




COPIES
WITHOUT
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 BY LAURA VAN GRINSVEN 



They occupy a particular place in 
Dutch art: gerlach en koop from 
The Hague and Brussels. They 
know ways to return life to things. 
Away from the functions that we 
have forced upon them, though 
sometimes also in line with these. 
It is all a question of relation, as it 
turns out.

Two small porcelain shapes, round, 
no more than a few millimetres in dia
meter, one only slightly bigger and 
thicker than the other. There they are, 
on the floor. Many people have not 
even noticed them among all the 
other objects. They are silent. They 
wait for someone to notice them, 
or perhaps not. Their shape is rec
ognizable, although it is hard to say 
what it is exactly. The small objects 
surprise and creep up on you. They 
make you stumble. Circumference, 
circumference (2012), it says on the list 
of titles and also, ‘cast belt holes’.

gerlach en koop: ‘Shortly before 
we left for France for the exhibition 
Radical Autonomy (2009), we watched 
Yasujirô Ozu’s film Banshun (1949) 
again. We used a very short scene of 
just a few seconds from this film for 
Post, a magazine that we produced 
for the exhibition. Banshun is a subtle 
film about the complex relationship 
between tradition and modernity. 
The first time we saw it, though not 
together, we both held our breath 
during the scene in which the pro
tagonist leaves the house in great 
emotional distress. At least, that is 
what you think is happening. What 
you actually see is something quite 
different, a simple shot that is totally 
unrelated to the previous one or the 
next. It is not affirmative, but neither 
is it just any shot. It grazes the edge 
of nothing. The effect was quite pow
erful, since it effectuated a transfer 
that is quite intense, but also rather 
intangible.
When we watched the film again, this 
time together, something else caught 
our attention. At one point the father 
says to his daughter: ‘We are out of 
soap. My belt.’ Casual words, spo
ken without emphasis, but in a film in 
which very little is said. These words 
triggered a whole series of associa
tions between us. Grip, no grip, tight

ening and loosening, rules —tradition, 
laws, authority— and escape. The 
next morning, without any clear plan, 
we stuck an extra belt in our luggage. 
In France we tried to connect both 
objects in a natural way by coating 
the belt with soap, in a movement 
that resembled the way one sets a 
razor. In the end we considered this 
to be between act and object, making 
it difficult to exhibit and therefore 
we left it out. The belt travelled back 
home with us and the soap that had 
gathered in the belt holes gradually 
dried out. The thing just lay there for a 
while, until we saw that the belt holes 
accidentally cast in soap provided us 
with a different, and new possibility. 
We are currently, by the way, work
ing on an edition for MOREpublishers 
in Brussels in which we return to the 
same point and develop it in another 
way. Nothing ever fails and nothing is 
ever finished.’

The collective gerlach en koop 
produces work that consists of small 
gestures that are easily overlooked: 
recognizable, minimally adjusted ob
jects such as a belt, a pack of copying 
paper, a dustbin, a desk, a shoelace.

gerlach en koop: ‘Indeed, our work 
is easily overlooked. In times when 
everyone, including artists, aspires 
to maximum visibility this is perhaps 
unusual. But how voluntary is this 
aspiration?’

These are everyday objects that we 
find around us all the time, objects we 
trust and use. And yet the works of 
gerlach en koop are not simply ready
mades. There is something about 
them. The objects are intangible 
and cause our conceptual frame
work to stumble. We keep getting 
the feeling that there are hidden lay
ers of meaning, unrevealed concepts, 
deep thoughts that elude us. At the 
same time, this creates a lot of open
ness and air. The words we assign to 
things become detached from them, 
allowing the words to move about 
and enter into new relationships, like 
in a poem. This is conceptual poetry.

It is also funny. The banality of the 
objects and the serious way in which 
they are presented is madness. Why 
would we want to think about belt 

holes for a long time, why gaze at 
them for so long? What am I doing? It 
is an ultimate selfreflective moment. 
You are laughing at yourself, not at 
the objects. At your own limitations, 
your own seriousness.
The same seriousness can be found 
in the great precision that gerlach en 
koop practice. An earlier exhibition at 
Ellen de Bruijne Projects was entitled 
Niet niet precies. Not not precise. Pas 
pas précis (2010). 

gerlach en koop: ‘Precision is nec
essary, but that’s not all. ‘Not not 
precise’ is not the same thing as ‘pre
cise’. Much more important is the 
moment when the work slips out of 
our hands, when we no longer ful
ly understand it ourselves, in spite 
of the work we did in preparation: 
when you look at it as if it was made 
by someone else and you have sud
denly become a spectator. Exactly 
then can the work be exhibited. By 
choosing this title we tried to put our 
precision into perspective. A double 
negative is a confirmation, of course, 
but in daily usage —‘I never said 
nothing’— it usually only emphasizes 
the denial. The Dutch author Gerrit 
Krol has written about this: ‘The most 
abstract word in the world: the word 
‘not’. ‘Not’ is always used in a con
text whose meaning you cannot, by 
definition, specify. Such a context 
can easily have all sorts of different 
meanings, especially contexts that 
already include the word ‘not’. Two 
times ‘not’, therefore. Means that you 
are actually saying ‘yes’. This is often 
used to construct a context that has 
a defined and known meaning —in 
order to give that meaning, one could 
say, a slight twist. It’s what you do 
when you do not wish to say exactly 
what you mean.’1

Because of their precision, these 
works seem to be nonhuman, almost 
industrial. They are beyond signa
ture and style. gerlach en koop re
main invisible. This is emphasized in 
the name, constructed by combining 
their surnames with the conjunction 
‘en’ (Dutch for ‘and’): ‘gerlach en 
koop’. Why in lowercase? Are they 
dissolving their identities into a col
lective that is no longer bound to their 
persons but only to objects? Has the 
name become like things —chairs, 
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bottles, art works— that we also write 
without an initial capital letter? It is a 
name that has become a thing, like 
xerox. It stresses the removal of the 
personal from the work.

gerlach en koop: ‘Collectives do not 
have a central authority, no centre. 
We shift all responsibilities towards 
the other, who then shifts them back 
again, and so on, until everything 
has dis appeared somewhere under
neath the conjunction ‘en’. Lost. We 
are the assistants to an artist with 
a double name who is absent and 
doesn’t really have a name. We are 
copies without original. Pretty early 
on, we lost the desire to do any
thing individually. It was always oth
ers who wondered about it. Mark 
Smith of The Fall put ‘E.’ between 
his first and last name to distinguish 
himself as ‘very individual’ from the 
thousands of people with the same 
name. Alighiero Boetti put an ‘e’ (Ital
ian for ‘and’) between his first and 
last name to stress the di vision he 
experienced between the extrovert 
public figure that is needed to show 
the work and the reclusive private 
person who is needed to make it. 
This is an insoluble division, which 
we recognize and also try to make 
bear able by adding a conjunction. 
Although the ‘en’ between our names 
doesn’t really combine two individuals 
but rather dilutes our identities.’

The neutrality of the name ‘gerlach 
en koop’ is also present in the works 
themselves. By removing oneself, the 
human element, the question about 
the identity of the makers becomes 
more poignant and is mystified. Now 
and then they are explicitly present 
in the work. Still, nothing is ever 
really revealed about the artists. All 
the information is abstract, like data 
in a passport. For example in an
other work that, like Circumference, 
circumference, is often overlooked: 
Concessions? Never make any. (2007), 
a straightened paperclip taped onto 
the corner of a wall with sellotape. 
One day, out of sheer boredom, the 
artists discovered that the length of a 
foldedout paperclip exactly matched 
the differ ence in height between the 
two of them.

gerlach en koop: ‘Everything starts 
from boredom.’

The paperclip is not only the meas
urable space but also the space in 
which they have to come to an agree
ment, in collaboration. Without con
cessions, of course.

gerlach en koop: ‘Without conces
sions it doesn’t work. The title is 
from Gustave Flaubert’s Dictionary of 
Received Ideas (1913), which was part 
of his neverfinished novel Bouvard 
et Pécuchet.2 Throughout his life, 
Flaubert made long lists of idées 
reçues, insipid ideas about the world 
that are incorrect but are neverthe
less believed to be true by almost 
everyone. We had both read that 
book a long time ago, long before we 
started working together, and when 
we recently read it again, we noticed 
that when the two copyclerks be
come disillusioned with their forays 
into almost every branch of know
ledge and decide to start copying 
again —and this is where the un
finished manuscript ends— they first 
have a double desk made. That fact 
had never occurred to us when we 
were thinking about Lessened Space 
(2010).’

Lessened Space, two desks slid into 
each other, is about working together. 
The volume of two blocks of drawers 
leaves room for only half a person. It 
shows that working together doesn’t 
produce anything extra, but instead 
limits space.

gerlach en koop first collaborated in 
1997 for the exhibition De bezetenen 
van het Ontariomeer [The Obsessed 
of Lake Ontario] in the Stroom gallery 
in The Hague. Since 2000 they are 
a collective. A typical work was art 
books (beside the art) (2004) in the 
library of the Van Abbemuseum in 
Eindhoven (the Netherlands). Here 
they shifted all the books to the back 
of the shelves in order to transform 
the impressive professional library 
into a personal one and remove the 
dark space behind the books, an act 
that could be considered as a kind of 
displacement behaviour. Since then 
they have taken part in exhibitions 
in many art venues, including de 
Appel, the KröllerMüller Museum, 

Casino Luxembourg, S.M.A.K and 
the Vleeshal and they regularly show 
their work at Ellen de Bruijne Projects. 
For some years now they have been 
living and working alternatingly in The 
Hague and Brussels.

gerlach en koop: ‘We commute as 
we see fit, in a rhythm that is mostly 
dictated by the work. We have 
never quite succeeded in making 
people accept this idea of a nonfixed 
place of residence (see also: dilution 
of identity). ‘Oh, are you two here? I 
thought you were in Brussels.’ And 
vice versa when we are in Brussels. 
At first we tried to explain to every
one at length why this is, but now we 
don’t bother anymore because we like 
it. Most people assume that we are 
where we clearly are not. It’s a sen
sation that is very hard to describe. 
Semiadrift. Not there and not here, 
so nowhere. Dissolved while going 
back and forth, somewhere halfway 
in between.’

No two things can be the same (2012) 
consists of a dustbin that has been 
placed inside another dustbin.

gerlach en koop: ‘A friend of ours 
compared it to a pieta: someone 
whose days are numbered is being 
supported and carried by a member 
of the same family. And, farfetched 
as it may seem, not much later some
one else suggested that the figure of 
J. Christ strikingly resembled a ready
made: after all, here was a man who 
could in no way be distinguished 
from any other ordinary man by the 
unbiased onlookers of that day and 
age.’

There are multiple versions of the 
work, such as the one with two office 
bins, and another one with two park 
bins in the Jardin des Tuileries in Paris. 
What does it mean to put one dustbin 
inside another one? One might say 
that the one has been thrown away 
into the other one. This makes them 
different: one has been discarded, 
while the other is the carrier that has 
preserved its function. If they were 
two boxes, then one box would have 
been stored inside the other. If they 
were blocks, then one block would 
have been stacked on top of the other. 
The defining property of a dust
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bin is that everything that ends up in it 
is to be discarded.

gerlach en koop: ‘These different ver
sions exist because we wanted to 
see whether we could exhaust the 
concept, whether the exhaustion 
could also be in the execution. For 
instance, a poster version has been 
made following the concept of the 
‘pack shot’, which is a term from the 
advertising industry. A perfectly lit, 
pinpointsharp image of a product, 
often against a pale blue background, 
that is not meant to seduce us but 
simply to make the product instantly 
recognizable within a shop. Here we 
are not concerned with the product 
itself, but with its transparency, much 
like the way you have to look past the 
letters in order to read, the fact that 
something curious happens when 
you put one dustbin in another one. 
Always. And then you no longer need 
the packaging.’

The poster, with the pack shot 
printed on both sides, appears to be 
a doubling into two identical images. 
And yet this notion of the identical is 
an illusion. One of the images will al
ways be visible, while the other one 
will be hidden against the wall. In due 
course, the colour of the front image 
will fade, underlining the fact that they 
are not identical. ‘No two things can 
be the same’, even when they are two 
identical dustbins. Things are always 
there in relation to each other and in 
relation to us, and never ever are they 
identical.

In the spring of 2013, gallery Stroom 
in The Hague presented the exhibition 
United We, in which gerlach en koop 
took part. The exhibition explored 
various types of artistic collaboration. 
On display was The Two Pages (2010): 
two packs of photocopy paper that 
look identical, but are not. One pack 
is a few millimetres thicker, because 
it was opened in order to photocopy 
the front of the other, unopened pack, 
fivehundred times; after which the 
sheets were neatly wrapped again. 
The copying process made the pack 
thicker.

Their latest work, Untitled (2013), 
could also be seen at Stroom. Or per
haps ‘seen’ is not the right word, as 

the work was mainly ‘experienced’. 
Stroom’s basement was divided into 
two almost identical mirrored spaces 
by blocking the passages in the 
dividing wall. The floor of the space 
on the left was raised by the height of 
a foldedout paperclip, turning it into 
a platform, a copy, and extra volume, 
just as with The Two Pages that was 
on display in the other space. The dif
ference between both spaces could 
not be discerned directly because 
of the dividing wall. Still, it could be 
experienced, if only in a different way. 
The raised floor had come closer to 
the last step of the stairs and after 
descending it, one’s first step into the 
exhibition space became a stumble.

It is a stumbling that repeats itself 
when watching gerlach en koop’s 
works, but only if one is paying 
attention.

gerlach en koop: ‘(at last) under the 
influence of that strange perplexity 
of inert irresolution (2009/2011). A 
straightened shoelace leaning against 
the wall. The ‘inert irresolution’ from 
the quote that makes up the title3, 
can overcome a whale when its urge 
to attack and its urge to flee are 
equally strong. Whalers hope for it, as 
it makes it easier to haul in the animal. 
When this happens they say that ‘the 
whale is gallied’.’

Laura van Grinsven is an art historian 
and philosopher.

translation by Leo Reijnen,
thanks to Stroom Den Haag

gerlach en koop at Ellen de Bruijne 
Projects, Amsterdam
2 November – 21 december 2013
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1 Gerrit Krol, De schrijver, zijn schaamte en zijn
 spiegels, Querido, Amsterdam, 1981
2 Gustave Flaubert, The Dictionary of Received
 Ideas, 1881, translation Geoffrey Wall, Penguin,
 London 1994
3 Herman Melville, Moby-Dick; or, The Whale, 1851
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