


















Hans Christian Andersen



WHOSOEVER could do the most incredible thing was to have the King’s daughter and half of his kingdom.
The young men, yes, and the old ones too, bent their heads, their muscles, and their hearts upon 

winning. To do what they thought was the most incredible thing, two ate themselves to death, and one died 
of overdrinking. Even the boys in the street practiced spitting on their own backs, which they supposed 
was the most incredible thing anyone could do.

On a certain day there was to be an exhibition of things most incredible and everyone showed his 
best work. Judges were appointed, ranging from children of three to old men of ninety. It was a grand 
exposition of things out of the ordinary, but everybody promptly agreed that most incredible of all was a 
great hall clock—an extraordinary contraption, outside and in.

When the clock struck, out came lifelike figures to tell the hour. There were twelve separate 
performances of these moving figures, with speaking and singing. People said that nothing so incredible 
had ever before been seen.

The clock struck one, and there stood Moses on the mountain, writing in the tablets of the law the first 
great commandment: “There is only one true God.” The clock struck two, and there were Adam and Eve, 
just as they first met in the Garden of Eden. Were ever two people so lucky! They didn’t own so much as a 
clothes-closet, and they didn’t need one. At the stroke of three, the three Holy Kings appeared. These kings 
brought incense and precious gifts. When the stroke of four sounded, the seasons advanced in their order. 
Spring carried a budding bough of beech, on which a cuckoo sang. Summer had for her sign a grasshopper 
on a ripening ear of wheat. Autumn had only an empty stork’s nest, for the birds had flown away. Winter’s 
tame crow perched on the corner of the stove, and told old tales of bygone days. At five o’clock there was 
a procession of the five senses. Sight was represented by a man who made spectacles. Hearing was a noisy 
coppersmith. Smell was a flower girl with violets for sale. Taste came dressed as a cook. Feeling was a 



mourner, with crape down to his heels. As the clock struck six, there sat a gambler, throwing dice for the 
highest cast of all, and they fell with the sixes up. Then came the seven days of the week, or they might be 
the seven deadly sins. People could not be sure which they were, for they were not easy to distinguish. 
Next came a choir of monks, to sing the eight o’clock evensong. At the stroke of nine, the nine muses 
appeared. One was an astronomer, one kept the books of history, and the others were connected with the 
theater. Ten o’clock struck, and Moses came forth again, this time with the tables in which were written all 
ten of God’s commandments. When the clock struck again, boys and girls danced out. They played and 
sang this song:

 “All the way to heaven
 The clock struck eleven.”

And eleven it struck. Then came the stroke of twelve. Out marched the night watchman, wearing his cap 
and carrying his morning star—which is a truncheon tipped with spikes. He sang the old watch song:

 “’Twas at the midnight hour
 Our Savior He was born—”

and as he sang the roses about him unfolded into the heads of angels, with rainbow-tinted wings.
It was good to hear. It was charming to see. The whole thing was a work of extraordinary 

craftsmanship, and everyone agreed that it was the most incredible thing. The artist who had made it 
was young, generous, and sincere, a true friend, and a great help to his poor father and mother. He was 
altogether worthy of the Princess and of half the kingdom.



On the day that they were to proclaim who had won, the whole town was bedecked and be-draped. 
The Princess sat on her throne. It had been newly stuffed with horsehair for the occasion, but it was still 
far from comfortable or pleasant. The judges winked knowingly at the man they had chosen, who stood 
there so happy and proud. His fortune was made, for had he not done the most incredible thing!

“No!” a tall, bony, powerful fellow bawled out. “Leave it to me, I am the man to do the most 
incredible thing,” and then he swung his ax at the craftsman’s clock. Crack, crash, smash! There lay the 
whole thing. Here rolled the wheels, and there flew the hairsprings. It was wrecked and ruined. “I did 
that,” said the lout. “My work beat his, and bowled you over, all in one stroke. I have done the most 
incredible thing.”

“To destroy such a work of art!” said the judges. “Why it’s the most incredible thing we’ve ever seen.” 
And the people said so too. So he was awarded the Princess and half the kingdom, because a law is a law, 
even if it happens to be a most incredible one.

They blew trumpets from the ramparts and the city towers, and they announced, “The wedding will 
now take place.” The Princess was not especially happy about it, but she looked pretty and she wore her 
most expensive clothes. The church was at its best by candle-light, late in the evening. The ladies of the 
court sang in processions, and escorted the bride. The lords sung, and accompanied the groom. From the 
way he strutted and swaggered along, you’d think that nothing could ever bowl him over.

Then the singing stopped. It was so still that you could have heard a pin fall in the street. But it was 
not quiet for long. Crash! crash! the great church doors flew open, and boom! boom! all the works of the 
clock came marching down the church aisle and halted between the bride and the groom.

Dead men cannot walk the earth. That’s true, but a work of art does not die. Its shape may be 
shattered, but the spirit of art cannot be broken. The spirit of art jested, and that was no joke.



To all appearances it stood there as if it were whole, and had never been wrecked. The clock struck one 
hour right after another, from one to twelve, and all the figures poured forth. First Moses came, shining as 
if bright flames issued from his forehead. He cast the heavy stone tablets of the law at the bridegroom’s feet, 
and tied them to the church floor. “I cannot lift them again,” said Moses, “for you have broken my arms. 
Stand where you are!”

Then came Adam and Eve, the three Wise Men of the East, and the four Seasons. Each told him the 
disagreeable truth. “Shame on you!” But he was not ashamed.

All the figures of all the hours marched out of the clock, and they grew wondrous big. There was 
scarcely room for the living people. And at the stroke of twelve out strode the watchman, with his cap 
and his many-spiked morning star. There was a strange commotion. The watchman went straight to the 
bridegroom, and smote him on the forehead with his morning star.

“Lie where you are,” said the watchman. “A blow for a blow. We have taken out vengeance and the 
master’s too, so now we will vanish.”

And vanish they did, every cogwheel and figure. But the candles of the church flared up like flowers of 
fire, and the gilded stars under the roof cast down long clear shafts of light, and the organ sounded though 
no man had touched it. The people all said that they had lived to see the most incredible thing.

“Now,” the Princess commanded, “summon the right man, the craftsman who made the work of art. 
He shall be my husband and my lord.”

He stood beside her in the church. All the people were in his train. Everyone was happy for him, 
everyone blessed him, and there was no one who was envious. And that was the most incredible thing.





















































between Marcel Dzama and Justin Peck

Moderated by Lucas Zwirner



LZ: What is “The Most Incredible Thing” by Hans Christian Andersen about?

MD: I can go first. Do you mean just explain the story?

LZ: Yes, not even symbolically, just literally, a kind of summary in your words. 

MD: It’s about a king, who wants to see the most incredible thing in the world, and offers up half of his 
kingdom and marriage to his daughter to have this experience. In the original, there are judges who decide 
what’s most incredible. In this version, I was kind of thinking it would be the king.

JP: Yeah, we kind of trimmed off the judges.

MD: So the king wants to see the most incredible thing, and he picks this clock that is the most incredible 
thing and you see all the hours, one at a time. Then the clockmaker and the princess are about to get 
married, and this destroyer character comes in and destroys the clock. For some reason, the king decides 
that that is the most incredible thing in the world—to destroy such beauty. 

JP: Yeah, that’s it.

MD: To have the audacity to destroy something so beautiful. Then, as the princess is about to marry 
this destroyer character, the clock comes back to life, kills the destroyer, and the clockmaker marries the 
princess after all, happy ending!

JP: Should I give it a go now? 



LZ: Definitely.

JP: Like Marcel said, it starts with a contest where the king is trying to find the most incredible thing,  
and he offers up half of his kingdom and marriage to his princess to the person who can come up with  
it. Everyone tries to come up with their version of the most incredible thing. All ages, from children  
to . . . I think it’s kids up to old people. And people try things but nothing really sticks, and then this  
figure emerges who is not really from the area. He’s this creator and I find him very confident, but not 
cocky. He says, “I’ve come up with this most incredible thing.” And it’s this magical clock. The king and the 
kingdom take a look at it and they notice that on each hour a different figurine emerges from the clock. 
So as the clock strikes one—in our version—it’ll be a cuckoo bird, and two it’ll be Adam and Eve, three it’s 
the three kings, four it’s the four seasons, five it’s the five senses, six is the gambler, seven it’s the seven days 
of the week or the seven deadly sins, eight is eight monks, nine is the nine muses, at ten the cuckoo bird 
comes out again, eleven is actually eleven children who sing and dance, and then twelve is this moment 
where all the figurines come together and create this beautiful tableau surrounding the clock. 

The king and the kingdom are blown away by this whole experience and say, “All right, you’ve come up 
with the most incredible thing, you can marry the princess and have half the kingdom.” Just as that’s about 
to happen, this mysterious figure emerges and says, “Actually I’ve come up with the most incredible thing, 
watch this.” He’s cocky; he’s beyond confident, I think. So he goes and destroys the entire clock and the 
king deems that to be the most incredible thing, and the kingdom follows the king. The princess knows it’s 
really the best decision to make, but she feels responsible for the whole promise. So they’re to wed, and just 
as they’re about to get married the figurines—which are completely destroyed—come back to life, and they 
avenge the creator and chase away the destroyer and right the wrong!

LZ: And did you know the story before?





MD: No, I had never heard of it before.

JP: Yes, it’s a lesser-known story of Hans Christian Andersen’s. Which is partially why I’m excited.

LZ: What was it about this story in particular? At some point you encountered this story, but why was it 
interesting for a ballet?

JP: Some of the themes were particularly interesting to explore through dance and art in general. I 
think there’s an idea of creation being more important than war and destruction. I think Hans Christian 
Andersen was going through a period in his life, and I think in the world at that time there was some 
global war going on, and he wrote this story as a reaction to that . . . and the power of art and how it  
can . . . well, I guess sort of the importance of that in relation to what was going on at that time.

MD: That was part of the reason I got really excited when you said that one, because it was around that 
time when ISIS was destroying all the artwork and things like that, so it felt like such a timely piece. I really 
feel like it makes sense for now. And hopefully the art will come back for revenge, like it does in the story!

JP: It’s also about the lasting effect that art can have on a viewer—that for someone who takes in an 
artwork, the effect can be more important and transcendent than the material of the art itself. 

LZ: That seems to lend itself quite well to dance, particularly, as a kind of ephemeral medium, but you are 
not a ballet dancer, Marcel. You make drawings and objects.

MD: But I do . . . When I draw I hope it leaves someone with a feeling more than a sense of, “oh I want to 
own this.” I mean I don’t own my favorite artworks. I own some books, but for my favorite works it’s kind 



of the feeling that I’ve seen it in person, the way it strikes me, that excitement, the endorphins or whatever 
hits you when you encounter the thing itself.

LZ: Did you start having ideas about the costumes directly from reading the story—when it hit you—or 
was there another round of back and forth first?

MD: Justin gave me some suggestions, like a breakdown of the story.

JP: I printed out the story, went through and just scribbled a bunch of notes chronologically about what I 
thought might work. I tried to encourage certain design choices for the costumes and for the scenery, just 
so Marcel had a starting point. Then he took that and ran with it. 

MD: The first round I did costumes that were less my own style and more trying to be ballet costumes. The 
next time we met Justin said, “Do what you want to do and then work downwards.”

JP: Come up with the craziest idea you have and then we can tell you to pull back from there, instead of 
trying to accommodate the ballet.

LZ: And Justin, do you see a difference in the way you’ve choreographed this project from past ones, in 
part because of the costumes?

JP: Yes, I think for this project specifically because we have Marcel on board and so involved in the story, 
my approach has been a bit different in that I want to make sure there’s room for all of his work to exist. 
So, in a way there are moments where I really stepped back choreographically to create more of a balance 
between these two sides. My past ballets have tended to be really movement heavy, and have focused on 



that. This is definitely taking things in a different direction. It’s also a huge ballet—it’s got forty-five dancers 
and eleven children, so it’s pretty epic in scale, too.

LZ: And how did this collaboration start? What brought you and Marcel together?

JP: It actually started because I teamed up with Bryce Dessner to collaborate on a ballet, and we were 
looking really closely at artists we wanted to bring on, to add to the collaboration. We went and saw a lot of 
work, and we saw Marcel’s 2014 show at David Zwirner—about a year ago—and I loved everything. I think 
both Bryce and I were interested in the fact that Marcel had this kind of semi-infatuation with dancers and 
dance, and we thought it would be a good fit. 

But you know, the way the whole project came about was not very typical, in that the team was 
established first and then we decided what sort of project we were going to do. Typically what happens is 
I’ll come up with an idea for a ballet. Let’s say I decide we’re going to work on a story ballet, and from that 
I’ll reach out to collaborators to bring in to work on that.

MD: We had that moment where we were like, “Okay what are we going to do now . . . Let’s  
write something.”
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In loving memory of Albert Evans, Paul Farber, Sonny Lind, and Jay Seeman. 

Thank you to Shelley Dick, Willem Dzama, Justin Peck, Bryce Dessner, Marc Happel, everyone at David Zwirner  
and New York City Ballet.

Marcel Dzama was born in 1974 in Winnipeg, Canada, where he received his B.F.A. in 1997 from the University of 
Manitoba. Since 1998, his work has been represented by David Zwirner. Dzama has exhibited widely in solo and group 
presentations throughout the United States and abroad. In 2010, a major survey of the artist’s work was presented at 
the Musée d’art contemporain de Montréal in Montreal. Other recent solo exhibitions include those organized by the 
World Chess Hall of Fame and Museum, St. Louis (2015, 2012); Kunstmuseum Thun, Switzerland (2014); Centro de 
Arte Contemporáneo de Málaga, Spain; Museo de Arte de Zapopan (MAZ), Zapopan, Mexico (both 2012); Gemeen-
temuseum, The Hague; Kunstverein Braunschweig, Germany (both 2011); Pinakothek der Moderne, Munich (2008); 
Ikon Gallery, Birmingham, England (2006); and Le Magasin – Centre National d’Art Contemporain de Grenoble, 
France (2005).

Justin Peck is a Soloist and the Resident Choreographer of New York City Ballet. Peck grew up in San Diego, where 
he studied at California Ballet for two years. In 2003, he began training at the School of American Ballet, the official 
school of New York City Ballet. He was named an apprentice in 2006, joined the NYCB corps de ballet in spring 2007, 
and was promoted to Soloist in February 2013. In addition to his choreographic work for NYCB, Peck has also created 
ballets for a range of companies including Miami City Ballet, L.A. Dance Project, School of American Ballet, New 
York City Center’s Fall for Dance Festival, Columbia Ballet Collaborative, Nantucket Atheneum Dance Festival, and 
Skidmore College.

Lucas Zwirner is Editor at David Zwirner Books. He received a B.A. in Comparative Literature and Philosophy from 
Yale University and has contributed to numerous art publications and translated widely from German to English. His 
translation of Momo by Michael Ende, illustrated by Marcel Dzama, was published by McSweeney’s McMullens in 2013.








