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ALARM !
The meaning of

Public and Private

he term “public” signi-
fies two closely inter-
related but not alto-

gether identical phenomena: 
It means, first, that everything 
that appears in public can be 
seen and heard by everybody 
and has the widest possible 
publicity. For us, appearance 
— something that is being 
seen and heard by others as 
well as by ourselves — con-
stitutes reality. Compared with 
the reality which comes from 
being seen and heard, even the 
greatest forces of intimate life 
— the passions of the heart, 
the thoughts of the mind, the 
delights of the senses — lead 
an uncertain, shadowy kind of 
existence unless and until they 
are transformed, de-privatized 
and de-individualized, as it 
were, into a shape to fit them 
for public appearance. The 
most current of such transfor-
mations occurs in storytelling 
and generally in artistic trans-
position of individual experi-

ences. But we do not need the 
form of the artist to witness 
this transfiguration. Each time 
we talk about things that can 
be experienced only in privacy 
or intimacy, we bring them out 
into a sphere where they will 
assume a kind of reality which, 
their intensity notwithstand-
ing, they never could have 
had before. The presence of 
others who see what we see 
and hear what we hear assures 
us of the reality of the world 
and ourselves, and while the 
intimacy of a fully developed 
private life, such as had never 
been known before the rise of 
the modern age and the con-
comitant decline of the public 
realm, will always greatly in-
tensify and enrich the whole 
scale of subjective emotions 
and private feelings, this in-
tensification will always come 
to pass at the expense of the 
assurance of the reality of the 
world and men. (…)
(continue reading on page 2)

very reasonably aware 
person of our time is 
aware of the obvious 

fact that art can no longer be 
justified as a superior activ-
ity, or even as a compensatory 
activity to which one might 
honorably devote oneself. The 
reason for this deterioration 
is clearly the emergence of 
productive forces that neces-
sitate other production rela-
tions and a new practice of life. 
In the civil-war phase we are 
engaged in, and in close con-
nection with the orientation 
we are discovering for certain 
superior activities to come, we 
believe that all known means 
of expression are going to 
converge in a general move-
ment of propaganda that must 
encompass all the perpetually 
interacting aspects of social 
reality.  (…)

The literary and artistic her-
itage of humanity should be 
used for partisan propaganda 
purposes. It is, of course, nec-
essary to go beyond any idea of 
mere scandal. Since opposition 
to the bourgeois notion of art 
and artistic genius has become 
pretty much old hat, [Marcel 
Duchamp’s] drawing of a mus-
tache on the Mona Lisa is no 
more interesting than the origi-
nal version of that painting. We 
must now push this process to 
the point of negating the nega-
tion.  (…)
It is in fact necessary to elimi-
nate all remnants of the notion 
of personal property in this 
area. The appearance of new 
necessities outmodes previ-
ous “inspired” works. They 
become obstacles, dangerous 
habits. The point is not wheth-
er we like them or not. We have 

to go beyond them.
Any elements, no matter where 
they are taken from, can be 
used to make new combi-
nations. The discoveries of 
modern poetry regarding the 
analogical structure of images 
demonstrate that when two 
objects are brought together, 
no matter how far apart their 
original contexts may be, a 
relationship is always formed. 
Restricting oneself to a per-
sonal arrangement of words is 
mere convention. The mutual 
interference of two worlds of 
feeling, or the juxtaposition 
of two independent expres-
sions, supersedes the original 
elements and produces a syn-
thetic organization of greater 
efficacy. Anything can be used.
It goes without saying that one 
is not limited to correcting...
(continue reading on page 3)
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A USER’S GUIDE TO DETOURNEMENT
by Guy Debord and Gil Wolman

Excerpt From:
THE HUMAN CONDITION

by Hannah Arendt

here is a whole range 
of objects – includ-
ing unique, baroque, 

folkloric, exotic and antiques 
objects – that seem to fall out-
side the system we have been 
examining. They appear to run 
counter to the requirements of 
functional calculation, and an-
swer to other kinds of demands 
such as witness, memory, nos-
talgia or escapism. It is tempt-
ing to treat them as survivals 
form the traditional, symbolic 
order. Yet for all their distinc-
tiveness, these objects do play 
a part in modernity, and that 
is what gives them a double 
meaning.
The fact is that the marginal 
object is not an anomaly rela-
tive to the system, for the func-
tionality of modern objects 
becomes historicalness in the 
case of the antique object (or 
marginality in the baroque 
object, or exoticism in the 
primitive object) without this 
implying that the object ceases 
to function as a sign within the 
system. What we have here is 
the connotation of nature, of 
‘naturalness’ – indeed, funda-
mentally we have the ultimate 
instantiation of that connota-
tion, which is to be found in 
signs of previous cultural sys-
tems. (…) The way in which 
antiques refer to the past gives 
them an exclusively mytho-
logical character. The antique 
object no longer has any prac-
tical application, its role being 
merely to signify. It is astruc-
tural, it refuses structure, it is 
the extreme case of disavowal 
of the primary functions. Yet it 
is not afunctional, nor purely 
‘decorative’, for it has a very 
specific function within the 
system, namely the signifying 
of time.
The system of atmosphere is 
defined in terms of extension, 
yet inasmuch as it aspires to 
be total it must conquer all of 
existence, including, therefore, 
the essential dimension of 
time. Clearly it is not real time 
but the signs or indices of time 
that antiques embody. 
(continue reading on page 3)

Excerpt From:
SYSTEM OF OBJECTS

by Jean Baudrillard
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“Under The Sight Of Eternity ”

The Frog
On The Ceiling

Look very intensely at the frog, 
focusing on the center dot, 

for 60 seconds. 

Then, immediately look up 
to the ceiling: 

you will see it appear. 

FREE

rtistic activity consists of cultural flu-
ency. When one talks of the artist as an 
anthropologist one is talking of acquir-

ing the kinds of tools that the anthropologist has 
acquired – insofar as the anthropologist is con-
cerned with trying to obtain fluency in another 
culture. For the artist, obtaining cultural fluency 
is a dialectical process which, simply put, con-
sists of attempting to affect the culture while he 
is simultaneously learning from (and seeking the 
acceptance of) that same culture which is affect-

ing him… Now what may be interesting about 
the artist-as-anthropologist is that the artist ac-
tivity is not outside, but a mapping of an inter-
nalizing cultural activity in his own society. The 
artist-as-anthropologist may be able to accom-
plish what the anthropologist has always failed 
at. A non-static ‘depiction’ of art’s (and thereby 
culture’s) operational infrastructure is the aim of 
an anthropologized art.

JOSEPH KOSUTH  1975

Young and Old, Olaf Breuning, 2008

BOTH VICTIM 
AND JUDGE

A

Excerpt From:
THE ARTIST AS 

ANTHROPOLOGIST
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Since our feeling for reality depends 
utterly upon appearance and therefore 
upon the existence of a public realm 
into which things can appear out of 
the darkness of sheltered existence, 
even the twilight which illuminates 
our private and intimate lives is 
ultimately derived from the much 
harsher light of the public realm. Yet 
there are a great many things which 
cannot withstand the implacable, 
bright light of the constant presence 
of others on the public scene; there, 
only what is considered to be 
relevant, worthy of being seen or 
heard, can be tolerated, so that the 
irrelevant becomes automatically a 
private matter. This, to be sure, does 
not mean that private concerns are 
generally irrelevant; on the contrary, 
we shall see that there are very 
relevant matters which can survive 
only in the realm of the private. 
For instance, love, in distinction 
from friendship, is killed, or rather 
extinguished, the moment it is 
displayed in public. Because of its 
inherent worldlessness, love can 
only become false and perverted 
when it is used for political purposes 
such as the change or salvation of 
the world. 
What the public realm considers 
irrelevant can have such an 
extraordinary and infectious charm 
that a whole people may adopt it as 
their way of life, without for that 
reason changing its essentially private 
character. Modern enchantment with 
“small things,” though preached by 
early twentieth century poetry in 
almost all European tongues, has 
found its classical presentation in the 
petit bonheur of the French people. 
Since the decay of their once great 
and glorious public realm, the French 
have become masters in the art of 
being happy among “small things,” 
within the space of their own four 
walls, between chest and bed, table 
and chair, dog and cat and flowerpot, 
extending to these things a care and 
tenderness which, in a world where 
rapid industrialization constantly 
kills off the things of yesterday to 
produce today’s objects, may even 

appear to be the world’s last, purely 
humane corner. This enlargement of 
the private, the enchantment, as it 
were, of a whole people, does not 
make it public, does not constitute 
a public realm, but, on the contrary, 
means only that the public realm 

has almost completely receded, 
so that greatness has given way to 
charm everywhere; for while the 
public realm may be great, it cannot 
be charming precisely because it is 
unable to harbor the irrelevant. 

Second, the term “public” signifies 
the world itself, in so far as it is 
common to all of us and distinguished 
from our privately owned place in it. 
This world, however, is not identical 
with the earth or with nature, as the 
limited space for the movement of 
men and the general condition of 
organic life. It is related, rather, to 
the human artifact, the fabrication 
of human hands, as well as to 
affairs which go on among those 
who inhabit the man-made world 
together. To live together in the 
world means essentially that a world 
of things is between those who have 
it in common, as a table is located 
between those who sit around it; the 
world, like every in-between, relates 
and separates men at the same time. 

The public realm, as the common 
world, gathers us together and yet 
prevents our falling over each other, 
so to speak. What makes mass 
society so difficult to bear is not the 
number of people involved, or at 
least not primarily, but the fact that 
the world between them has lost 
its power to gather them together, 
to relate and to separate them. The 
weirdness of this situation resembles 
a spiritualistic séance where a 
number of people gathered around a 
table might suddenly, through some 
magic trick, see the table vanish 
from their midst, so that two persons 
sitting opposite each other were no 
longer separated but also would be 
entirely unrelated to each other by 
anything tangible. (…)
If the world is to contain a public 
space, it cannot be erected for one 
generation and planned for the living 
only; it must transcend the life-span 
of mortal men. 
Without this transcendence into 
a potential earthly immortality, 
no politics, strictly speaking, no 
common world and no public realm, 
is possible.  (…)

There is perhaps no clearer testimony 
to the loss of the public realm in 
the modern age than the almost 
complete loss of authentic concern 

with immortality, a loss somewhat 
over-shadowed by the simultaneous 
loss of the metaphysical concern 
with eternity. The latter, being the 
concern of the philosophers and the 
vita contemplativa, must remain 
outside our present considerations. 
But the former is testified to by the 
current classification of striving for 
immortality with the private vice of 
vanity. Under modern conditions, it 
is indeed so unlikely that anybody 
should earnestly aspire to an earthly 
immortality that we probably are 
justified in thinking it is nothing but 
vanity.  (…) 

What the modern age thought of the 
public realm, after the spectacular 
rise of society to public prominence, 
was expressed by Adam Smith 
when, with disarming sincerity, he 
mentions “that unprosperous race 
of men commonly called men of 
letters” for whom “public admiration 
. . . makes always a part of their 
reward . . . a considerable part . . . 
in the profession of physic; a still 
greater perhaps in that of law; in 
poetry and philosophy it makes 
almost the whole.” Here it is self-
evident that public admiration and 
monetary reward are of the same 
nature and can become substitutes 
for each other. Public admiration, 
too, is something to be used and 
consumed, and status, as we would 
say today, fulfills one need as food 
fulfills another: public admiration 
is consumed by individual vanity 
as food is consumed by hunger. 
Obviously, from this viewpoint the 

test of reality does not lie in the 
public presence of others, but rather 
in the greater or lesser urgency of 
needs to whose existence or non-
existence nobody can ever testify 
except the one who happens to suffer 
them. And since the need for food 
has its demonstrable basis of reality 
in the life process itself, it is also 
obvious that the entirely subjective 
pangs of hunger are more real than 
“vainglory,” as Hobbes used to call 

the need for public admiration. Yet, 
even if these needs, through some 
miracle of sympathy, were shared 
by others, their very futility would 
prevent their ever establishing 
anything so solid and durable as 
a common world. The point then 
is not that there is a lack of public 
admiration for poetry and philosophy 
in the modern world, but that such 
admiration does not constitute a 
space in which things are saved from 
destruction by time. The futility of 
public admiration, which daily is 
consumed in ever greater quantities, 
on the contrary, is such that monetary 
reward, one of the most futile things 
there is, can become more “objective” 
and more real. 
As distinguished from this 
“objectivity,” whose only basis is 
money as a common denominator 
for the fulfillment of all needs, the 
reality of the public realm relies 
on the simultaneous presence of 
innumerable perspectives and aspects 
in which the common world presents 
itself and for which no common 
measurement or denominator can 
ever be devised. For though the 
common world is the common 
meeting ground of all, those who are 
present have different locations in it, 
and the location of one can no more 
coincide with the location of another 
than the location of two objects. 
Being seen and being heard by others 
derive their significance from the 
fact that everybody sees and hears 
from a different position. This is the 
meaning of public life, compared 
to which even the richest and most 

satisfying family life can offer only 
the prolongation or multiplication 
of one’s own position with its 
attending aspects and perspectives. 
The subjectivity of privacy can be 
prolonged and multiplied in a family, 
it can even become so strong that its 
weight is felt in the public realm; 
but this family “world” can never 
replace the reality rising out of the 
sum total of aspects presented by one 
object to a multitude of spectators. 

Only where things can be seen 
by many in a variety of aspects 
without changing their identity, so 
that those who are gathered around 
them know they see sameness in 
utter diversity, can worldly reality 
truly and reliably appear. 
Under the conditions of a common 
world, reality is not guaranteed 

primarily by the “common nature” 
of all men who constitute it, but 
rather by the fact that, differences 
of position and the resulting variety 
of perspectives notwithstanding, 
everybody is always concerned with 
the same object. If the sameness of 
the object can no longer be discerned, 
no common nature of men, least 
of all the unnatural conformism 
of a mass society, can prevent the 
destruction of the common world, 
which is usually preceded by the 
destruction of the many aspects in 
which it presents itself to human 
plurality. This can happen under 
conditions of radical isolation, 
where nobody can any longer agree 
with anybody else, as is usually the 
case in tyrannies. But it may also 
happen under conditions of mass 
society or mass hysteria, where 
we see all people suddenly behave 
as though they were members of 
one family, each multiplying and 
prolonging the perspective of his 
neighbor. In both instances, men 
have become entirely private, that 
is, they have been deprived of 
seeing and hearing others, of being 
seen and being heard by them. They 
are all imprisoned in the subjectivity 
of their own singular experience, 
which does not cease to be singular 
if the same experience is multiplied 
innumerable times. The end of the 
common world has come when it is 
seen only under one aspect and is 
permitted to present itself in only 
one perspective. 

HANNAH ARENDT 1958

Only where things can be seen by many 
in a variety of aspects without changing 

their identity, so that those who are 
gathered around them know they see 

sameness in utter diversity, can worldly 
reality truly and reliably appear.

Rapid 
industrialization 
constantly kills 
off the things 

of yesterday to 
produce today’s 

objects

The meaning 
of Public 

and Private

The term “public” 
signifies the world 

itself, in so far 
as it is common 
to all of us and 
distinguished 

from our privately 
owned place in it. 

All In The Same Boat, Olaf Breuning, 2008

(continued from page 1) 
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common world 

has come when it 
is seen only under 
one aspect and is 

permitted to present 
itself in only one 
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(continued from page 1)
... a work or to integrating diverse 
fragments of out-of-date works into a 
new one; one can also alter the mean-
ing of those fragments in any appro-
priate way, leaving the imbeciles to 
their slavish reference to “citations.”
Such parodistic methods have often 
been used to obtain comical effects. 
But such humor is the result of con-
tradictions within a condition whose 
existence is taken for granted. Since 
the world of literature seems to us 
almost as distant as the Stone Age, 
such contradictions don’t make us 
laugh. It is thus necessary to envis-
age a parodic-serious stage where the 
accumulation of detourned elements, 
far from aiming to arouse indigna-
tion or laughter by alluding to some 
original work, will express our indif-
ference toward a meaningless and 
forgotten original, and concern itself 
with rendering a certain sublimity. 
(…)
We can first of all define two main 
categories of detourned elements, 
without considering whether or 
not their being brought together is 
accompanied by corrections intro-
duced in the originals. These are 
minor détournements and deceptive 
détournements.
Minor détournement is the dé-
tournement of an element which has 
no importance in itself and which 

thus draws all its meaning from the 
new context in which it has been 
placed. For example, a press clip-
ping, a neutral phrase, a common-
place photograph.
Deceptive détournement, also 
termed premonitory proposition 
détournement, is in contrast the dé-
tournement of an intrinsically sig-
nificant element, which derives a dif-
ferent scope from the new context. A 
slogan of Saint-Just, for example, or 
a film sequence from Eisenstein.
Extensive detourned works will thus 
usually be composed of one or more 
series of deceptive and minor dé-
tournements. (…)
The distortions introduced in the 
detourned elements must be as sim-
plified as possible, since the main 
impact of a détournement is directly 
related to the conscious or semicon-
scious recollection of the original 
contexts of the elements. This is well 
known. Let us simply note that if this 
dependence on memory implies that 
one must determine one’s public be-
fore devising a détournement, this is 
only a particular case of a general law 
that governs not only détournement 
but also any other form of action on 
the world. The idea of pure, absolute 
expression is dead; it only temporar-
ily survives in parodic form as long 
as our other enemies survive. (…)
Ideas and creations in the realm of 

détournement can be multiplied at 
will. For the moment we will limit 
ourselves to showing a few concrete 
possibilities in various current sec-
tors of communication — it being 
understood that these separate sec-
tors are significant only in relation 
to present-day technologies, and are 
all tending to merge into superior 
syntheses with the advance of these 
technologies. (…)
If détournement were extended to 
urbanistic realizations, not many 
people would remain unaffected by 
an exact reconstruction in one city 
of an entire neighborhood of another. 
Life can never be too disorienting: 
détournement on this level would re-
ally spice it up. (…) 
The methods that we have briefly 
examined here are presented not as 
our own invention, but as a generally 
widespread practice which we pro-
pose to systematize.
In itself, the theory of détournement 
scarcely interests us. But we find it 
linked to almost all the constructive 
aspects of the presituationist period 
of transition. Thus its enrichment, 
through practice, seems necessary.
We will postpone the development of 
these theses until later.

GUY DEBORD & 
GIL WOLMAN  1956

(continued from page 1)
This allegorical presence in no way 
contradicts the general scheme: na-
ture, time – nothing can escape, and 
everything is worked out on the level 
of signs. Time, however, is far less 
amenable than nature to abstraction 
and systematization. The living con-
tradiction it enshrines resists integra-
tion into the logic of a system. This 
‘chronic’ difficulty is what we see 
reflected in the spectacular connota-
tion of the antique object. The con-
notation of naturalness can be subtle, 
but the connotation of historicalness 
is always glaring. The immobility of 
antiques has something self-conscious 
about it. No matter how fine it is, an 
antique is always eccentric; no mat-
ter how authentic it is, there is always 
something false about it. And indeed, 
it is false in so far as it puts itself for-
ward as authentic within a system 
whose basic principle is by no means 
authenticity but, rather, the calcula-
tion of relationships and the abstract-
ness of signs.

JEAN BAUDRILLARD
1968

Gil Wolman at work, XXXX, 1985

What are you looking at ?

OBJECTS
THAT

CHEAT TIME

hen men are no longer united amongst 
themselves by firm and lasting ties, it is 
impossible to obtain the cooperation of 

any great number of them, unless you can persuade 
every man whose concurrence you require that this 
private interest obliges him voluntarily to unite his 
exertions to the exertions of all the rest. This can 
only be habitually and conveniently effected by 
means of a newspaper; nothing but a newspaper 
can drop the same thought into a thousand minds at 
the same moment. A newspaper is an adviser who 
does not require to be sought, but who comes of 
his own accord, and talks to you briefly every day 
of the common weal, without distracting you from 
your private affairs. 
Newspapers therefore become more necessary 
in proportion as men become more equal, and 
individualism more to be feared. To suppose 
that they only serve to protect freedom would 
be to diminish their importance: they maintain 
civilization. I shall not deny that in democratic 
countries newspapers frequently lead the citizens 
to launch together in very ill-digested schemes; 
but if there were no newspapers there would be no 

common activity. The evil which they produce is 
therefore much less than that which they cure. 
The effect of a newspaper is not only to suggest 
the same purpose to a great number of persons, but 
also to furnish means for executing in common the 
designs which they may have singly conceived. 
The principal citizens who inhabit an aristocratic 
country discern each other from afar; and if they 
wish to unite their forces, they move towards each 
other, drawing a multitude of men after them. It 
frequently happens, on the contrary, in democratic 
countries, that a great number of men who wish 
or who want to combine cannot accomplish it, 
because as they are very insignificant and lost 
amidst the crowd, they cannot see, and know not 
where to find, one another. A newspaper then takes 
up the notion or the feeling which had occurred 
simultaneously, but singly, to each of them. All are 
then immediately guided towards this beacon; and 
these wandering minds, which had long sought 
each other in darkness, at length meet and unite. 
The newspaper brought them together, and the 
newspaper is still necessary to keep them united. 
In order that an association amongst a democratic 

people should have any power, it must be a numerous 
body. The persons of whom it is composed are 
therefore scattered over a wide extent, and each 
of them is detained in the place of his domicile 
by the narrowness of his income, or by the small 
unremitting exertions by which he earns it. Means 
then must be found to converse every day without 
seeing each other, and to take steps in common 
without having met. Thus hardly any democratic 
association can do without newspapers. There 
is consequently a necessary connection between 
public associations and newspapers: newspapers 
make associations, and associations make 
newspapers; and if it has been correctly advanced 
that associations will increase in number as the 
conditions of men become more equal, it is not less 
certain that the number of newspapers increases 
in proportion to that of associations. Thus it is in 
America that we find at the same time the greatest 
number of associations and of newspapers. 

ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE   1835

My Openning, Olaf Breuning, 2008

Individuals 
+ 

Newspaper
=

Community

Excerpt From:
DEMOCRACY IN AMERICA

W



r i v i n g t o n

b
o

w
e

r
y

1

3

4

5 6

7 8

9

★

c
h

r
y
s

t
i
e

2

1	 Alarm Amann, Alexis Dahan, 2015

 The fire alarm box on the corner of Rivington and Bowery has been repainted with fluorescent red.

2	 Blue Puddle, Alexis Dahan, 2015

 One pothole on the pavement has been filled with ultramarine colored water.

3	 News Rack, Alexis Dahan, 2015

 A yellow news rack has been repurposed to carry and distribute a philosophy and art theory  
 newspaper entitled Alarm! (Location of this work may change according to weather) 

4	 Alarm Amann (north, south, east, west), Alexis Dahan, 2015

  Four photographs of the original fire alarm, painted with the same red and framed with the same 
 molding that ornaments the fire alarm box.

5	 Constellation of Street Corners II, Alexis Dahan, 2015

 Nine lapis lazuli rough rocks directly screwed on the wall in the shape of a Constellation of Street 
 Corners, a piece previously shown on the same wall of Two Rams in July 2014 where the locations 
 of nine Blue Puddle interventions were documented on a large scale downtown map

6	 (L’)EP.C. espagnol prépare son retour (Le	Quotidien	Déchiré), collage on canvas,	Gil J. Wolman, 1975

7	 Magazine Rack, Alexis Dahan, 2015

 Sculpture placed inside the gallery but it can only be seen from outside: the custom magazine holders 
 from the adjacent store’s vitrine has been reproduced to create a continuation inside the gallery as if one 
 store was bleeding its content inside the art space next door.

8	 Payphone Chair, Alexis Dahan, 2015

 Sculpture made with two New York City decommissioned payphones that invites the viewer to seat inside 
 the gallery behind a one way mirror and look at the street without being seen.

9	 Breuning Politics, Alexis Dahan and Olaf Breuning, 2015

 Three drawings by Olaf Breuning are reproduced on a large wall accross the street:

	 We Are All In The Same Boat, ink on wall, Olaf Breuning, 2009

 My Opening, ink on wall, Olaf Breuning, 2009 

 Young And Old, ink on wall, Olaf Breuning, 2009
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