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LANGU GE

CHE
In Homo Ludens (1938), cultural historian Johan 

Huizinga posits language as one of the earliest 
and purest forms of play. He writes about the 

act of naming things, one of the foundations of 
language, as inherently playful—a creation of 

order and meaning that is ultimately arbitrary and 
therefore resembles a game. To use lan-

guage is to follow established rules 
while being cre- ative, and to seek 

pleasure through connection with 
others. 

Concrete poetry emerged as an art 
form in the 1950s and 1960s. It is a form of 

poetry in which the aesthetics of letters 
and words are as impor- tant as their meaning and 

syntax. Imagine the words of a poem arranged on the page 
so as to be shaped like a horse, or the letter A placed side-

ways to look like an arrow, or a poem consisting in the same 
word being repeated over and over with increasing distance 

between the letters. As an art form, concrete poetry is generous: 
it wants to extract all that language is capable of.

Léon Wuidar, although not aligned with the 
concrete poetry move- ment, paints with a 

similar approach to language. For this ex-
hibition, he wanted to create a painting with 

a German word. He re- membered someone 
telling him that the Ger- man verbs “scream” 

(schreien) and “write” (schreiben) are identi-
cal, save for the letter b. This kind of infatu-
ation with subtleties is typical for Wuidar. A 

passing observation becomes the subject 
of a painting. A T looks like a key; an O looks 

like a hole; an R looks like a keyhole. Turn 
shapes and letters up- side down or sideways 
and see that nothing is ever just one thing.
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In Greek mythology, the Labyrinth appears as 
an architectural structure designed to confuse 
those who enter. It was built by Daedalus for King 
Minos of Crete to imprison the Minotaur, a crea-

Even without a monster inside, the Labyrinth is a test. It is a 
place where inside and outside get confused: is the goal 
to reach the center or to get back out? Do you follow your 
intuition, or do you come up with a strategy? You can al-
ways turn back if you reach a dead end, but it serves you 
well to remember where you took a wrong turn.
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For Léon Wuidar, the labyrinth is an expression 
of the complexity and the mystery of the hu-
man mind. It is a recurring motif in his paint-
ings, perhaps because he likes to play tricks. 
It also serves his desire for rigor and preci-
sion, the exact line, ever elusive. A labyrinth 
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Achtung, die 
Kur ve!  (Curve Fe -
ver) was a game for the 
Commodore Amiga com-
puter system released in 1993. 
Multiple players each control a 
colored “curve”: a single dot that 
you can command to turn either 
left or right, drawing a line. To win 
the game, you have to navigate your 
curve across the screen, preventing 
it from colliding with any of the other 
lines while creating obstacles for your 
opponents along the way.
Johan Huizinga writes about compet-
itive—or agonistic (from the Greek 
ἀγών, meaning contest or struggle)—
play as serving a civilizing function, 
with examples reaching back to 
antiquity and the Middle Ages. 
The pursuit of honor and excel-
lence within the framework of 
set rules allows communities 
to strengthen their shared 
values and, by extension, 
societal structures. It 
can also be

 a way 
to resolve con-

flict and establish fair-
ness: in a democratic so-

ciety, we see this not only in 
sports, but also in law courts, 

education, and elections. 
We might look at Léon Wuidar’s 

canvases like a field or a pitch, 
each painting defining a new frame-

work. The shapes are like players, 
each with their own character traits 
and preferred forms of interaction. At 
times they sit snugly side by side; at 
others they collide, overlap, reach out 
to one another. This is the aesthetic 
potential of the contest: think of the 
beauty of a perfect pass in a football 
game, of the move that checkmates 
your opponent, of a bat hitting a 

ball just right. The stars need to 
align for these moments to oc-

cur. The beauty of the contest 
lies in the fact that it is as 

much about luck as it is 
about knowing how 

to seize it.
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The guests pressure the bride to coax the answer from 
him. She succeeds, and they solve the riddle by an-
swering with one of their own: What is sweeter than 
honey, and what is stronger than a lion? The be-
trayal leads to political violence and the unrav-
eling of Samson’s marriage. As for the second 
riddle, it has prompted speculation on its pos-
sible solutions: love, knowledge, or perhaps 
death?
Samson’s riddle shares characteristics 
with proverbs found across many cul-
tures over time, where truths are veiled 
in imagery. Like these ancient riddles, 
the clarity of Léon Wuidar’s paint-
ings seems to reveal everything 
about them at first glance: the 
outlines and coloring of each of 
their constituting elements are 
precise. But what he omits, or 
actively conceals, is crucial. 
His is an abstraction that 
leaves room for associa-
tions, like a riddle that 
has several possible 
answers.

Johan Huizinga explores how play underlies early 
knowledge systems with a special interest in riddles, 

which are also a form of structured play: They are 
fictional but require serious thought, and train the 

mind to access higher forms of knowledge and 
understanding. Riddles are not just games; they 

are philosophical exercises.
One of the examples Huizinga gives is Sam-

son’s riddle, which appears in the Book of 
Judges in the Old Testament. At his wed-

ding feast, Samson poses this riddle to 
his guests:

Out of the eater came something 
to eat, and out of the strong came 

something sweet.
The guests are unable to solve 

this riddle because it relies on 
knowledge of a story Samson 

has not shared with them: Af-
ter killing a lion with his bare 

hands, Samson had found 
a swarm of bees that had 

built its hive in the lion’s 
carcass,  producing 

honey, which he ate. 
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