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; few years back, a 9ap in my mem0ry 

j01ted me—1 did n0t remember the 

1ast time 1 fe11. 1 mean physica11y t0pp1e 

0ver, n0t just stumb1e metaph0rica11y. 1 

100ked at my 10n9 f0r90tten scars, and 

w0ndered if there is a m0ment in 0ur 1ives 

when 0ur b0dies switch m0des and st0p 

tumb1in9 int0 9race1ess heaps. Perhaps 

0ur knees and e1b0ws secret1y breathe 

a si9h 0f re1ief kn0win9 they can fina11y 

c0ntinue their existence with0ut the rude 

and harsh interrupti0n 0f tarmac and 9rit. 

The mem0ry 0f fa11in9, has a11 but been 

f0r90tten, deni9rated t0 the back 0f 

0ur minds as we f0cus 0n pr09ressin9, 

impr0vin9, harnessin9 0ur areas 0f 

“expertise”. We navi9ate thr0u9h the 

w0r1d, b01d1y stridin9 a10n9, bec0min9 

m0re sure f00ted with each step 0f the 

way. 

1 wanted t0 think ab0ut fa11in9 as a 

physica1 emb0diment 0f fai1ure because 

we t00 0ften inte11ectua1ise 0ur fai1ures 0r 

appr0ach them in the abstract and perhaps 

f0r9et t0 pay attenti0n to the viscera1. S0 

embracin9 the theme 0f the w0rksh0p, 1 

pr0p0sed t0 cha11en9e 0ur 9r0undedness 

thr0u9h activities that privi1e9e fa11in9. 

Unf0rtunate1y, tramp01ine parks 0r sand 

surfin9 dunes were n0t readi1y avai1ab1e 

(in additi0n t0 murmurs 0f c0ncerns ab0ut 

hea1th and safety), s0 1 had t0 make d0 

with impr0mptu activities that at 1east 

attempted t0 pu11 the ru9 fr0m under 

0ur feet. This was h0w 1 became the 

se1f-n0minated j0ker—the wi1d card, a 

participant wh0se r01e was t0 n0t perf0rm 

at an assi9ned time and p1ace, but rather 

“whenever” and “wherever” the 0pp0rtunity 

presented itse1f, 1 w0u1d intervene and 

“spice thin9s up”. 

The j0ker has a1ways 0ccupied an 

interestin9 space, neither periphera1 0r 

centra1, neither exc1uded n0r inc1uded. 1n 

a card deck, it can be i9n0red, but when 

p1ayed, it can be the kin9 0r the jack, ace 

0r seven, 0r deuce, it has va1ue by virtue 

0f n0t havin9 a va1ue. As a character, the 
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j0ker is wi1d, c10wnish 100kin9 and 0ften 

depicted as a f001. Dressed in 10ud, 

c010urfu1 mismatched 9arments, with a 

be11s jin91in9 fr0m his hat, he entertains 

his audience with j0kes and tricks, but 

a1s0 m0cks, jibes and 0ften te11s the 

inc0nvenient truth t0 the faces 0f the 

n0b1e in medieva1 times. The 1icense t0 

jest is a privi1e9e that c0mes fr0m the 

fuzziness 0f his r01e, neither be10n9in9 n0r 

fu11y c1andestine. Miche1 SERRES ca11s 

this a “d0ub1e frenzy”, neither inc1uded 

0r exc1uded, but a1ways f1uctuatin9 

between the tw0, creatin9 a mu1tip1icity 0f 

p0ssibi1ities and fuzzy va1ues.

My ch0ice 0f impr0mptu activity was the 

01d 9ame 0f jianzi, a Chinese hacky sack 

wei9hted d0wn with a cut-0ut r0unds 0f 

newspapers and t0pped with c010urfu1 

feathers t0 be kicked and passed 0nt0 

any0ne in the 9r0up. The first instance 0f 

imp1ementin9 this was the end 0f the first 

day, as participants fr0m the w0rksh0p 

spi11ed 0nt0 the streets 0f the huton9, the 

bri9ht1y c010ured jianzi was intr0duced 

t0 mistimed kicks and nerv0us 1au9hter. 

There were n0 markers t0 desi9nate the 

fie1d 0f the 9ame, the c0urt was as bi9 0r 

as sma11 as the jianzi f1ew and p1ayers 

were wh0mever the jianzi made c0ntact 

with, which inc1uded unsuspectin9 

passersby. The f1ai1in9 arms and 1e9s 

and the disc0mf0rt 0f 0ur mistimed 

c00rdinati0n 0f 1imbs 9ave the exercise a 

qua1ity 0f fa11in9, but  it a1s0 disturbed 

and interrupted the pe0p1e and the space 

0f the huton9. Passersby 0r 9ame p1ayer? 

Fie1d 0r th0r0u9hfare? N0 0ne knew, n0t 

unti1 the jianzi 1anded anyway.
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Academy of Failure participants play impromptu jianzi in the street, 25 May 2018; photo courtesy of Zoénie DENG
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The jianzi was a much better j0ker than 

1 was, n0t because 0f its c010urfu1 

s0n0r0us characteristics, but because 0f 

its fuzzy qua1ities, a carte b1anche 0f bein9 

a11 0r n0thin9. Fr0m the m0ment it was 

intr0duced, the jianzi inhabited a space 

with0ut be10n9in9, it c0u1d be there 

with0ut bein9 there, its presence fe1t even 

if n0t in physica1 pr0ximity. When it 1ands, 

it interrupts the 0rder 0f the space, disrupts 

c0nversati0ns and pathways, but a1s0 

0ffers new directi0ns and p0ssibi1ities. The 

jianzi is the wi1d card that “spices thin9s 

up” by intr0ducin9 new dimensi0ns and 

pr0babi1ities in an 0therwise 1imited and 

estab1ished 0rder. C0incidenta11y, the j0ker 

card in a tar0t pack is depicted by a carefree 

y0un9 man ab0ut t0 wa1k 0ff the ed9e 

0f a c1iff; it is a card represented by “0”, 0r 

unnumbered, with0ut a unique purp0se 

but h01din9 un1imited p0tentia1. Perhaps 

the m0ment t0 f0110w is a m0ment 0f 

chance and pr0babi1ity, and fa11in9 is the 

u1timate 9ame.
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