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Some Fundamental Postulates
Erick Beltrán
interviewed by Max Andrews 

The attempt to create the terms that make up a 
dictionary of multiplicity is an ethical action the 
Mexican artist undertakes through a radical idea of 
subjectivity.

Il tentativo di creare i termini che compongono un 
dizionario della molteplicità è un’azione etica che 
l’artista messicano mette in atto tramite un’idea 
radicale di soggettività.

From top-left, clockwise:
– Perikhórein Knot, 2011, installation view, La Sucrière, Lyon, as part of “A Terrible Beauty is Born,” 11th Biennale de Lyon. Courtesy: the artist
– “Declaración de guerra contra el mundo: Postulados fundamentales,” installation view, LABOR, México City, 2011. Courtesy: LABOR, México City
– Menzogna (Mentira | Lie), 2004, view of the intervention in the streets of Lucca, Italy. Courtesy: LABOR, México City
– Efecto Rashomon, 2008-2009. Courtesy: LABOR, México City
– Nothing but the truth, 2003. Courtesy: LABOR, México City
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Max Andrews In terms of your interest in 
the encyclopaedia and micro-history, could each 
of your projects be like a single page of a book?

Erick Beltrán My work is about how to 
organise things, how to show the inner struc-
tures of something. It is not exactly a matter 
of sequential pages in a book, but more like 
three-dimensional layers through which you 
can jump really fast from place to place. It is 
transversal research in a Warburgian way – 
there is a way of connecting things that is not 
“beginning, middle, end”, but is more like “1, 
7, 4, 8, 24...”. I attempt to reorganise and feel 
my way through a discourse as a space rather 
than a linear path on a surface. 

MA And hence Perikhórein Knot, your work 
for the 2011 Lyon Biennal, goes beyond an edit-
ing or printing process which you have used be-
fore, into a third dimension...

EB Yes. It’s a wooden globe that needs an 
audience in order to turn itself into a recog-
nisable icon: the heavy load of Atlas. While 
spinning it you turn into Atlas, part of the 
world as an image. You can read the diagram 
on the outside of the sphere, and enter inside 
it. I’m interested in cohabitation theory, and 
philosophies concerned with spheres as places 
you inhabit. The globe tattoo is a diagram 
that attempts to divide the world along four 
axes: people who move, people who don’t 
move, objects that move, and objects that 
don’t move. I think these are the main po-
litical divisions in the world today. If you are 
able to move things you have political power, 
you are privileged. If you can’t move your-
self, you are part of “the masses”. If we think 
in such terms we can easily explain, for exam-
ple, why we cannot get away from a colonial 
mentality. I’m trying to imply that the thing 
we call “object” is not really an object, it’s 
more about the surplus value it has acquired 
through these processes of movement, and 
that’s political power.
For example Coltan [columbite–tantalite] is 
a material used in electronic devices – com-
puters, cell phones, and so on – a basic mate-
rial of microcircuits. It’s moved from Congo 
into laptops and communication devices. And 
then you have a maximum surplus, and most 
of it becomes technological garbage within a 
few years, which then is dumped in the very 
same place the Coltan was taken from. So you 
have a complete circle, where a whole set of 
things are happening: how do you steal an ob-
ject from a place? What are the consequences 
of the mining for con� ict in Congo? 

MA Would you describe your practice as po-
litical?

EB It’s politics in the sense that I think poli-
tics is about trying to give value and mean-
ing to things and actions. A key question on 
this subject is how we de� ne the “unit” in 
our relationship with the universe. The unit 
has been colonised by the self in Occidental 
thought, and therefore the notion of scale is 
almost nonexistent. This huge event created 
capitalism and the organisation of society as 
we know it. “Declaration of War Against 
the World: Fundamental Postulates”, my 
exhibition at LABOR, was an attempt to ad-
dress that. The dominant discourse says that 

all units of measurement must refer to the 
“self ”: whenever you think about scale it is 
about “you”. Of course this is a fallacy, and I 
try to exchange these terms for multiplicity, to 
regain the possibility of seeing things on dif-
ferent scales.

MA To attempt a kind of multiplicity diction-
ary, a Theory of Everything?

EB Yes, and I feel it is a possible and use-
ful thing to try to do. Creating certain termi-
nology is one of the most ethical things you 
can do – new concepts that re-establish one ’s 
sense of relations, cohabitations and method-
ologies. I have an advantage over science, in 
that I don’t have to follow a bureaucratic and 
academic system. I can be more daring and I 
can make mistakes. I’m trying to prove what 
I think is the most radical idea, that the self is 
� ction, that there is no “me” – it’s just a dis-
cursive technique.

MA Do you consider language and images as 
your primary concern, rather than form?

EB Yes, but some linguists say that images 
only exist on behalf of language, and I don’t 
believe that. My investigations on synaes-
thesia and the phantom limb have led me to 
believe that there is something irreducible 
about the image. With synaesthesia, what 
can it mean to say that something represents 
something else, without a meaning?! And the 
phantom limb – where you have an image in-
dependent of its own reference – what the 
hell is that? The brain always seems to want 
reason, and that’s a problem as it also creates 
a lot of fantasies. You can see this with opti-
cal illusions: the brain can’t understand them 
so it bends reality in a certain way. That gap 
between the brain and the universe is what 
I’m interested in. There are two ways of 
thinking about this: reading the universe or 
acting upon it. If I have to choose, I believe 
that everything is written, everything is al-
ready there, but we have to understand it, to 
read it.

MA Who do you think has come closest in such 
a pursuit? 

EB That’s di�  cult to answer, but there are 
some people who were heading in the right 
direction. Ramon Llull is for me one of the 
key � gures. Or another example: Robert Fil-
liou. In terms of trying to de� ne things in 
politics: Öyvind Fahlström. 

MA What role does truth have? You’ve made 
an encyclopaedia of lies [Nothing but the truth, 
2003], and an encyclopaedia based on personal 
theories [The World Explained, 2008]...

EB Truth is something that is expendable 
because there is no need for “I”, it’s more a 
need for mechanisms, movements, organisa-
tion, rules and so on. That’s why my work is 
about multiplicity, I need lots of things, many 
examples, and I try to be as detailed as possi-
ble. In the end, truth is just a system that man-
ages to control a territory for a certain period 
of time. 

MA Was there a particular point in your work 
as an artist when you realised this?

EB Absolutely. In 1997 I was asked to de-
� ne my work in ten lines, and I realised it was 
impossible. So I said to myself, okay, let’s just 
make it one word! So that word was “edition” 
and from there everything expanded and ex-
ploded, as I realised my work was about the 
question of how you select things – what is a 
choice? And that is a really di�  cult question. 
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Max Andrews Per quanto riguarda il tuo 
interesse per l’enciclopedia e la micro-storia, cia-
scuno dei tuoi progetti potrebbe essere paragona-
bile alla singola pagina di un libro?

Erick Beltrán Il mio lavoro riguarda il 
modo di organizzare le cose, il modo in cui 
mostrare le strutture interne di qualcosa. 
Non è esattamente una questione di pagine 
sequenziali in un libro, ma piuttosto di strati 
tridimensionali attraverso i quali puoi salta-
re molto velocemente da un posto all’altro. È 
una ricerca trasversale in senso warburghiano  
– c’è un modo di connettere le cose che non 
è “inizio, metà, � ne”, ma piuttosto “1, 7, 4, 8, 
24…”. Tento di organizzare e riconoscere la 
mia strada attraverso un discorso come se fos-
se uno spazio piuttosto che un sentiero lineare 
su una super� cie.

MA E da qui Perikhórein Knot, il tuo lavoro 
per la Biennale di Lione del 2011, oltrepassa quel 
processo di revisione o stampa che hai usato in pre-
cedenza, per svolgersi in una terza dimensione...

EB Sì. È un globo di legno che ha bisogno 
di un pubblico per trasformarsi in un’ico-
na riconoscibile: il pesante carico di Atlante. 
Mentre lo fai ruotare, ti trasformi in Atlante, 
parte del mondo come immagine. Puoi legge-
re il diagramma sulla parte esterna della sfera, 
ed entrare al suo interno. M’interessa la teoria 
della convivenza, e le � loso� e che s’interessa-
no alle sfere come luoghi abitabili. Il tatuag-
gio del globo è un diagramma che tenta di 
dividere il mondo lungo quattro assi: persone 
che si spostano, persone che non si spostano, 
oggetti che si spostano, e oggetti che non si 
spostano. Credo che queste siano le principali 
divisioni politiche del mondo attuale. Se hai 
la possibilità di muovere le cose, possiedi po-
tere politico, sei un privilegiato. Se non puoi 
spostarti, sei parte delle “masse”. Se la pensi 
in questo modo possiamo spiegare facilmente, 
per esempio il motivo per cui non possiamo 
allontanarci da una mentalità coloniale. Sto 
cercando di dimostrare che la cosa che chia-
miamo “oggetto” non è veramente un ogget-
to, ma riguarda piuttosto l’eccedenza di valore 
che ha acquisito attraverso questi processi di 
spostamento, e tutto ciò è potere politico. Per 
esempio il Coltan [columbite-tantalite] è un 
materiale usato negli apparecchi elettronici – 
computer, cellulari, e così via –, è un materia-
le di base dei micro circuiti. Dal Congo – da 
dove è estratto –arriva � n nei computer por-
tatili e negli apparecchi di comunicazione. E 
quindi ottieni il massimo surplus, dopodiché 
la maggior parte di tutto ciò diviene spazzatu-
ra tecnologica nel giro di pochi anni, che poi 
viene scaricata proprio nello stesso posto da 
cui il Coltan è stato prelevato. Così ottieni la 
chiusura del cerchio, dove ha luogo un’intera 
serie di cose: come rubi un oggetto da un luo-
go? Quali sono le conseguenze dell’estrazione 
sul con� itto in Congo?

MA Descriveresti la tua pratica come politica?

EB È politica nel senso che credo che la 
politica riguardi il tentativo di dare valore e 
signi� cato a cose e ad azioni. Una domanda 
chiave su quest’argomento è come de� nia-
mo “l’unità” all’interno della nostra relazio-
ne con l’universo. L’unità è stata colonizzata 
dall’ego nel pensiero occidentale e quindi la 

nozione di proporzione è quasi inesistente. 
Questo gigantesco evento ha creato il capi-
talismo e l’organizzazione della società come 
la conosciamo. “Declaration of War Against 
the World: Fundamental Postulates”, la mia 
mostra da LABOR, era un tentativo di af-
frontare questo punto. Il discorso dominan-
te dice che tutte le unità di misura devono 
riferirsi all’“ego”: ogni volta che pensi alla 
scala, si tratta di qualcosa che riguarda “te”. 
Ovviamente questo è un errore e io provo a 
scambiare questi termini con la molteplicità e 
a riguadagnare la possibilità di vedere le cose 
in proporzioni di� erenti.

MA Per tentare di comporre un certo diziona-
rio della molteplicità, una Teoria del Tutto?

EB Sì, e sento che questa è una cosa che 
è possibile e anche utile tentare. Creare una 
certa terminologia è una delle azioni mag-
giormente etiche da mettere in atto –  nuovi 
concetti che ristabiliscano il nostro senso delle 
relazioni, convivenze e metodologie. Ho un 
vantaggio sulla scienza, in quanto non devo 
seguire un sistema burocratico e accademico. 
Posso essere più audace e posso commettere 
errori. Sto cercando di provare ciò che credo 
essere l’idea più radicale, che l’ego è � nzione, 
che non c’è un “me” – si tratta solo di una tec-
nica discorsiva.

MA Consideri il linguaggio e le immagini, 
piuttosto che la forma, i tuoi interessi primari?

EB Sì, ma alcuni linguisti dicono che le im-
magini esistono solo per conto del linguaggio, 
ma non ci credo. Le mie investigazioni sulla 
sinestesia e sull’arto fantasma mi hanno con-
dotto a credere che ci sia qualcosa d’irriduci-
bile nell’immagine. Con la sinestesia, che cosa 
può signi� care che qualcosa rappresenta qual-
cos’altro, senza un signi� cato?! E l’arto fanta-
sma – dove hai un’immagine indipendente dal 
proprio referente – di che accidenti si tratta? Il 
cervello sembra sempre desiderare la ragione, 
e questo è un problema dal momento che crea 
anche un mucchio di fantasie. Puoi vederlo 
con le illusioni ottiche: il cervello non può 
comprenderle così piega la realtà in una certa 
direzione. La distanza tra il cervello e l’uni-
verso è ciò che m’interessa. Ci sono due modi 
di pensare a questo: leggere l’universo o agire 
secondo i suoi dettami. Se dovessi scegliere, 
credo che ogni cosa sia scritta, ogni cosa sia 
già lì, ma dobbiamo comprenderla, leggerla.

MA Chi credi sia andato più vicino a quest’o-
biettivo?

EB È di�  cile rispondere, ma ci sono stati 
alcuni che stavano andando nella giusta dire-
zione. Ramon Llull è per me una delle � gure 
chiave. Oppure un altro esempio: Robert Fil-
liou. Nel senso di provare a de� nire le cose in 
politica: Öyvind Fahlström.

MA Che ruolo ha la verità? Hai creato un’en-
ciclopedia di menzogne [Nothing but the truth, 
2003], e un’enciclopedia basata su teorie persona-
li [The World Explained, 2008]...
EB La verità è qualcosa di sacri� cabile, per-
ché non c’è bisogno di un “io”, piuttosto c’è 
bisogno di meccanismi, movimenti, organiz-
zazione, regole e così sia. È il motivo per cui 
il mio lavoro riguarda la molteplicità, ho bi-

sogno di molte cose, molti esempi, e tento di 
essere il più possibile dettagliato. Alla � ne, la 
verità è solo un sistema che tenta di controlla-
re un territorio per un certo periodo di tempo.

MA C’è stato un particolare momento nel tuo 
lavoro artistico in cui hai capito tutto ciò?

EB Assolutamente. Nel 1997 mi fu chiesto 
di de� nire il mio lavoro in 10 righe, e capii 
che non era possibile. Così dissi a me stesso, 
va bene, facciamolo in una sola parola! Così 
quella parola fu “edizione” e da lì ogni cosa si 
è espansa ed è esplosa, dal momento in cui ho 
capito che il mio lavoro riguardava la questione 
di come si selezionano le cose – cos’è una scel-
ta? E questa è davvero una domanda di�  cile.
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The World Explained
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Erick Beltrán, The World Explained, 2008–2011, encyclopaedia and

research project. Installation view, Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam. Courtesy

the artist and Tropenmuseum

Who were the first scientists? What is an android? How does plankton

move? How does a lightning rod function? These are just a couple of

examples from the long list of questions with which artist Erick Beltrán took

to the streets of Amsterdam to lay the groundwork for the third edition of

his ambitious project The World Explained.1 Accompanied by a group of

young anthropologists Beltrán set out to uncover the cultural patterns that

determine the decisions and actions of the average Amsterdam citizen.

Armed with a recording device and a questionnaire of over 800 questions,

he and his team interviewed people on a wide array of topics covering areas

as diverse as biogenetics, economics, physics, history and politics. Other

questions required less specialised knowledge and could not be answered in

a straightforward manner; in fact, they were the kind of questions to which

all answers are equally valid and true, like: what determines our

preferences? When do we speak of freedom? How are memories stored in

the brain? Or: what is a feeling?

The multi-layered and long-term project The World Explained consists of

three different stages: interviewing and collecting ‘testimonies and

observations’; categorising these materials and editing them into
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encyclopaedia entries, which are then illustrated, designed and printed in a

live printing workshop; and, in the final stage of the project, detecting

connections or parallels between the different entries to uncover the

cultural patterns that lie underneath. Ultimately The World Explained

results in a publication that, as its subtitle indicates, can be read as an

‘INDEX OF PEOPLE’S CURRENT UNDERSTANDING OF THE WORLD’.

Personal Theories

As Beltrán explains in the manual introducing the project, the objective of

this anthropological-like pursuit is not so much to find right answers, or

absolute truths, but rather to invite people to reveal their ‘personal theories’

with which they explain the surrounding world. According to Beltrán, in

order to make sense of the context we live in, we navigate three different

areas of knowledge: learnt knowledge, experience and the unknown.

‘Personal theories emerge when we, confronted with a situation we cannot

immediately explain, start making our own connections. We tie various

reference points together in order to satisfy our need for things to make

sense… People don’t reveal their personal theories easily, but they can be

provoked by asking them a set of questions that open up a field of tensions’.2

The concept of personal theories is the foundation of the intricate

epistemological system that frames The World Explained. Beltrán uses his

theory, which not only explains the production of everyday knowledge but

also how personal interpretations make up social spheres and the belief

systems of a social group, to establish the importance of ‘unspecialised

knowledge’. Using diagrams, epistemic knots and visualisations of thought

in intersecting lines of thought and movements, Beltrán’s assumptions

mirror much of Gilles Deleuze’s perspective on the nature of thinking – a

system of differential relations that creates actual spaces, times and

sensations, never absolute, always changing and defined through our

confrontation with reality. Like Deleuze, Beltrán’s theory abandons the idea

of absolute knowledge; instead, it embraces the elements of chance and

unpredictability.
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Erick Beltrán, El mundo explicado, 2008–2011, encyclopaedia and

research project. Installation view, MACBA's Study Centre, Barcelona.

Courtesy the artist

The World Explained developed and grew over time. After realising an

edition of the encyclopaedia in São Paulo in 2008 and in Barcelona in 2009,

in December of 2011 the first results of the Amsterdam volume were

presented to the public at the Tropenmuseum, commissioner of the project.

Introducing the work in the context of a museum like Amsterdam’s

Tropenmuseum, one of Europe’s leading ethnographic museums – with

permanent and temporary exhibitions dedicated to the display of (art)

objects, photographs, music and film from non-Western cultures, in

particular from former Dutch colonies – invariably puts the focus on how

we study and produce knowledge about the other and how we represent this

knowledge. Although adopting a methodology similar to traditional

anthropological field research, The World Explained adds an interesting

twist to the discussion by turning our gaze inwards.

The exhibition took the form of an information centre and live printing

workshop. On the back wall of the space a sequence of diagrams,

info-graphics and texts illustrated Beltrán’s theory on unspecialised

knowledge and the successive steps taken to produce the Amsterdam

volume of the encyclopaedia. As such the diagrams and info graphics

literally framed the activities taking place in the exhibition space: in one

corner, refurnished as an office space, the team continued their interviews,

whilst the other side was used as a printing room, with stacks of A3 paper

and a mound of left-over wrapping material as silent witnesses of the

ongoing production progress. To Beltrán, this live and on-site production of

a body of knowledge – to which everyone can contribute – makes up the

essence of The World Explained: ‘The real project is the editing process,

and making this process transparent. We invite people to contribute their

theories, regardless of their expertise or education, but we also show them

how knowledge is produced and we make them aware that it is possible to

change its sources’.3

The infinite scope – and potential – of the encyclopaedia is further

visualised through the growing number of pages distributed on a long table

stretching out in the middle of the space, free for everyone to pick up and

bind into their own encyclopaedia. ‘Knowledge is power’ to paraphrase

Foucault once more.

Microhistorical Encyclopaedia

Although Beltrán appropriated the most authoritative and canonical format

in which information is collected and disseminated,4 the encyclopaedia

produced by Beltrán and his team does not resemble an official canon of
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Erick Beltrán, The World Explained, 2008–2011, encyclopaedia and

research project. Installation view, Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam. Courtesy

objective data or absolute knowledge. As its cover reads, the volume is a

‘MICROHISTORICAL ENCYCLOPAEDIA, CONTAINING: A COLLECTION

OF PRECISE DESCRIPTIONS. WITH DETAILED PICTURES AND

DIAGRAMS OF THE WORLD IN ALL ITS FACETS. ALL BASED ON AN

UNSPECIALISED VIEW ON EVERY AREA OF HUMAN KNOWLEDGE’. By

adopting the ‘microhistorical’ perspective, the research and the

encyclopaedia resist grand narratives and global pictures; rather its points

of departure are the small events and personal stories and experiences of a

time and place.

The pages in the encyclopaedia contain different texts, each based on a

personal theory and categorised using a constellation of topics as disparate

as ‘Future / Machine / Perfection’, ‘Brain / Database / Ancestor’, or ‘Phase /

Affinity / Shades’. Many of the explanations seem to escape any kind of

linear, scientific logic, but in someone’s private world they must make sense.

However, the encyclopaedia is more than just a collection of separate,

subjective views on the world. In the last phase of the project, another

discursive layer is added to the texts, indicating the cultural patterns that

may be detected through a close reading of the personal theories. By

rearranging and highlighting different passages from the personal theories,

adding typographic elements like circular forms, arrows and lines, Beltrán

hints towards larger themes that may define the social reality of

Amsterdam.  In the Dutch volume more abstract matters like the notion of

evil, the value placed on emotional lives or the balance between inner and

outer lives – and which of those two determines our true selves – underlies

the various points of view given in response to Beltrán’s questions.

Afterall • Online • The World Explained http://www.afterall.org/online/the-world-explained



the artist and Tropenmuseum

This summer all three volumes of the Encyclopaedia – São Paulo, Barcelona

and Amsterdam – will be gathered in one publication. This collection

presents the artist with the unique possibilities to compare the three

different cities in terms of the cultural patterns discovered. In an additional

English chapter, various connections and relations are suggested without

any concrete (objective or scientific) conclusions being drawn. But some

tentative conclusions point towards comparable themes: in both São Paulo

and Amsterdam people talked about the mind as a computer, while in

Amsterdam and Barcelona many theories indicated a sense of a ‘split

subject’, and – maybe less surprisingly – in all three cities the topic of global

economies echoes more then once.

Just as The World Explained sets out to uncover and document a portrait of

the local Amsterdam community via their current understanding of the

world, the project itself may also be understood as a product of its own

zeitgeist. Beltrán’s interest in unspecialised knowledge and his efforts to

establish their significance vis-à-vis formal and official places of knowledge

production corresponds with the current interest in other epistemologies,

be they represented via the figure of the amateur, indigenous or ‘primitive’

knowledge or other forms that exist outside of the dominant order of

Western, scientific knowledge production.

However, while the majority of these debates departs from dualist, if not

oppositional positions and the amateur is considered as undermining the

primary position of the professional, The World Explained does not

privilege one over the other. In fact, it is not Beltrán’s aim to establish a

‘counter-academy’, or to critique or question the hegemonic order of

logocentric knowledge production. Rather, the project claims and

establishes a legitimate ground for another, complementary form of

knowledge – that of everyday life.

Footnotes

The first edition of the project, O Mundo Explicado, took place in São

Paulo in 2008, on the occasion of the 28th Bienal de São Paulo. The

second edition, El Mundo Explicado, was organised in Barcelona in

2009, on the invitation of MACBA as part of the exhibition ‘The Malady

of Writing’↑

1.

Erick Beltrán, from the manual for The World Explained:

Microhistorical Encyclopaedia, pp.2–7↑
2.

Interview with the artist, 12 April 2012↑3.

The design of the encyclopaedia is based on Ephraim Chambers’s

Cyclopaedia, or, An Universal Dictionary of Arts and Sciences (1728),

generally considered to be the first English encyclopaedia↑

4.
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Erick Beltrán, The World Explained, 2008–2011, encyclopaedia and

research project. Installation view, Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam. Courtesy

the artist
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