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Rules can be defined as a prescribed guide for conduct or action. In life, rules are prescribed to us, but we 
find the exceptions, break and even make new rules constantly. They become the foundation of any structure 
and are a major part of game design, spiritual practice and instruction. This exhibition of multidisciplinary 
projects questions our perception and the necessary process of construction and deconstruction of rules. 
Some projects are built for others to engage with, like a game or instructional artworks. While other works 
pay homage to them, bounce off them and/or find ways around the rules. 

As in any other field of our lives, rules have always been present in art. Rules to define how an artwork 
should be made and what it should look like. These rules have changed within time, and they also change, of 
course, from one cultural context to another. In Western art history they have become more predominant as 
a part of the intellectual discourse on art with the change from the artist as craftsman to the artist as creative 
subject in the early modern times. Rules were fixed in treatises, by Benvenuto Cellini or Leonardo, for exam-
ple. With the foundation of the academies in the late 16th and 17th century, rules became institutionalized. 
They served to define the respective official art forms and styles. Far from being uncontested, they gener-
ated ardent discussions and not seldom also serious fights between their defenders and their contesters. So 
the impressionists were repeatedly refused at the official “Salon” and had to exhibit their rule breaking paint-
ings at the “Salon des Refusés”.

The discussion about rules in art became more playful with the avant-gardes in the first half of the 20th 
century. The Dadaist Tristan Tzara invented rules for the production of a Dadaist poem, which breaks all the 
rules of traditional poetry and makes an end to all ideas of an inspired artistic subject: the words are taken 
from everyday language (the newspaper), and the poem can be composed by anyone who is able to cut an 
article and put it together. The main compositional rule is chance:



TO MAKE A DADAIST POEM
Take a newspaper.
Take some scissors.
Choose from this paper an article of the length you want to make your poem.
Cut out the article.
Next carefully cut out each of the words that makes up this article and put them all in a bag.
Shake gently.
Next take out each cutting one after the other.
Copy conscientiously in the order in which they left the bag.
The poem will resemble you.
And there you are - an infinitely original author of charming sensibility, even though unappreciated by the 
vulgar herd.

André Breton further develops these ideas in his “First Surrealist Manifesto” (1924), not only proposing rules 
for surrealist poetry but also for surrealist games, for writing false novels, for escaping boredom in society or 
for giving speeches. These rules were not reserved to the artist anymore, as everybody was considered to 
be a poet, everyone could act surrealistically and live surrealist poetry. Later on, with the neo avant-gardes of 
the 1960s and 1970s, these ideas continue to live in the happenings and performances. Some of them are 
structured like games and the participants have to act according to a set of predefined rules, which often 
deal in a funny or ironic way with everyday life and its rules. Sometimes, the artwork becomes an instruction, 
Fluxus boxes, for example, can contain material for a game, such as “Leeds. A New Card Game” (1976) by 
Robert Filiou or instructions for a performative action, such as “T.O.T. Technological Oak Tree” (1972) by 
Wolf Vostell. According to Sol LeWitt’s “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art” (1967) rules are also a basic element 
of conceptual art. Defining basic forms and rules for the solution of an artistic problem, is one way to avoid 
subjectivity in the production of an artwork.
About the same time, artists started to explore the possibilities of the computer for the production of artworks 
– and naturally, programming, that is, defining rules for the computer, was part of the process. Artists have 
also started to work with computer games, perverting the existing ones and inventing new ones. Computer 
games are doubly interesting with regard to rules, as there are rules implied in the programming as well as in 
playing the game.

Read The Rules Before You Use The Pool tries to show the different ways contemporary artists relate to the 
rules that structure our daily life and to the artistic tradition of dealing with rules. The video works by Robert 
Heel and Graw Böckler take up the tradition of instructional films and show in a playful way, how to deal with 
serious issues in our lives. In Ryan Brennan’s “Living Exercise Series” people are performing instructions 
that connect to the ideas of the 1960s and 1970s, blurring the boundaries between artistic performance and 
everyday life in the way they use the public space and involve passersby. The rules in Luna Maurer’s work 
are informed by the structure of games and digital programming, the fungus grows according to strict geo-
metrical rules, directly involving the public who become responsible for the production of the artwork.



Ryan Brennan
Gallery Art

2011
Framed instructions for gallery performance



Antonio Serna
(left to right, top to bottom) Cli� Notes (Front and Back)

2011
2 digital photographic prints, Cli� Notes (Booklet)



Luna Maurer
Green Grass Fungus

2011
Stickers on the �oor and wall



Elias Melad
The Watchers

2011
Oil and acrylic on canvas


