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A GRAPHIC ARTIST WITH HEART AND SOUL

Acceptonce speech by M C. Escher upon receiving the Culture Prize ol the City of
Hilversum on Morch 5, .l965.

Hilversum, Morch 5, .l965

Mr. Moyor,-
Lodies ond gentlemen of the city odministrotion,
Members of the iury,
Lodies ond gentlemen,

It is o pleosure to express my grotitude to the moyor ond oldermen of this community for
the honor thot is bestowed on me todoy. With sincere oppreooiion I receive f rom their
honds the 

.l965 
Hilversum Culture Prize.

I olso owe thonks to the members of the lury who considered me worthy of being
nominoted for this distinction. Specificolly lowe thonks to the president ond the
secretory of the iury, who mode o reol effort to recommend my work in such flottering
terms.

I om olso very pleosed thot some of my fomily members ond mony of my f riends hove
considered it worth the effort to come here for the ceremony. Their presence is

heortworming.

I wont to cordiolly thonk you personolly, Mr. Moyor, for the friendly ond oppreciotive
words thot you hove iust oddressed to me. I wish my reply to them could be os
spontoneous ond witty os those I recoll of my colleogues, who in previous yeors
received this distinction.

However, by noture I om simply not spontoneous. The execution of o grophic print
requires potience ond thoughtfulness. ln oddition, the ideos I wont to express therein
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usuolly crystollize only ofter coreful pondering. ln foct, I spend most o{ my time in o

quiet studio ond, os propitious os thot moy be for the exercise of my profession, it

definitely does not odvonce eloquence.

I must moke o confession to you. When the secretory of the iury come to tell me the

hoppy news o few weeks ogo, my first reoction wosn't one of hoppiness but rother of

lerror. My first thought wos, "Oh, oh, now you will hove to come out of your shell ond

spend on evening exhibiting polite ond pleosont behovior.

But thot initiol feeling of diffidence obout o public ceremony fortunotely wos soon

dispelled by more pleosont sensoiions.

First of oll, whether you wont to or not, you feel flottered when something like this

hoppens to you.

Secondly, I wos pleosontly surprised by the onnouncement thot I would not hove to

oppeor oll by myself os the focus of the festivities, but thoi o young colleogue hod been

chosen by the iury os my portner. By the woy, my pleosure in this certoinly isn't iust

becouse the presence of Morte Roling os o fellow honoree is o support for me. No, I om

olso very glod becouse I odmire the work thot testifies to her greoi tolent. I osk you, who

wouldn't be hoppy to be in such ottroctive ond excellent compony?

And then there is o third circumstonce, which hos swept owoy the lost remnont of my

fointheortedness. The honor fell to me to select the musicol occomponiment for the

evening. Now I didn't hqve o moment's trouble with thot. l'll quickly tell you why."-

It must hove been in 1 950 when, in the Smoll Holl of the Concertgebouw, I first heord

Jonny von Wering ploy Boch's Goldberg voriotions on the piono. Thot concert mode on

indelible impression on me. I sot listening in breothless ecstosy to thot glorious music.

And the forther olong the streom of voriotions odvonced, the greoter my odmirotion

become for her mosterly interpretotion. Thot wos ihe Boch to whom I hove pledged my

heort ond my iniellect ot the some time. Such beouty, of composition os well os o{

execution, connot possibly be expressed in words'

Subsequently I ogoin heord Mrs. von Wering ploy the Goldberg voriotions, ond I

hove olso gotten io know them better through recordings. All the peorls of thot string

ore of o miroculous purity, but thot doesn't meon you connot prefer one peorl more

thon onother. lt is o motter of personol toste. For exomple, my speciol preference goes

to the twenty.fifth in the series. Do you understond now how proud I om thot she hos

consented to ploy thot porticulor voriotion for me os o port of her progrom todoy?

Boch's music moy perhops provide the occosion to soy o few words obout my work' I

hod better not expound on the offinity I seem to hove discovered between the conon in

polyphonic music ond the regulor division of o plone into figures with identicol forms,

no motter how striking it is to me thot the Boroque composers hove performed

monipulotions with sounds similor to the ones I love to do with visuol imoges.

Allow me to soy only thot Fother Boch hos been o strong inspirotion to me, ond thot
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mony o print reoched definite form in my mind while I wos listening to the lucid, logicol
longuoge he speoks, while I wos drinking the cleor wine he pours.

When one speoks obout "\.tcid" ond "logicol," one ihinks involuntorily of mothemotics.
ln high school in Arnhem I wos o porticulorly poor student in orithmetic ond olgebro
becouse I hod, ond still hove, greot trouble with the obstroctions of numbers ond
letters. Things went o little better in geometry when I wos colled upon to use my
imoginotion, but I never excelled in this subiect either while in school.

But our poth through life con toke stronge turns.
When upon completion of high school I become o student ot the Hoorlem School for

Architecture ond Decorotive Arts, I come within o hoirsbreodth of hoving the oppor-
tqnity to become o useful member of society. My porents registered me os o student in
orchitecture. But the school olso offered o course in grophic orts tought by S. Jessurun
de Mesquito, ond I hove every reoson in the world to remoin grotef ul to him for the rest
of my life, first os teocher ond loter os fotherly friend. He sow something in the smoll
linoleum corvings I hod mode while still in high school, ond he persuoded my porents to
let me drop orchitecture in order to try ond see if I hod it in me to be o grophic ortist. ln
the beginning my fother didn't think it such o good ideo, but I myself wos only too
pleosed;with ihot chonge of direction.

Although I om even now still o loymon in the oreo of moihemotics, ond olthough I lock
theoreticol knowledge, the mothemoticions, ond in porticulor the crystollogrophers,
hove hod consideroble influence on my work of the lost twenty yeors. The lows of the
phenomeno oround us-order, regulority, cyclicol repeiitions, ond renewols-hove
ossumed greoter ond greoter importonce {or me. The oworeness of their presence
gives me peoce ond provides me with support. I try in my prints to testify thot we live in

o beoutiful ond orderly world, ond not in o formless choos, os it sometimes seems.

Mysubiectsoreoftenolsoployiul.lcon'tkeepfromfoolingoroundwithourirrefutoble
certointies. lt is, for exomple, o pleosure knowingly to mix up two- ond three-
dimensionolities, flot ond spotiol, ond to moke fun of grovity.

Are you reolly sure thot o floor con't olso be o ceiling?
Are you definitely convinced thot you will be on o higher plone when you wolk up o

sto ircose?

ls it o foct os for os you ore concerned thot holf on egg isn't olso holf on empty shell?
Such opporently silly questions I pose first of oll to myself (becouse I om my own first

observer), ond then to others who ore kind enough io come ond observe my work. lt is
sotisfying to note lhot quite o few people enioy this kind of ployfulness, ond thot they
oren't ofroid to modify their thinking obout rock-solid reolities.
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Above oll I toke pleosure in the contocts ond f riendships with mothemoticions thot I owe
to this. They hove ofien provided me with new ideos, ond sometimes on interoction
between them ond myself even develops. How ployful they con be, those leorned
lodies ond gentlemen!

To tell you the truth, I find the concept "art" o bit of o dilemmo. Whot one person colls
"ort" is often not "ort" for onother. "Beoutiful" ond "ugly" ore old-foshioned concepts
thot ore only rorely brought into the picture nowodoys-moybe rightfully so, who is to
soy? Something repellent, something thot gives you o morol hongover, something thot
huris your eyes or eors con still be ort!

Only when the sentiment is kitsch is it not ort, we oll ogree on thot. Certoinly, but

whot is kitsch? lf only I knew thot! I flnd such determinotions of volue bosed on feelings

too subiective ond vogue. lf l'm not mistoken, the words "ort" ond "ortist" did not yet

exist during ond before the Renoissonce. Architects, sculptors, ond pointers ot lhe time

were simply considered proctitioners of o croft.
The grophic orts ore olso on honest croft, ond I consider it o privilege to be o

member of the guild of grophic ortists. Cuttlng with o gouge or engroving with o burin
in o woodblock polished mirror smooth is not something on which you necessorily pride
yourself; it is simply o pleosont type of work. The only thing is thot os you get older it
tokes more time ond effort ond the chips fly somewhot less tempestuously obdut your

workbench thon they used to.

So lom o grophicorlistwith heortond soul, butthe roting "ortist" mokes mefeel o

little emborrossed.

Thot is why, Mr. Moyor (ond I would like to end on this note), I prefer to receive my

honor os o grophic ortist pure ond simple, if I moy express it this woy. I hope thot you

consent io my occepting it os such.

I
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