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It seems probable that if we were never 
bewildered there would never be a story to
tell about us.

—Henry James

Nova Reperta (New Inventions of Modern Times),
circa 1590, consists of nineteen engraved 
plates and a title page. The title page 
illustrates, at reduced scale, the inventions
to which the subsequent plates are devoted,
including: the compass, the cannon and gun-
powder, the stirrup, the mechanical clock, 
the discovery of America, silk, distillation,
and an alleged cure for syphilis. Directly
below the inscription of Nova Reperta lies an
image of a printing press. The depicted press
uses Johannes Gutenberg’s invention of the
type mold, the relief letters cast from it
able to be arranged into words and sentences
and paragraphs, and made into a printing sur-
face by locking the letters in place. This 
invention was combined with an adapted screw
press, not so different from the kind then
used in agriculture. Two cords connect the



printing press to the title. From these lines
hang six sheets of paper that would have been
printed using the press’ moveable type.

Publications in the eighteenth century, in-
cluding the first of Immanuel Kant’s, would
have been printed on a Gutenberg press.
Throughout the nineteenth century a number 
of innovations in presses were made, and it 
is uncertain what kind would have been used 
to print Arthur Schopenhauer’s editions while
he was alive. All of this is to assert that
the printing presses—whether Gutenberg’s or
the variety in use today—exist, for Kant and 
Schopenhauer alike, as being things in them-
selves. In fact every thing in the sensible
world for these philosophers is—and yet is 
not only—a thing in itself. The works in 
Lina Viste Grønli’s series On Books will be
considered in this tradition of things in
themselves. 

Kant’s On the Forms and Principles of the 
Sensible and Intellectual Worlds distinguishes
between sensible objects or phenomena—
“things that are thought sensitively are 

representations of things as they appear”—and 
noumena. Pure intellect (nous) allows us to
know noumena, which are the things in them-
selves.(1) In the words of Simon Critchley, 
“on Kant’s picture, the realm of sensibility
is our access to a world that is indeed real
for us, but that world is always already shot
through with conceptual content.”(2)

The books in On Books are representations 
always already shot through with conceptual
content. So they are doubly pierced, if you
will. For Kant, the sensible objects or pheno-
mena—a fig, a watermelon, a glass of milk, 
and so on, which Viste Grønli sets upon each
individual book—are additionally representa-
tions; they can only be known as noumena or
things in themselves, through pure intellect.
(The above applies to each individual object
in her series and the combination of book and
object that compose each work proper.)

Allow me to return to Schopenhauer—a Kantian
in several senses. As suggested by the title
of Schopenhauer’s most famous work, The World
as Will and Representation, the world is the



thing in itself—“will”—and its representation
(what Kant would call phenomena or appea-
rance). Schopenhauer’s position is elucidated
particularly well by Kerstin Behnke:

Unlike Saussure after him, who modeled
the differential relation that makes up 
a sign on the two different sides of a
sheet of paper, Schopenhauer divides the
whole of the world into an inner and an
outer side; that is, he conceives of the
world as a sphere with a surface and an
inner being or essence. The world as 
representation is likened to the outer
side of the world, while its other side
is both beside (and thus besides) the
world as representation—and therefore
“outside of” [außer] anything that merely
exists relatively, i.e., in reference 
to something else [beziehungsweise]—and
yet still inside of the world, as its
core or “inner essence” [Wesen], which 
Schopenhauer is thus able to equate with
the thing in itself ... In other words,
we can access the thing in itself if 
we are able to establish a relation 

[Verhältnis]—not between representations,
but between representation and that which
is not (a) representation, i.e., the
thing in itself. The thing in itself will
then become known not from itself, but
“in its relations and references toward
appearance itself.”(3)

In a Schopenhauerian move by Viste Grønli, 
the works in On Books draw a relation between
linguistic representation and the book, the
object she places atop the book, and the two
together—each object and object-book combi-
nation, things in themselves. Unlike books,
which are copies, the objects atop each book,
often unique and perishable, take the lead 
in illustrating the artist’s work as a thing
in itself that pushes against human sense. 
She respects the tradition that these things 
ultimately exist beyond any meaning that can
be accessed by humans.(4) 

I have thus far, however, omitted an obvious
aspect of the series: It is funny. Moreover,
it is funny in a way that Schopenhauer would
appreciate and in fact articulates. Today



Schopenhauer’s theory of humor travels under
the not-so-humorous banner “the incongruity
theory.” Here is the philosopher from his
chapter “On the Theory of the Ludicrous,”
found in volume two of The World as Will 
and Representation: 

The origin of the ludicrous is always 
the paradoxical, and thus unexpected,
subsumption of an object under a concept
that is in other respects heterogeneous
to it. Accordingly, the phenomenon of
laughter always signifies the sudden 
apprehension of an incongruity between
such a concept and the real object
thought through it, and hence between
what is abstract and what is percep-
tive.(5)

For example, an apple placed atop a paperback
copy of Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics
of Morals temporarily transforms the book into
both a coaster, and an artwork. The object
getting in the way of being able to read the
book is also the object that makes the thing
art.(6)
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