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D A Y S  A N D  D A Y S

Mexico city kept sticking to his shoes. It crept up his legs. It settled in his head. For 

days and days the boy walked through the city. The old city of the Aztecs lay in the 

basements. The younger city of the Spaniards was on the ground floor. The most 

recent city with the millions of people was on top of and alongside the city of the 

Spaniards. With the army of the homeless. With the stray dogs. He knew: there's no 

way back. But he wasn't a Mexican. He was el gringo, the foreigner. Tall, thin and 

white. He knew: I no longer belong there but I don't yet belong here. He stayed.
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T H E  S T O R Y  T H A T

El gringo didn't know the country. Nor the city. Nor the people. He was a drifter. He 

grabbed his camera. His long legs carried him to the edge of the city. The heat became 

dust. He saw something in himself that he had never seen before. He saw an 

unexplored land. An artist. He filmed the dogs, the stray dogs on the edge of the city. 

They barked. Jumped. Snapped at his legs and his camera. The camera fell from his 

hands. But he had filmed the story of the dogs that were banished to the edge of the 

city. The story that turned Francis De Smedt into Francis Alÿs.
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O N E  E V E N I N G

El gringo walked through the city like a stray dog. He sniffed around, left and right. He 

scratched in the emptiness. He pricked up his ears to listen to the people. He stared at 

the pictures that the city painted. El gringo was looking for the neglected stories of the 

city. The neglected stories that the wind blew in all directions, dropped and left lying. 

One evening el gringo came across a group of street cleaners. But he didn't see street 

cleaners cleaning up the litter with their brooms. No, he saw street cleaners performing a 

ballet with brooms and litter. A ballet that lasted until the whirling litter was a mountain, 

and then became litter again.



O N E  O F  T H E M

El gringo saw the men in the square. The sun melted the pavement. The men stood by 

the fence. He read the signs at the men's feet. They advertised themselves as carpenter, 

plumber, signpainter or locksmith. He saw the men with the signs at their feet and he 

saw the men with the signs at their feet as works of art. El gringo painted 'tourist' on a 

sign and went to stand between the carpenter, the plumber, the signpainter and the 

locksmith. El gringo was one of the men. Was one of them. His drifter's story was 

mixed with the stories of the carpenter, the plumber, the signpainter and the 

locksmith.
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A G A I N  A N D  A G A I N

Every day he saw the people walking over the square to their work. He saw someone 

crossing the square with a stick with a little wheel attached to it. The wheel ran in the 

grooves between the tiles. The wind blew the litter into them. Every day he saw the 

people coming back from their work. He saw someone with a stick with a little wheel 

attached to it leave. The wheel ran in the grooves between the tiles. The wind blew the 

litter into them. Every day seemed like the rest. He made a cartoon film of a girl 

singing about tomorrow and pouring water into a beaker. The girl poured again and 

again and again and every day seemed like the rest. Every day.
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T H E  S H E E P  B L E A T E D

The flagpole stood in the middle of the square. It was big and tall. The sun revolved 

around the flagpole.  The shadow of the flagpole followed the sun as it revolved. The 

flagpole was like the hand of a gigantic watch. The heat was heavy and so was the 

shadow of the flagpole. The people stood in a long row in the shadow of the flagpole. 

They read. They talked. They fanned themselves. They waited. The hours passed. El 

gringo walked in circles inside the gigantic watch with a flock of sheep. The sheep were 

people. They were imprisoned in a watch. The sheep bleated. So did the people. They 

walked round in circles.
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F I N G E R S  T O  T H E  L I P S

The city was filled with noise. El gringo pressed his finger to his lips and kept silent. 

He asked a passer-by to observe a minute's silence. With his finger to his lips. Now the 

two of them kept silent. The passer-by asked another passer-by to observe a minute's 

silence. With his finger to his lips. Now the three of them kept silent. The other passer-

by asked yet another passer-by to observe a minute's silence too. With his finger to his 

lips. Now the four of them kept silent. The ten of them. The tens of them. The 

spectators did not only hear the silence. The spectators saw the silence. They saw the 

silence as an image.
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C A T C H I N G  I M A G E S

El gringo caught images. He had to lie down to take them. Such as the images of the 

people sleeping on pavements and benches. Of the dogs yawning. He also caught upright 

images. Such as the image of the blind beggars shuffling along one behind the other. 

Blind beggars guided by a blind man with a white stick. Blind beggars hung with bags, a 

guitar, accordion, drum, stool and double bass. He also caught the image of the homeless 

man pushing his load forwards in a squeaky pram. The homeless person had a plaster 

image of the Virgin pinned to his back. Beneath the red cloak of the Madonna lay a 

squeaking Jesus. He caught all those images. All those images were paintings.
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S E A - G R E E N  I N  T H E  S K Y

El gringo found a house in the city. It had three floors. The front wall was old and 

orange-red. There was also a patio with a balcony. Now and then a sudden heavy 

shower fell out of the sky. His favourite spot was to sit at the kitchen table. And watch 

the sun and the rain. And sketch his stories on tracing paper. There were also cabinet-

makers, painters, film-makers and photographers in the house. He gave his fragile 

sketches to the cabinet-makers, painters, film-makers and photographers, and the 

cabinet-makers, painters, film-makers and photographers developed his stories. Good 

stories are passed on, in any form, in any language.
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T H E  E N I G M A  O F

He invented the enigma of the snails. He cast seven snails in bronze, coloured each one of 

them, and released the seven snails in seven rubbish bags. The heat hung heavy. He took 

the seven rubbish bags to seven different places in the city and waited seven weeks to see 

what happened. There were thousands of hungry drifters and three million stray dogs in 

the city. When the seven weeks were up, he combed the flea markets. He took his time. 

The snails were slow as well. After months of poking around, he tracked down two snails. 

But where were the other snails? That was the enigma of the snails.
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M A K I N G  N O T H I N G

He sat at the kitchen table. The shadows receded into nooks and crevices. He 

remembered ice. He decided to make nothing out of something. Around nine o'clock 

in the morning he started to drag a large block of ice through the city. The ice crossed 

boulevards. It slid past parks. It bumped over zebra crossings. Midday arrived. He 

dragged the ice further with his bare hands. Stooped. The ice bumped down staircases. 

It cracked. It melted, grew smaller and smaller and turned into a ball. He dribbled the 

ice over the pavements. Left foot, Right foot. Evening arrived. The ice became a mark 

on a paving stone and dried up. Something had been turned into nothing.
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H A N S  A N D  G R E T E L

In Stockholm he entered the city wearing a blue woollen jumper. He tied a thread from 

his sleeve to a bush in the park. He started to walk and his jumper unravelled like a 

story. His left sleeve unrolled itself. The cable pattern on his back unrolled itself. His 

right sleeve unrolled itself. The thread drew a blue line through the city. When he was 

left standing in his vest, he turned around. Hans and Gretel scattered crumbs in order 

to find the way back. He was reminded of that. He followed the blue thread to the park 

and saw an old person carefully winding up the thread. The thread had started a new 

story. Would it become a blue jumper again? And what afterwards?
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P A I N T E R  O F  M I R A G E S

He walked like a hunter and hunted stories. He heard about hunters in Patagonia who 

hunted rheas. The hunters hunted down the three-toed flightless birds over the vast 

grassy plains to beyond the horizon. Until they were breathless and collapsed. From 

the car he filmed mirages on the road in the distance. As if the mirages were elusive 

rheas who waited for the hunters on the horizon and mysteriously fled from them. To 

keep appearing again and again in the distance. So he filmed people hunting elusive 

mirages. So he was a painter of mirages.
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T H E  P A I N T  S A I D

A paint stripe on the ground is not just a paint stripe on the ground. He was in São 

Paulo and walked through the city with a tin of blue paint. There was a hole in the tin. 

The blue paint left a thin trail through the city and the paint stripe said: 'I walk through 

the city. Want to join me?' Afterwards he walked along the border between Jordan and 

Israel. The old border dated from 1948. After the war in 1967 there was a new border. 

The new border made Israel bigger and Jordan smaller. There was often fighting over 

the new border. He walked along the new border with a tin of green paint and drew the 

new border in a thin trail on the ground. The paint stripe said: Thus far and no further'.
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T I N  S T A R S

Cars roared. Scooters screamed. Buses and lorries klaxoned loudly. He walked through 

the city. Walking was quiet, walking was slow. Walking was smelling and seeing and 

hearing and feeling. Walking was everything that cars and scooters and buses and 

lorries were not. He looked up. The sun shone faintly and the moon was bright. Stars 

were scattered criss-cross in the evening sky. He stood still and gazed at the sticky 

asphalt beneath his feet. Crown caps were scattered criss-cross in the asphalt. Stars of 

tin and glass and plastic lids. He took photographs of the starry sky in the asphalt and 

said: 'Art is everywhere. On the earth and in the sky.'
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W H A T  T H E  P E O P L E  L O S T

The stray dogs had been driven out of the city. He made a stray dog on wheels of tin 

and wood and put a magnet in its belly. The dog walked on a leash. They walked over 

the starry sky in the asphalt and through deserted streets. On the way the dog attracted 

nails, wire and scrap metal. They accompanied street cleaners for a while. The brooms 

of the street cleaners were stray dogs that sighed like the sea. They walked in circles 

around a group of musicians. The dog shook its scrap fleece and barked like a 

tambourine. People looked around in surprise. The dog reminded them of what they 

had lost.

C O P Y  A F T E R  C O P Y

He had seen the paintings in the historic inner city. They were paintings on wooden 

panels and metal signs. They advertised shoe cream. Men's suits. Films. He painted a 

man in an impeccable suit with a white shirt and a tie sitting at a table. The man's left 

hand was wearing a shoe like a glove. He asked the painters of the advertising signs to 

copy his painting. Copy after copy of the man in the tailored suit appeared. Colours 

faded. Dark shadows turned white. He saw the many copies and copied his first 

painting too. A work of art is not one, it is many.
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I N  T H E  M U S I C

It snowed music in London. The asphalt was white. The city was buzzing. He picked 

up a drumstick and walked through the city streets. The sound of bells slowly drifted 

down. The drumstick rattled on iron lampposts. He turned a corner. The drumstick 

played on railings and skipped over balustrades. The cheerful clatter, pit-a-pat, tinkle, 

click-clack and rattle of the drumstick could be heard through the sound of the city 

and the swish of the snow. The artist added sound to the city and didn't add any sound 

to the city. Just as bells sometimes ring and sometimes don't ring, but are always there.
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F R O M  G U A R D S  T O  A R M Y

He started the ballet with one royal guard. The guard was wearing a red uniform with 

a bearskin helmet. His black boots glistened. He made the guard march through an 

empty street. He made a second guard join the first. As if by chance. He made more 

guards arrive from other streets. One by one. Or in blocks. As if by chance too. The 

guards became an army. Square. Steamroller. A stamping machine that rolled its way 

through London on one-hundred-and-twenty-eight boots. He made the machine 

dissolve on a bridge. The guards walked off in different directions. The ballet reached 

its conclusion. The ballet of the guards who become less and less army, less and less 

machine, and more and more human beings.
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T H E  O N E  A N D  T H E  O T H E R

One cannot exist without the other. No Pippi without Longstocking. He took the train 

to Venice. His friend flew there. He held the bell of the tuba in his hands. His friend 

had the tubing around his neck. They walked into the city and wondered whether they 

would find one another. Venice was a labyrinth. He walked past splendid palazzi. 

Pigeons cooed and flew into the air. Bridges sighed. His friend hazarded his way 

through the labyrinth of canals. Some gondoliers sang. The city was a colourful 

spectacle. And yes, they found one another. They screwed the bell to the tubing and 

played a note. Just one. That one cannot exist without the other is a work of art.
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A L M O S T  T H E  S A M E

He saw her on the flea market in the city. She was facing left. She wore a red headscarf. 

Her name was Fabiola and she was a saint. Jean-Jacques Henner had done her portrait 

long ago. Thousands of amateur painters were moved by his Fabiola. He started a 

collection: Fabiola on canvas. Fabiola in a shell. Fabiola in wool. Fabiola in pebbles. 

Later he took his collection of Fabiolas to a museum. He assembled three hundred 

times almost the same Fabiola with almost the same red headscarf against almost the 

same background. Each Fabiola was fake but all the Fabiolas were art. Even though 

Henner's Fabiola was lost.
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W O R K I N G  L I K E  T H E  W I N D

He travelled to Lima in Peru. The city was surrounded by high dunes. There was a lot 

of poverty in the city. He recruited five hundred students and gave each of them a 

spade. The students made for the high dune. They thrust the spades into the dune and 

threw the sand in front of them. They worked like the wind. Side by side they dug their 

way to the top. When evening crept out of the sand, it was as though they had moved 

the dune. The students were overjoyed. They had achieved the impossible. 'What if we 

were to drink the ocean dry? They said. 'Or if we were to paint the sky?' Art moves 

mountains. Nothing is impossible.
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A  F I L M  I N  A  R O L L  O F  F I L M

He films in Kabul. The capital of Afghanistan is made of clay. The war is raging. War 

makers stole thousands of films and set fire to them. He films boys running through 

the city with a red and blue roll of film. A trail of images rolling past houses and sandy 

streets. The leaves in the telegraph wires are plastic blown in the wind. Military 

helicopters growl in the air. A man crosses the picture with a bunch of colourful 

balloons. A boy rotates the roll of film around its axis at eye level. His eyes are a film in 

a roll of film. They speak of a boy in a country at war. Francis Alÿs wants to tell that 

story too. He has to tell that story.
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A N D  E B . . .

Africa was below and Europe above. A street of deep blue water separated and above. 

Below looked up and up a white blank wall. The artist decided to build a bridge, across 

the street, with the big people of below and above, a bridge like a chain of boats. There 

would be no under and above and no longer a blind white wall. But the big people did 

not want to join. The artist let go of his plan and gave it to the children from below 

and to the children of above. The children from below and the children from above 

went into the streets in a row with sailboats made of slippers. The children walked in 

the water and the sailboats of slippers on the water. Eb took the children and the 

sailboats of slippers and the flood gave the children and the sailboats of slippers back 

and ebbs and gave floods ebb and flow and ... The bridge became a water painting.
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I T  I S

The art of Francis Alÿs travels. It is always on the move. It walks through streets and 

over squares. It is video. Drawing. Painting. Sketch. Object. It is like the city. It lies on 

flea markets between patched up bowls and worn out shoes. It is a milky way in the 

asphalt of the road. It lies in the sun and in the shade. It is a line that disappears in the 

landscape. It is music, even if just a single note. It is mirage. Iron. Scrap metal. Army. 

It dances with street cleaners and sits in the lap of beggars. It plays with banished dogs. 

It walks in and out of museums. It goes around the world. It is stories. It is drifter art. 

It is elusive.
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Francis Alÿs is perhaps the most transverse of all Belgian artists. He paints with 

everything that comes to him: with pencil, with paint, with sand, with photos, 

with garbage, with clay, with scrap, with ice, with video images, with everything, 

you name it. He is thus the painter of mirages per excellence. Francis Alÿs works 

and lives in Mexico City, from where his story branches around the world. For 

this youth book, Francis Alÿs never signed and published illustrations. Author 

Paul de Moor recorded the stories of Francis Alÿs. She put Leen Depooter on 

paper.

Van dezelfde auteur verschenen bij Ludion de jeugdboeken Schilderen op ijs (over

Luc Tuymans, 2011) en De schilder schilderde (over Raoul De Keyser, 2012).  
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