s understanding 

processes or have even been shaped by the influence of these processes, that we 
begin to perceive them as integral, natural elements of the world order. Though 
in fact they are the result of development and indicate the artificiality of human 
consciousness. 

One can safely assume that there are three mental abilities that distinguish 
man from other living beings, and have served as catalysts for the development 
of civilization and culture. One is the fear of death (not the instinct for self-
preservation, which ensures that you avoid life-threatening situations, but rather 
the ability to realize one’s mortality, the ability to live with it and overcome it 
through different - religious, ideological or artistic means). The second ability 
is shame of what you have done or will and will not do, of what others might 
say or think about you. This characteristic has become such a sophisticated web 
of public relations and psychological complexes, that this alone might explain 
all the legal, ethical, aesthetic creations of the law - to somehow cope with the 
continuing, comprehensive shame of one’s own existence and incompleteness. 
But the third ability (and here it is difficult to talk about an unequivocal priority 
or a causal sequence) is irony - the ability to joke, the ability to pretend. No, of 
course, there are heaps of other abilities, for example, getting drunk every Friday 
evening or electing politicians to then hate - and this ability is inherent only in 
humans, but the above three form the basis of what we can call humanity. To a 
large extent everything else can be reduced to one of these three sets: the fear of 
death, the shame of how you live, and the ability to joke about it all.

If we look at art as the most radical expression of highly developed culture, which 
stands at the apex of Maslow’s notorious pyramid, it is interesting and important 
to notice how human fear of death, shame and irony is portrayed in art, yet it is 
even more important to be aware of the way in which these characteristics have 
influenced the development of art and how they continue to affect it today – how 
they continue to influence any living artist’s work.

In his diary of 1619, which was published as The Cogitationes Privatae (Private 
Reflections), René Descartes wrote a mysterious phrase, which follows “Cogito 
ergo sum” as the second most cited Descartes’ saying: “I come forward, masked” 
(Larvatus prodeo). To hide, pretend and not reveal oneself - it seems, in Descartes’ 
perception, such was life’s task for everyone, who occupied an intelligent, 
perceptive, and public intellectual role. He was so doubtful and ashamed of his 
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sects of Zen Buddhism, which widely used paradoxical behavioural examples, 
which were retold from generation to generation in the form of short stories 
or anecdotes, but within these, as in the story of Puhua’s death, the immediate 
effect is key - his action, performance or work of art was meant to throw the 
town-dwellers out of their psychological balance, giving them the opportunity to 
gain something more than an ordinary catharsis - direct enlightenment.
Here, we should remember Immanuel Kant’s explanation of the laughter 
reaction, where he saw it as a motion of the soul in a certain direction, and when 
suddenly faced with a surprise, redirecting in the opposite direction, resulting in 
physically perceptible fluctuations: “It is observable that in all such cases the joke 
must have something in it capable of momentarily deceiving us. Hence, when 
the semblance vanishes into nothing, the mind looks back in order to try it over 
again, and thus by a rapidly succeeding tension and relaxation it is jerked to and 
fro and put in oscillation.” Here Kant discerned the framework for a good joke 
– the unexpected turn of the plot or curiosities, which Hollywood scriptwriters 
call a twist. And it is precisely this ricochet or stumble that causes laughter. 
“The oscillation must bring about a mental movement and a sympathetic internal 
movement of the body. This continues involuntarily and produces fatigue, but in 
so doing it also affords recreation (the effects of a motion conducive to health). 
[It] may involve a corresponding and reciprocal straining and slackening of the 
elastic parts of our intestines, which communicates itself to the diaphragm (and 
resembles that felt by ticklish people), in the course of which the lungs expel the 
air with rapidly succeeding interruptions, resulting in a movement conducive to 
health. This alone, and not what goes on in the mind, is the proper cause of the 
gratification in a thought that at bottom represents nothing.” (Immanuel Kant, 
The Critique of Judgement, James Creed Meredith translation). 

Just as the teller of a good joke is one who doesn’t laugh himself, but lets the 
listener’s soul make the specious movements, look back and set the diaphragm 
into the motion of irrepressible laughter, moreover, a talented artist doesn’t reveal 
himself in his works.

Miķelis Fišers attempts to keep a straight face not to hide his blush of shame, 
which Descartes’ mentioned comedians are worried about, but more so in trying 
to create the right situation of consciousness in his viewers’ minds, to (just as 
the Buddhist monk Puhua) set their diaphragms in the right, enlightenment-
triggering frequency.

of his own craft, mission and destiny. The best pretender is the one who isn’t 
caught, the one that is taken seriously. A good joke is one told poker-faced, and 
not while laughing at the top of your voice, exclaiming: “It was a joke, why aren’t 
you laughing?”

An excellent example of a modern performative art action can be found in the 
history of Chinese Chan Buddhism - around the year 850 CE. Among the disciples 
of the Chan patriarch Linji Yixuan or Renzai (臨濟義玄) was quite an ordinary 
monk named Zhenzhou Puhua or Fuke (鎮州普化). One day Puhua went to pray 
for the gift of mercy in the city’s market square. Buddhist monks beg, it’s nothing 
extraordinary – a monk may not own any property, so to subsist he has to ask 
for help from the secular public. To be true, Puhua asked for clothing donations, 
which is contrary to the codes of monastic behaviour, which disallow one to 
request something or to refuse anything that is given. The townspeople kindly 
offered a variety of garments, but Puhua rejected them as unsuitable. Upon 
hearing this, and perhaps, wishing to punish the monk for his indecent behaviour, 
Linji ordered a wooden coffin and in the evening when Puhua returned to the 
monastery, declared: “There, I had this robe made for you.”  Puhua, shouldered 
the coffin and went back to the market square, exclaiming: “Linji had this robe 
made for me! I am off to the east gate to die”. The curious people followed him 
in a large crowd to watch the Buddhist monk deliberately end his life (such a 
sight usually rouses interest among idlers). Upon arriving at the east gate, Puhua 
said: “No, not today. Tomorrow! I shall die at the south gate tomorrow.” The next 
day, a smaller amount of people had gathered and yet again Puhua postponed 
his performance to the next day, thus betraying his curious audience for three 
consecutive days. On the fourth day, at the west gate, no one turned up to watch, 
and Puhua got into his coffin, closed the lid and asked a passer-by, who chanced 
by, to nail it shut. The wanderer recounted what happened in the market, and 
soon all the cheated, angry, but still intrigued town-dwellers came running to the 
west gate, there they found an empty coffin and heard Puhua’s handbell ringing 
from the heavens, which he usually rang while collecting donations. The last 
detail is, of course, a known exaggeration, but a symbolic and fitting instrument 
in the performance art array.

Chan Buddhism and its derivative Japanese Zen Buddhism devote great attention 
to instant enlightenment techniques that use non-verbal means of communication. 
The Linji school in Japan gave rise to the Rinzai sect, one of the three major 


