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Notes on Rogaland (2012)

Rogaland (2012) is a project made through a process of mistranslation. 
The project departs from the book, gale gårdsanlegg i Rogaland (1936), 
by Norwegian archaeologist Jan Petersen. The captions have been translated 
without knowledge of the original language (Norwegian), but by imagining the 
relationships that the sounds of the words suggest.

Rogaland does not pretend nor aspire to any true accuracy of translation of the 
original language, but the exact opposite—it is a deliberate effort to distance 
oneself as much as possible from the original and yet utilize it as a departure 
point. I found Petersen’s book in a used bookstore and responded primarily to 
the images and the quality of the printing of the book; to the mind of a twenty-
first-century artist, the photographs appeared to depict land art.  I decided not 
to research the author nor to make any effort to decode what the original text 
explains (which is, in a nutshell, a description of several farm sites that date 
back to the Middle Ages in the Rogaland region of Norway).  What is retained is 
the spirit of explanatory description, the layout and size of the captions, and the 
apparent objectivity of each one. 

Following are a few diaristic notes concerning translation and interpretation.



1)
In 1883, a Portuguese author named Pedro Carolino published a 
Portuguese-english dictionary, entitled O Novo Guia da Conversação 
em Portuguez e Inglez em Duas Partes, which received the english title 
of “english as She Is Spoke.” The supposed dictionary and phrase book 
is nothing but a collection of outrageous and nonsensical translations. 
It is clear that Carolino himself (and everyone around him, apparently) 
did not speak english and created the entire book from combinations of 
direct translations of a dictionary—it is also believed that Carolino used a 
French-english dictionary, creating a twice-removed translation from the 
original. In a list of trades, O Novo Guia includes the words “starchmaker,” 
“coffeeman,” “chinaman,” “lochsmith.”  In the section “eatings,” it 
enumerates items such as  “an amelet,” “hog fat,” “a little mine,” and “some 
wigs.”

O Novo Guia is now celebrated as an example of unintentional literary 
humor.  For an english speaker, there is a particular pleasure in reading a 
work that, with authoritative tone, presents such nonsensical information. 
Yet in a postmodern kind of way, the book is a wonderful source of poetic 
phrases: “sing an area,” “dress your hairs,” “I am pinking me with a pin.” 
Carolino’s ignorance, in summary, produced a wonderful book, albeit not 
the one he ostensibly thought he had produced. 



2)
Practically speaking, we cannot not  “read” pictures—beyond the pure silent 
contemplative experience—and what is equally important, it is very difficult 
to “unread” them once we have already either created a reading of our own, 
or we have learned or become aware of the reading of another, as each 
reading influences us.  This is mainly a subject that concerns the discipline 
of art interpretation. It is not contested that the art work is dependent on 
the viewer to arrive at a particular reading, and that this reading can’t be 
fully managed or engineered by the artist.

What is more commonly debated, in aesthetic terms, is the benefit or 
detriment attained by a work offering explicit narratives versus retaining a 
certain ambiguity or opacity in its reading.  as art’s defining elements have 
fallen away—from the physical object to the very idea of originality—a 
debate that may never be entirely settled remains: whether art serves a 
particular purpose in the world, and what exactly is that purpose. This 
debate has existed for most of the twentieth century and continues today; 
it is usually influenced by Marxist or anti-Marxist positions on the idea 
of the artwork as an instrumental object or as an autonomous object that 
signifies nothing other than itself.  generally speaking, it may be argued 
that in recent years this has become less a debate than the acceptance that 
art today, both philosophically and historically, nourishes itself from these 
two traditions of thought,  one generally understood as formalist-modernist 
and the other as engaged and utilitarian. The first focuses more on the value 
of images or objects as themselves and the second more on their effect on 
social realities.  Today, artists with strong affinities for either of these two 



traditions don’t reject the existence or value of the other. both coexist in 
a rather uncontroversial and harmonic way, and it is mainly accepted that 
the natural condition of post-postmodernity is the coexistence of a myriad 
of aesthetic and philosophical approaches. What this also means is that 
most artists, instead of simply subscribing to one tradition or the other, 
usually borrow from both, creating works, for instance, that both aspire to 
the autonomy of the work while at the same time seeking that it have some 
kind of agency.

but when we say that every approach is valid this doesn’t mean that we 
don’t continue to have an expectation that an artist’s work should still meet 
certain conditions of innovation that would carry the conversation of art 
forward. It also doesn’t mean that it doesn’t matter how a piece is read.  
on the contrary, it becomes even more important to properly identify 
the particular socio-cultural and historical context under which a work 
is emerging so that we can understand the distinctions between different 
artists who may appear similar on the surface but may be very different in 
intentions and interests.

The issue of legibility here, then, is obviously and primarily an aesthetic 
choice that varies from artist to artist, and even more, from artwork to 
artwork. but because of the myriad of approaches that artists use today, 
there is confusion over the use (and expectations) around legibility. It is a 
crucial problem for art criticism, but also for art history, and art education.



3)
When we speak about clarity in art, we don’t necessarily refer to the literal 
meaning that an artist is intending to convey. We can also refer to how 
there is a certain consistency or internal logic that makes the work stand 
on its own. Whenever a work purports to connect itself to the conceptual 
tradition but at the same time displays the result of highly arbitrary/
subjective set of decisions by the artist, the work can be perceived as having 
a messy rationale.  This is to say that, despite the fact that conceptual 
processes in art supposedly liberate us from the traditional academic rules 
of art, we still tend to favor those works that display that internal logic, 
their own “golden rule” of sorts. That is, as eccentric as a work might be in 
the context of regular rules, it would still have a clear dna structure for 
itself—some sound internal structure that allows it to become an object of 
interpretation.

4)
The final frontier of art is its condition of being interpreted.  Conceptual 
artists were interested in creating works that would simply be taken for 
what they are: a square is a square; a hole in the wall is just that. but the 
problem is that one can’t simply make a hole in the wall within the art 
context and say it is just a hole in the wall. because it is in the art context, 
it is immediately interpreted (implicitly or explicitly) as art.  and once it is 
thought about as art, it immediately follows to try to define what kind of 
art it is, how it is art. and afterward comes our judgment and interpretive 



desire to give it meaning.  art has meaning, whether the artist gave it or not, 
so we need to think to ourselves what kind of meaning(s) we find in it.

The problem with the construct “art” is that it is inextricable from the 
condition of meaning.  This of course can be said of other things in the 
world: a generous action is meaningful. Yet a generous action done by, say, 
a volunteer with a social organization, is meaningful in the moral sense. an 
action that describes itself as art, by the mere fact that it is describing itself 
as such, is also saying that it has meaning as art.

5)
Kosuth: “I am just describing language, I am not explaining anything.”




