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Tiptoe Through the Tulips  

Tiptoe through the window
By the window, that is where I’ll be
Come tiptoe through the tulips with me

Oh, tiptoe from the garden
By the garden of the willow tree
And tiptoe through the tulips with me

Knee deep in flowers we’ll stray
We’ll keep the showers away
And if I kiss you in the garden, in the moonlight
Will you pardon me?
And tiptoe through the tulips with me

Maybe the flowers you stray will be the showers of life
And if I kiss you in the garden in the moonlight
Will you pardon me and tiptoe through the tulips with me?
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Q
uite by chance I heard the 1929 
song ‘Tiptoe Through the Tulips’ and 
like many other people I found this 
supposedly beautiful love song rather 

uncanny, even to the point of thinking it 
chilling. I tried to understand why such 
a love song should induce a sense of the 
uncanny. Was it the lyrics, the voice of the 
singer Tiny Tim, who popularised it in 1968, 
or perhaps our own lack of imagination 
in constructing scenes of affection? As 
we have seen time and again in the 
contributions that artists have made to this 
project, it is the uncanny, the strangeness 
in a work that is the characteristic which 
engages our interest and stimulates the 
kind of discussions that pure beauty rarely 

does. Strangeness is all around us in daily 
life, and let’s once more recall Edgar Allan 
Poe’s observation that there is no exquisite 
beauty … without some strangeness in the 
proportion.

In the profoundly intelligent and subtle 
text that Oliver Beer has contributed to 
this issue of The Strangeness of Beauty, he 
revives memories of his grandmother, or 
‘Oma’ as he used to call her, through various 
physical traces of her belongings which 
were left behind after her passing. For Beer, 
in his own words these are: An impression 
formed at the meeting point of sound, vision, 
spatial consciousness, as well as cerebrally 
through an awareness of history and context.

Rereading other texts by Beer and pondering 
over them, I realise how special we human 
beings are. It is only through our being here 
and sensing things that witness is borne 
to the magic of things that occur. I am 
also reminded of the intrinsic closeness of 
beauty and strangeness, of harmony and 
the uncanny, and finally of ease and unease. 
Is the strangeness just that extra element 
which some of us feel when faced with a 
particular situation? What makes us feel 
things to such an extreme? I am making a 
list which reads: Can we spot strangeness 
through the voyage in time? Do memories 
generate strangeness? Does depth of 
thought unearth strangeness? Do traces of a 
past occurrence connect with strangeness? 
Can sound generate strangeness? Do we 
recognise strangeness in acts of repetition? 
Are our feelings capable of emanating 
strangeness? Does the mere fact of being 
here connect us to strangeness? Does the 
immensity of nature awaken in us a sense 
of strangeness? Are the complexities of 
architecture and dwellings intertwined with 
strangeness? Does the existence of objects 
allow a connection to strangeness? Is it 
normal that human beings, human feelings, 
human actions can prompt strangeness? If 
all or even most of the above are true, then 
we might accept that strangeness is an 
integral component of our lives. 

I must admit that I have often been faced by 
the uncanny, by the strangeness in life, and 
every time I have found it stimulating and 
inspiring. 

Ziba Ardalan 
Founder, Artistic and Executive Director
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 Oliver Beer
hear with your eyes

O
ma was the name I called my 
grandmother. She put this lino down 
in the 1960s and over four decades 
her feet gradually wore through the 

decorative pattern. Over the years, marks 
appeared in front of the oven, the sink, the 
front door, where she turned around in front 
of the fridge, where she sat at her table 
shuffling her feet. Like a drawing made over 
forty years, these worn patches describe 
half a lifetime of movement. 

Oliver Beer, Oma’s Kitchen Floor, 2008 
Linoleum, 511 x 350 cm (201¼ x 137¾ in) 
Installation view at Modern Art Oxford
Courtesy the artist
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W
hen I was a kid I found beauty 
in strange places. I could hear 
what musical key a room was 
in just by listening to it – as 

though it were a seashell – the ambient 
sound bouncing off the walls and being 
gently filtered by the geometry of the space. 
A room is a vessel. It contains us, and it 
also contains music. Like a wine glass or 
a bottle, it contains its own musical notes. 
The notes are determined by the geometry 
and volume of the space. I taught myself 
to sing the natural frequencies of rooms 
to stimulate powerful standing waves that 
would perplex the ears – seeming to come 
from everywhere and nowhere. I first did 
this in Oma’s kitchen.

Oliver Beer, The Resonance Project: Call to Sound, 2015 
Architectural acoustic performance for the 
Istanbul Biennale/Galerie Thaddaeus Ropac
Courtesy the artist

I 
have listened and sung to thousands of 
objects to find the ones whose empty 
spaces resonate in perfect harmony with 
each other. The most humbling moment 

for me, as I worked my way through a 
labyrinthine storage area, was singing into 
a simple vessel painted with geometric 
designs, which sang back to me with a pure 
and perfectly chilling D-natural (D3). It was 
made between 5300–4300 BCE in the region 
that would become Persia. Since the day the 
vessel was fired, more than seven millennia 
ago, it has been singing the same note. 
The beauty of the object was tied up with 
the uncanny purity and timelessness of the 
sound. 

Oliver Beer, Vessel Orchestra, 2019
Mixed media, dimensions variable
Installation view at The Met Breuer, 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
Photograph by Adam Reich

Jar with geometric designs, c. 5300–4300 BCE
Transitional Chalcolithic, Central Iran
Ceramic, paint. Height 17.2 cm (6¾ in) 
Diameters 23.5 cm (9¼ in); rim 11 cm (4¼ in)
Gift of Mr and Mrs Lester Wolfe, 1960
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I
n 2020, Oma’s remaining belongings, 
mostly worthless, were going to be 
thrown or given away. It had been 
seventeen years since she died. Rather 

than let the final physical traces of her 
life dissipate, I sliced through her things – 
her glasses, chess pieces, books, coloured 
pencils – at precise angles and set the 
pieces into resin. I sanded them to a 
perfectly flat pictorial plane and hand-
painted the resin with white gesso. I made 
a composition with her belongings, trying to 
see them as sound sees them, not stopping 
at the surface like light does, but trying to 
understand the essence of the things, their 
naked existence – to make portraits of her 
through the things she left behind. 
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Cover image
Cecilia Edefalk, Double White Venus with Mask, 2008 
Egg tempera and oil on linen. Private collection

Oliver Beer, Recomposition (Domino Drawer), 2020
Resin, gesso, mixed media
47 x 47 x 2.5 cm (18½ x 18½ x 1 in)
Photograph by Ben Westoby


