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Open! Platform for Art, Culture and the Public Domain  happens to include, in 
its very title, at least two misreadings...

But, through an error, a German artisan in Amsterdam arrived at the truth and its 
recognition by the strangest roundabout way. For when he had come to this great and rich 
commercial city full of splendid houses, swaying ships and busy people, his eye was at 
once caught by a large and handsome house, such as he had never yet experienced on all 
his wanderings from Tuttlingen to Amsterdam. … Finally he could not refrain from 
addressing a passer-by. “My good friend,” he said to him, “couldn’t you tell me the name of 
the gentleman who owns this wonderfully beautiful house with its windows full of tulips, 
daisies and stocks?” But the man, who presumably had something more important to do 
and unfortunately understood just as much of the German language as the questioner of 
Dutch, that is to say nothing, said shortly and brusquely, “Kannitverstan,” and buzzed past.

Now this was a Dutch word, or three if you want to be exact, and means … “I can’t 
understand you.” But the good stranger believed that this was the name of the man he had 
asked about. He must have been an awfully rich man, this Herr Kannitverstan, he thought 
and went on. …

But just as he was thinking, if I had it as good as this Herr Kannitverstan, only once – he 
turned a corner and saw a long funeral procession. … Now our stranger was seized by a 
melancholy feeling, which never passes a good man by when he sees a corpse, and he 
stood there devoutly with his hat in his hands until they had all passed by. However he 
went up to the last man in the procession, who was just then calculating silently how 
much he would profit from his cotton if it went up ten guldens a hundredweight, gently 
took hold of his cloak and innocently begged his pardon. “That must have been a good 
friend of yours,” he said, “for whom the bell is tolling, that you are following the procession 
so sadly and pensively.” “Kannitverstan!” was the reply. … “Poor Kannitverstan,” he 
exclaimed, “what profit do you get from all your wealth now? What I will get from my 
poverty some day too: a shroud and a sheet, and from all your beautiful flowers – perhaps 
a sprig of rosemary on your cold chest or a rue.” �1

�O�p�e�n�!�  �� �P�l�a�t�f�o�r�m� �f�o�r� �A�r�t�,� �C�u�l�t�u�r�e� �a�n�d� �t�h�e� �P�u�b�l�i�c� �D�o�m�a�i�n happens to include, in its very 
title, at least two misreadings that are similar to those in Hebel’s short story. Hebel’s piece 
is a parable of language constructing epistemologies while the term “open” has acquired 
semantic glitches that cut right into contemporary art, political and economic issues. The 
first misreading is linguistic, while the second is political. To turn to a personal 
kannitverstan-like anecdote: When I began working for the Willem de Kooning Academy 
in Rotterdam, I was surprised to discover that its Fine Arts Bachelor program had been 
offering a one-semester course called “Het publieke domein” (The public domain), for 
years, if not decades. But in this context, “het publieke domein” primarily meant “public 
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