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The academic year of 2020/21 has been a bit of a roller-
coaster ride for Malmö Art Academy. The COVID-19 
pandemic seemed for a moment to loosen its grip  
between two waves over the summer of 2020, and we 
were able to meet in person for the first day of the 
 academic year in the August sun outside Båghallarna, 
cautiously feeling a slight return to what had been. The 
studios and workshops opened up and the Art Academy  
ran in-person introduction courses for the new  students, 
and we also made a long-awaited return to physical 
exhibitions, which are essential to our education pro-
gramme. It was a moment to breathe and a moment 
to celebrate the graduating MFA students—who had 
been deprived of physical exhibitions in the spring of 
2020 due to the raging pandemic and a complete lock- 
down of our premises. To see the incredible ambition and 
high level of work from our graduating students,  despite 
all the challenges of a global pandemic, makes me  
incredibly hopeful for the future of art and art education. 

When the academic year began, we welcomed our first 
group of six students to the new Master of Fine Arts in 
Artistic Research programme (MFAAR). The programme 
was initiated to extend and strengthen our commit-
ment to artistic research at the MFA level and to create 
a stronger link to Malmö Art Academy’s highly recog-
nised and outstanding PhD programme. In  October, we 
welcomed Dr. Verina Gfader as a new Professor at the 
Art Academy, and she is also the Programme  Director 
of the MFAAR. Gfader has a long-standing relationship 
to artistic research. 

We now have among us our newest Junior Lecturer, 
Youngjae Lih, an artist who specialises in new media. 
We also welcomed our new technician, artist Mathias 
Kristersson, and we are so happy for you all to be part 
of Malmö Art Academy.

In September 2020, Imogen Stidworthy successfully 
defended her thesis, titled Voicing on the Borders of 
Language, to obtain her Doctorate of Fine Arts. Hers 
was the first public defence to take place online due 
to the COVID-19 restrictions, and it worked out very 
well. The opponent was Prof. Dr. Christa-Maria Lerm 
Hayes of the University of Amsterdam, and the exam-
ination and assessment committee consisted of Taru 
Elfving, freelance curator and former Director of Frame, 
 Helsinki; Petra Bauer, Professor at the Royal Institute 
of Art, Stockholm; and Kent Olofsson, Lecturer at 
Malmö Music Academy, Lund University. Dr. Imogen 
 Stidworthy’s thesis is publicly accessible on the Malmö 
Art Academy website. 

The Art Academy turned twenty-five in 2020, and we 
were able to celebrate this milestone in art education, 
both in Sweden and internationally, with the publica-
tion of Trust, a Core Condition: Malmö Art Academy 
25 Years, edited by Marie Thams, Matts Leiderstam, 
and myself. The publication serves the dual purpose of 
foregrounding the artistic education and research that 
has and continues to happen at the Art Academy and 
acting as a Festschrift dedicated to Gertrud Sandqvist, 
in  honour of her enormous efforts and crucial role in 
establishing and steering the Art Academy from the 
beginning. The launch of Trust, a Core Condition also 
marked the end of Sandqvist’s latest mandate period 
as Rector of Malmö Art Academy, after leading the 
Art Academy for a total of twenty-two years. She will 
 continue on at the Art Academy as Vice Principal, Pro-
fessor, and Supervisor for the PhD programme. 

On 22 December 2020, the Swedish government 
closed the borders to Denmark and Norway, and they 
did not reopen until 31 March 2021. This left students 
based in Denmark—as well as those momentarily 
in Norway—in quite a pickle, not being able to enter 
 Sweden and their place of study. Materials from their 
studios were  driven over the border to Denmark so they 
could continue their work, in spite of the lack of access 
to their studios and the workshops. One significant 
project that derived from this situation is the project 
Playcore  Picnic,  initiated by the BFA1 group, who were 
split across borders. Playcore Picnic was created over 
the spring semester and launched at the Art  Academy’s 
annual exhibition in May 2021 as a shared online space, 
and it continues to grow beyond the immediate urgen-
cy of the pandemic as a collaborative space for art and 
thinking. 

On 1 January 2021, I stepped into the role of Rector 
of Malmö Art Academy—and I am extremely honoured 
to be at the helm of this ambitious school. Our Art 
 Academy is unique in so many ways, from its founda-
tion on feminist pedagogies to the incredibly strong 
faculty of leading artists and thinkers who support  
students in their highly individualised education. I will  
do my utmost to continue to strengthen the visionary 
and high level of art education we offer. Malmö Art 
Academy’s quality of art education clearly manifests  
itself in the alumni group—one full of highly  recognised 
and wonderful artists who, through a plurality of art 
practices, are contributing to the world with their works. 

I also want to thank our wonderful current students and 
faculty, in particular for their continuous optimism and 
willingness to find solutions in these most challenging 
and turbulent times. You continue to tirelessly think, 
make, and breathe art no matter what, which I deeply 
respect. A special thanks is extended to Marie Thams, 
the editor of this Yearbook.

Maj Hasager
Rector

Foreword
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8 Sofie Amalie Andersen

Cut Paste and Carry On 

In 2017, while visiting the Calouste Gulbenkian Founda-
tion in Lisbon, I noticed that the museum’s collection of 
antique tiles from Persia and Mesopotamia was displayed 
in a very unusual manner. Instead of being shown in glass 
cases or hung on the wall, the ceramic and majolica tiles, 
dating from the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries, had been 
inserted into the large white walls that served to divide up 
and organise the collections. 

I returned to Lisbon half a year after my first visit to speak 
with the curator of the antiques collection. I wanted to find 
out why the tiles had been set into the walls.

The answer I got was half evasive and half full of regret: the 
fact that the staff were not able to move the antique tiles 
around posed a problem for the museum—both in relation 
to the works’ safety and as far as possibilities for exchang-
ing these pieces with other museums. How and why the  
decision to place the tiles in the walls had been made was not 
something the curator was able to answer, largely  because 
it had transpired long before he was employed. I was able 
to find some texts in the museum’s library that extolled the 
building’s modern, holistic architecture and design, along 
with the fiscal and political visions that had enabled its  
establishment (which was carried out during the regime of 
Portugal’s former dictator, António de Oliveira Salazar, in 
the 1950s). However, I could not find any testimony about 
the role of the partition walls. 

Following my visits to the Gulbenkian, I produced the 
text Hensat (2018) as well as an installation that revolved 
around placing something inside something else. 

The installation consisted of two free-standing walls made 
of dark-stained wood with plasterboards painted white 
positioned on either side; they were fastened to the ceiling 
and the floor, with a distance of ten centimetres between 
them. From the outer side, the gap between the two walls 
established an intermediate space through which the viewer 

could glimpse a fragment of a fresco painting that I had 
inserted into the room’s load-bearing wall, behind the  
installation. One of the two free-standing walls held  
a tile—a square piece I had sliced out of the plasterboard, 
flipped around, and laser-cut with a motif copied from the 
same fresco fragment installed in the architectural wall. The 
installation also contained a table with two marble sculp-
tures—one of which bore a piece of the other—and a stack 
of newspapers. 

When I create installations, sculptures, texts, publications, 
paintings, and whatever other category into which my work 
might fall, my aim is to create space for poetic reflection. 
My works arise against the backdrop of my subjective  
interest in the world, but I seldomly articulate the topics 
I’m interested in in a straightforward way. By pushing  
at prevalent expectations when it comes to material and 
context, what I am seeking to do instead is to make objects 
that reveal the ambivalent place they issue from. 

Since I’m inspired by a deconstructive approach, it is not 
my intention that my works should be perceived in any one 
particular way. Rather, I wish to put an enquiry before the 
viewer. I do not dictate how the questions should take shape, 
but hope nevertheless to generate open-ended  questions 
like: What does this object tell me? What associations does 
this object bring to me, by virtue of its form, its material, 
and its placement? What story about this object arises in my 
mind when I contemplate it? My works, in relation to one 
another and in their meeting with a viewer, are supposed  
to open and to expand. 

In her renowned text “Sculpture in the Expanded Field” 
(1979), art critic Rosalind Krauss examines the development 
of sculpture from the middle of the twentieth century up un-
til 1979, when her text was published in the journal October. 
In the unfurling of modernism, Krauss argues, sculpture’s 
internal logic was changed: from being attached to the con-
cept of “monument,” which belongs in one particular place, 

“Nothing is. Everything becomes. Everything changes.”
—Byung-Chul Han1
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Sofie Amalie Andersen, Sensitive Chaos, MFA exhibition, 2021. Installation view, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2021

Sofie Amalie Andersen, Giornata #13, 2021. Digital print on paper, wallpaper paste, variable dimensions
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sculpture became increasingly homeless. Sculpture evolved 
to become nomadic, autonomous, and self-referential. And 
with the passage of time, this development served to turn 
modernist sculpture into an expression of pure  negativity. 
However, Krauss observes that a group of artists from 
her own time had started to break with the sitelessness for 
which sculpture had become an expression under modern-
ism, in order to expand sculpture’s boundaries once again:

At this point modernist sculpture appeared as a kind 
of black hole in the space of consciousness, something 
whose positive content was increasingly difficult to 
define, something that was possible to locate only in 
terms of what it was not. … And what began to happen 
in the career of one sculptor after another, beginning at 
the end of the 1960’s, is that attention began to focus 
on the outer limits of those terms of exclusion.2

Krauss describes an “expanded field” wherein she observes 
the new sculptural gestures taking place.3 She defends  artists 
working within this expanded field from the onslaught of 
critics who, at the time, were calling their works “ eclectic,” 
on the basis of a misinterpreted (modernist) principle  
of purity in expression and a requirement for a clear divi-
sion among the branches of the arts, and Krauss instead 
frames their work as part of a central movement in post-
modernist sculpture and installation practice. Many of the  
artists from Krauss’s day—Mary Miss, Richard Serra, and  
Robert Smithson being just a few of the artists Krauss 
speaks about—have undoubtedly played an important role 
in expanding the frames around what is today understood 
as art and where it can take place. 

I regard art that is boundary seeking and barrier breaking as 
being indispensable. With works that spread across several 
genres, draw back again, shift shape—and move around—
important questions about the meaning of art come to the 
surface. However, my experience is that, even today, genres 
are being kept separate and artworks are judged on the  basis 
of narrow definitions—despite the fact that Krauss, and 
artists of all times for that matter, have sought to break with 
these limitations. I can’t help speculating about whether 
the field of art has been veering towards the conservative—
and if this indeed is the case, about what role the various 
 economic and social crises that have taken place in my own 
lifetime (for example, the attack on the World Trade Center 
in New York in 2001, the global financial crisis of 2008, and 
currently, a worldwide pandemic, beginning in late 2019) 
have played in that context. 

For my own part, I find myself reflecting on postmodern 
artists’ desire to break free from conventions, frameworks, 
and definitions, and I am looking towards a field where 
 materials and content can be compounded or separated  
in a transgressive way. Where I can experiment with  degrees 
of permanence and temporality, and where my works can  
be defined as something else or more than sculpture, paint-
ing, installation, publication, and so on—in order to be 
 perceived, instead, as expanding categories that call atten-
tion to their internal relations as well as point outwards  
towards their surroundings. 

Even while I’m still in the process of creating my works, 
I’m thinking about how they are going to function as parts 
of installations, because I’m interested in the connections  
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Left: Sofie Amalie Andersen, Parergon, 2021. Sanded plasterboards, hinges, support structure, variable dimensions

Right: Sofie Amalie Andersen, Ornaments 2020–2021. Plastic, metal, sand, variable dimensions
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that can appear, every which way, between various elements 
(the inserted tile in the plaster wall that becomes visible  
in connection with the inserted fresco piece, and the two 
marble sculptures seen beside a pile of newspapers, includ-
ing an excerpt from an interview with the curator of the 
Gulbenkian’s antiques collection). I yearn to create space in 
which a broad network of associations can arise in the en-
counter with the works, and I would like to open up various 
discussions (the Western world’s colonialisation of global 
cultural heritage, the individual’s impulse to liberate them-
selves, unrequited love, modernist architecture’s language 
of power … ). 

There is a marked difference between “installation as work” 
and “installed works,” but I use both approaches in my 
practice. A sculpture gives rise to a space and defines itself 
by virtue of its separation from other objects—as a whole 
part. The installation is a network, which unfolds in time 
and space, depending on the objects that are present within 
it—as a parted-up whole. 

In her essay “What Does a Conceptual Artwork Look Like” 
(2020), artist Silja Rantanen writes that, in the 1960s, when 
artists started to take control over how their works were 
being installed inside the gallery’s space, it constituted an 
emancipatory movement that brought about an institu-
tion-critical effect. However, the installation of the artwork 
is not merely a controlling approach or a political imple-
ment—it is also a way of opening up for new reflections in 
the artistic work:

Installation is used as a sculptural format by all media 
today, because it is such an excellent metaphor for how 
contextualisation works. Placing objects in a contrast-
ing surrounding, or in a way that makes a surprising 
comparison, is an act that has the trappings of a scien-
tific experiment while also remaining true to the core 
notion of creation: combining things to produce unex-
pected results.4

The artist Ana Jotta’s 2017 exhibition Bonús was  installed 
in a space that had previously housed a clandestine strip 
club, close to the Museum of Art, Architecture and Tech-
nology in Lisbon. The ground floor featured a series  
of graphic works printed on prefabricated dartboards, and 
at one end of the basement level, a table stood as a display 
for a collection of everyday objects cast in polished bronze. 
At the other end of this room, another bronze object, shaped 
like a cane, was placed on the floor and illuminated by  
a spotlight. All the works in the exhibition had been created 
in easy-to-read formats and with recognisable techniques 
and materials—but they nonetheless radiated some kind  
of alienation effect. The large space laid bare the works’ 
fragmented character and elicited the sensation of witness-
ing an improvised theatre play. 

Jotta takes a critical stance when it comes to the concept of 
“authorship.” In her installations, she moves objects out of 
their customary context and presents them as found objects 
in connection with paintings, textile pieces, photographs, 
and sculptural objects, which she produces herself. Jotta’s 

artistry is difficult to pin down—it varies and mutates con-
stantly. She rejects the idea of   striving for a particular style 
or method, and she quotes and appropriates from the whole 
cultural spectrum. Jotta doesn’t imbue her works with 
any characteristic “artist’s stroke”—but the more absent 
she is, as a visible sender, the more present her signature  
becomes. 

By renouncing any recognisable authorship, Jotta places 
the responsibility for the exhibition’s success on the works 
themselves. I regard this as an opportunistic approach— 
albeit one requiring a sympathetic faith in art. I also read in 
Jotta’s practice a constant quest for freedom and  plurality, 
which I can recognise in my own. In many ways, it is the 
possibility of the unexpected that opens up the creative 
space. 

In art historian Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas (1924–), 
the physical juxtaposition of heterogeneous visual mate-
rial becomes a concrete way of seeing (forgotten) connec-
tions, fractures, and events. The atlas consists of a series 
of bulletin boards that Warburg used to hang parts of his 
personal archive of photographs, drawings, and clippings 
from books. His experimental method stands in contrast to 
many of art history’s systematic and text-based explanatory 
models, which are still used today to a considerable extent. 
Warburg’s scholarship is instead anchored in the visual, the 
sensory, and the transitory. 

The Mnemosyne Atlas embraces the voluminous (upon 
Warburg’s death in 1929, the project was left unfinished) 
and is rife with contrasts, offering an associative method 
for stimulating understanding. One bulletin board features 
photographs of Etruscan castings of sheep’s livers hanging 
next to pictures of stone reliefs with astrological motifs.5 
Another presents a meeting between the pope and Benito 
Mussolini in Rome alongside a photograph of a religious 
assembly in front of the FIAT factories in Turin.6 What 
arises in both cases are novel connections, in my mind—
although possibly not the same connections Warburg had 
in his mind. However, this is precisely why I’m attracted to 
the Mnemosyne Atlas—it doesn’t close up around you but 
rather opens itself up to an infinity of meanings:

It is a tool, not the logical exhaustion of possibilities 
given, but the inexhaustible opening to possibilities 
that are not yet given. Its principle, its motor, is none 
other than the imagination. Imagination: a dangerous 
word if anything (as is, already, the word image).7

Warburg’s atlas is suggestive but never postulates or pre-
scribes. The practical mounting and display of the visual 
material is necessary to put the interested viewer in a posi-
tion to see that which they cannot think their way into. 
The bulletin boards’ contents are divided up according to 
themes,8 but because the pictures in the atlas have been 
hung with paper clips, it suggests there exists a temporality 
and a chance to recalibrate the statements, when and if new 
images—or imaginations—are added. 
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I am inspired by Warburg’s associative method of organ-
ising material in a non-systematic way and of generating 
tentative proposals for connections among physical, men-
tal, political, and social phenomena. I expand my way of 
thinking so as not only to be dealing with photographic and 
graphic pictorial material but also to appropriate it in both 
my sculptural and textual practices. Juxtaposition comes to 
be a method for testing out possible hypotheses concerning 
heterogeneous concepts and materials, and sometimes links 
are made between unexpected parts, creating a whole new 
field of significance. 

In 1979, the artist Sanja Iveković staged the performance 
Triangle,9 which took place while the dictator of the for-
mer Yugoslavia, President Josip Broz Tito, was driving 
through the streets of Zagreb as part of an official proces-
sion. Iveković sat on her balcony, wearing a T-shirt bearing 
the text “President of America” and reading an American 
novel, while sipping a whisky—and as the president’s car 
went by, Iveković started to mime masturbation. A concrete 
wall screened off the view up to her balcony, as seen from 
the street (and from Tito’s car), but a policeman holding  
a walkie-talkie, who was stationed on the balcony of a near-
by building, was keeping an eye on Iveković . After a short 
time, the artist’s doorbell started to ring, and she was or-
dered by another policeman to get back inside her flat and 
clear off all the objects from her balcony. 

Through this gesture, Iveković created a triangle—com-
posed of herself, the policeman monitoring the situation, 
and the policeman who rang her doorbell. Her action si-
multaneously created a triangle between power, the individ-
ual, and society—and demonstrated the individual’s need 
to create their own world in a society steered by political 
ideology. Iveković insisted on treating herself to a free and 
feminine form of pleasure (which stood in contradistinction 
to the masculine-dominated and masculine-controlled form 
of pleasure being offered by Tito’s communist regime) in a 
space that hovers on the boundary between the public and 
the private: the balcony. The performance was interrupted, 
and through this action completed, but not before it was 
documented by four photographs—one of the hotel where 
the policeman was standing and keeping an eye on things; 
one a portrait of Iveković on the balcony; one of the pro-
cession going on below; and one of the president’s car as it 
passed by along the crowded street.

I’m mentioning Iveković’s performance here because it 
took place within a range of symbolic images (Ameri-
can literature, the whisky bottle), symbolic actions (the 
woman’s masturbation, the president’s procession), and 
symbolic consequences (the policeman’s indignation, the 
performance’s (and freedom’s) cessation). The documen-
tary photographs, when taken together, give rise to a field 
wherein the different implications of the artistic action exist 
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Sofie Amalie Andersen, Bench (Wreck), 2021. Plastic, sand, Italian white marble, variable dimensions
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simultaneously. Triangle was both a feminist action and a 
utopian political protest, inasmuch as Iveković’s artistic act 
itself was banned. The work renders problematic the rela-
tion between private artist and public power, and explores 
how one can create a powerful statement by setting certain 
symbols in relation to one another. 

My exhibition Giornata (2018), at Akademirommet in 
 Kunstnernes Hus, Oslo, comprised a single large fresco 
painting, which I painted on the gallery’s free-standing wall. 
The motif consisted of different figurations inspired by my 
own life, by Inger Christensen’s novel Det Malede Værelse 
(The Painted Room, 1976), and by the exhibition space 
itself, which bears its own historical connection to fresco 
painting.10 Abstract and ornamental elements hovered be-
tween the painted figures and revoked all pictorial hierar-
chies, so that what was painted protruded conspicuously in 
the same free, flat space. 

In its essential construction, fresco painting requires only  
a few—but essential—elements: pigments, plaster, and sand 
as well as time, place, and labour. When I’m painting, I con-
join myself both physically and mentally to these elements. 
It is not only the fresco painting’s internal world that in-
terests me: I am just as preoccupied with the aspects of the 
painting process that have to do with labour and time. 11

The exhibition incited me to speculate on what labour actu-
ally is and about how labour is connected to the perception 
I have of myself, and even more specifically about how the 
concept of labour is related to my understanding of produc-
ing art. Every single night while building up the monumen-
tal fresco, I had been writing down a piece of prose in my 
notes, and I then began to elaborate on these texts. Writing 
came to replace masonry and painting as a daily job, and 
I gathered this material into the first issue of a newspaper 
publication that came to be titled, similarly, Giornata #1.

Giornata (2018–) is not a newspaper in the ordinary sense. 
Rather, each edition is a collage of varied text and visual 
materials that I produce myself. Most of the issues of 

Giornata are printed on thin newsprint and have a layout 
that mimics that of a traditional newspaper. But the main 
reason I insist on calling the series “newspapers” is because 
all the issues of Giornata somehow circulate around an  
aktualitet (topicality, timeliness).12

In the newspapers, I publish texts about my own research 
on materials and my general accumulation of knowledge, 
but I also insert commentary on both political and art-
world topics, combined with poetry. Giornata functions as 
an experimental artistic space where I use a multiplicity of 
voices to emphasise my position as a writer of texts, which 
becomes affected, in turn, by different ideas, moods, and 
attitudes. Sometimes, the neutral titles of the various sec-
tions stand in contrast to their content and, in this way, pose 
questions about their own meanings. At times, I allow the 
voices to blend with one another (a “you” that becomes an 
“I” that becomes an echo), in order to shake up the reader’s 
perception of my role as (credible) narrator. 

A recurring element in the newspapers is a series of epiph-
anic reflections, which are structured under consecutively 
numbered headlines titled “Dag” (Day): 

Day 2. 
Everything around me is white. The dust settles on my 
body as I am looking at the wounds I have inflicted 
on the boards. I breathe cautiously through my mask 
(the white smoke reminds me of a fire I once helped 
to extinguish: in an acutely shaped human chain, we 
carried buckets of water from the kitchen out to the 
field and the burning trees, and after the danger had 
subsided, we lay for hours on the lawns with cold slices 
of cucumber placed over our eyes) and what I see right 
now is that the white plaster has become filled with tiny 
air holes. If I sustain them [the [plaster] walls], I will 
remove their fragility. If I choose not to sustain them, 
they will transform by themselves, first into fragments, 
and then into dust. Questions regarding “the plastered” 
are circulating around in in my head. The rifts in the 
boards delineate the shape of a dilemma.

Im
ag

e 
co

ur
te

sy
 o

f Y
ou

ng
ja

e 
L

ih

Sofie Amalie Andersen, Braid (Midnight Marble), 2020. Three-coloured Norwegian marble, 100 x 40 x 15 cm
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The diary-like notes have the function of bringing myself 
into play and of creating a direct connection between life and 
work, although the reflections are not necessarily  authentic 
diary entries—the boundary between fiction and reality  
remains unclarified. What I want to establish in Giornata 
is a transparency between thought and action, and I want 
to project a perspective of equality between intellectual and 
manual work. But I also yield to literary digressions. 

The periodical Tracks: A Journal of Artists’ Writings,  
edited and published by the artist Herbert George between 
1974 and 1977, presents texts written by a large number of 
well-known visual artists of the twentieth century. What 
 fascinates me most of all about Tracks is the great  diversity 
of its texts. There is, for example, a wide span between 
 abstract painter Ad Reinhardt’s handwritten postcards, 
some of which are addressed to the gallerist Joan Wash-
burn;13 conceptual artist Barbara Kruger’s serial piece She 
Makes the Wrong Choices (1975–77),14 which unfolds as a 
fictional story about the lives of two women residing in the 
big city; and sculptor Alberto Giacometti’s text “The Auto-
mobile Demystified,”15 a reflection on the invention of the 
car and the difference between machines and modern art.

The differences in style and temperament ultimately serve 
to strengthen each contribution. The three cited examples—
by Reinhardt, Kruger, and Giacometti—along with pretty 
much all the other texts in Tracks, widen my understand-
ing of the artists’ practices, regardless of whether the texts 
possess an analytical, a poetical, a comic, or a visual form. 
They offer insight into the artists’ creative universes, and 
I find this to be more inspiring than descriptions of their 
works. For Giornata, I write all the texts myself—although, 
in some cases, I use parts of other people’s texts, but always 
in translated or appropriated form; accordingly, I’m creat-
ing a different type of publication than Tracks. But as in 
Tracks, I shuttle back and forth between the written word’s 
different forms of expression, creating links between form 
and content. 

With the personal content of the Giornata series, I am  trying 
to bring about a balance in my artistic practice. Whereas  
I often make use of heavy and long-lasting materials in  
my sculptural works, the newspapers are lightweight and 
perishable. In my installations, I typically focus on for-
mal or historical problems, but the newspapers divulge my  
personal concerns. While I try to maintain focus on a 
finished form in my other works, I let the ideas flow in 
Giornata. The newspapers—which have also manifested 
themselves in alternative formats: Giornata #4 (2018) is a 
sculpture, carved in marble; Giornata #9 (2020) is a 16 mm 
film; Giornata #11 (2020) was exhibited as posters; and 
Giornata #12 (2021) was sent out in the form of postcards—
are independent pieces. At the same time, however, they 
function as a supplement to other parts of my practice, as 
mediation and as a method of generating new connections 
among the topics that interest me. The series is ongoing, 
spanning from its first iteration in 2018 up until the most 
recent issue, made to accompany my graduation exhibition 
at Malmö Art Academy.

For the MFA exhibition, I created an installation with 
works situated in a tense position. They are exposed to  
opposing movements: fragmentation and cohesion. 

The installation Parergon (2021) consists of plasterboards, 
assembled with screws and fastening nuts, in a construction 
situated somewhere between a partition wall and a folding 
screen. One side of the plasterboards is left intact, just as 
they were after being manufactured and put out for sale at 
home-improvement stores. On the other side, the plaster-
boards have been sanded down, to bring the boards’ plas-
tered quality into relief. The sanding has made them fragile, 
and in several places they have cracked and collapsed. In 
order to keep it in an upright position, the construction has 
therefore been fitted with visible support elements that hold 
it all together. 

In her book Support Structures (2009), curator Céline 
 Condorelli describes “support” as a supplementary, fortify-
ing, coming-from-outside help for objects that are in danger 
of collapsing.16 She writes:

Support appears as a supplementary strength, added 
onto a set of forces that are deemed to be insufficient 
and in need of addition. Support is applied to, added 
on, inflicted upon, and therefore entails an external 
operation, seemingly independent from the object to 
be supported: it re-works the most intimate, internal 
workings of a thing from its exterior, from outside it. 
… Trapped in its logic as a supplement, the parergon 
works in support, appears as external and yet speaks 
from within the work, in and to its very core, through 
the work’s inherent, unspoken, lack-of-being.17

In Parergon, contrasts between exterior and interior,  bearer 
and support, and function and aesthetics are rendered 
 visible. Unlike my previous works, as well as works by  other 
artists made of plasterboard walls set up inside a gallery 
space—for example, Christopher Williams’s flexible wall 
systems in Mobile Wall System Secession 1986 (2005)18—
Parergon does not live up to its expected function as a wall, 
and therefore it does not carry the same institution-critical 
focus. The work functions in part as a wall and in part as a 
divider of the room, but it also renders visible its own built-
in flaws, and so what the construction exhibits, instead, is 
its own feebleness. The material’s interior stands forth and 
offers testimony to the process that it has undergone, where 
energy has, by turns, been deprived and introduced, along 
the way. The sculpture runs the risk of collapsing, but this is 
part and parcel of its existential foundation. 

In Giovanni Anselmo’s work Torsione (1968), one end of  
a piece of moleskin is wound around an iron bar and the 
other is fastened to an iron ring. The iron bar has been 
twisted in such a way that the fabric has become  completely 
wrung out—something like when you wind the ropes 
of a swing around yourself, and you’ve only got to pick 
your feet up off the ground to set into motion a powerful  
rotation the opposite way. Anselmo describes his work as  
a physical unfurling of the power of action: 
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I, the world, the things, life—we are points of energy, 
and it is not so much a matter of crystallising such situ-
ations as it is a matter of keeping them open and alive. 
… For me, it is imperative to work in this way, because 
I do not know of other systems for being present in  
reality, which, in my works, you see, turn into an exten-
sion of my own being, my thinking, my action. 19

Here Anselmo uses the term “energy,” which I recognise 
from my own way of thinking about sculptural practice. 
He was part of the arte povera movement, so named by 
the critic and curator Germano Celant, who described such  
artworks as “poor art committed to contingency, to events, 
to the non-historical, to the present.” 20

I make use of many of the same elements that arte  povera 
artists employed in their works: materials attached to the 
earth, industrial products removed from their context,  
assemblage techniques, poetry, and provisional or  unstable 
constructions. There is something radical at play in the 
arte povera movement, which is essentially composed of an 
 enquiry into the meaning of specific materials and a way of 
playing with expectations about what it is that constitutes a 
work of art. But, to me, there is also another layer of recog-
nisability: especially in Anselmo’s works, I can spot both a 
complexity and an ambivalence that takes up an important 
role in the materials’ composition. At first glance, Torsione 
expresses a kind of strength and an attitude that appears  
to be impenetrable. But Torsione is also threatening to  
relinquish its stable foothold and unroll itself. There is an 
acknowledgement of fragility seated in that situation, which 
I am also working to put on display in Parergon. 

In the series Ornaments 2020 (2020–21), I have melted 
holes in masonry buckets, which I previously used to mix 
up fresco mortar. The holes are shaped into ornamental 
 patterns—but they are coarsely stencilled and have raw 
and flaky edges. My point of departure was classical stud-
ies of ornamentation. However, the finished patterns on the  
buckets are the result of a naive automatic process that arose 
as a consequence of the material (hard plastic) and the tool  
(a soldering iron).

Discussion on the use of ornamentation in art, architec-
ture, and design has been going on for quite some time, 
but of particular note is architect Adolf Loos’s 1908 essay 
“Ornament and Crime,” in which he launches an attack on 
his own day’s “epidemic of ornament … subsidized with 
government money.”21 Loos suggests that artisans and art-
ists should instead concentrate on turning out pure and 
undecorated design objects, and on making artistic forms 
of expression emancipated from ornamental details. He 
points out that, in distinction to the use of ornamentation 
in the Gothic and baroque periods, where ornaments were 
integrated into form and function, ornamentation in the 
modern context is the manifestation of a recessive aesthet-
ics. “The lack of ornament is a sign of intellectual power” 
(which is desirable, we are to understand!), says Loos.22

Loos’s critique is problematic for its Eurocentric, modern-
ist rhetoric concerning prosperity, progress, and intellectu-
al power, but it is also important when it comes to under-
standing the modern aversion to the ornamental. However, 
I permit myself the luxury of choosing instead to fall under 
the spell of artist Asger Jorn’s take on the ornamental as a 
natural part of life. 

Sofie Amalie Andersen, Giornata #9, 2020. Digital converted 16mm B/W film, 7:10 min
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#13 Juni 2021GIORNATA

5ØKONOMI

A fallen scaffold is an ineffective means, destined to fail

A fallen scaffold is a loose canonA fallen scaffold is o
bject of unreturned love and desire

A fallen scaffold is you being youA fallen scaffold is elementary
A fallen scaffold is rude behaviourA fallen scaffold is subject to love of violence

A fallen scaffold can be re-assembled

A fal
len

 sca
ffold is i

ntrin
sica

lly bound to happen
A fallen scaffold is not profitable

Sofie Amalie Andersen, Giornata #13 (page 5), 2021. Text and digitalised gouache illustration
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In his text “What Is an Ornament” (1948), Jorn describes 
how, from his perspective, there are two different types of 
ornamentation: the ornament as monumental decoration 
and the ornament as spontaneous arabesque. While the 
monumental ornament is governed by a rationale that is 
in quest of a finished whole, the spontaneous and organic 
arabesque manifests itself as an element that moves around 
within a larger whole. Jorn’s point is that functional and 
rational art restrains development. Instead, the artist ought 
to strive to create (and to live) within an organic rhythm, 
unfolded according to “life’s arabesque.”23

Jorn places a great deal of emphasis on the difference  
between a “materialistic world view” and a “materialistic 
approach to life.”24 Art can never take the place of science, 
but the aesthetic experiment is a necessary supplement—as 
a subjective search for truth, says Jorn. He regards art as an 
experimental social practice, which is in a position to trans-
form nature into another nature without having to reduce 
it to essence or order: “Rather an entangled and chaotic 
truth than a four-square, beautiful, symmetrical and finely- 
chiselled lie.”25

Ornaments 2020 came into being as part of a process that 
is both destructive (the melting of holes) and constructive 
(the melting of holes as form). The consequence of the 
 decoration is that the buckets can no longer hold their 
contents tightly: their practical function as work tools has 
been destroyed. But, then again, the buckets have now been 
given another role: that of aesthetic objects that allow their 
 contents to seep out of them. 

My series Bench (Wreck) (2021) is composed of plastic sacks 
full of sand and slabs of marble, which have the immediate 
function as benches inside the exhibition space. However, 
each of the sculptures’ parts also contains a multiplicity  
of stored information: the components interrogate the hier-
archical relations that are automatically established among 
the parts after they have been assembled. Marble and sand 
are both materials that recur in many of my works, in dif-
ferent ways. Here, however, the marble slabs are being held 
aloft by the sand, which, in turn, is being held together by 
the plastic sack. Should a hole happen to form in the plastic, 
the sand will fall out and the marble slab will tilt—and if a 
person is sitting down on the bench, they, too, will fall.

It’s not only on an aesthetic level that the objects are in 
 exchange. They also carry social differences, in terms of 
 status and value. White marble is a solid and frequently 
used material, but in so many contexts it has also become 
fetishised and categorised as something particularly “high 
class” —especially on account of the importance that clas-
sical art history has ascribed to this particular material. 
Sand, on the other hand, is ordinary and inexpensive, and it  
is used by everyone from the construction workers, to 
 artists, to children on the playground—but sand is also  
a natural resource that, sometime soon, we will have used 
up. Plastic is the marvel of the modern world: a dream 
dreamt up by utopian creators in the postwar era. But it 
is, essentially, a material derived from petroleum pumped 
from the planet’s interior.

Although my sculptures are not readymades—that is, un-
processed objects elevated by being placed into some other 
context—they are informed and inspired by this tradition. 
Even when I carve a form out of stone, the idea of the found 
material’s pre-existing value is an important factor. 

The sculpture Braid (Midnight Marble) (2020) presents it-
self as a plait carved in stone. The braid and the twisted 
recur throughout my works as a figuration that binds form 
and action together. It is an image of—just as much as it is  
a state of—entanglement. 

Braid (Midnight Marble) is carved from stone sourced 
from Norway in three colours, consisting of pink and white 
marble (with greenish-grey speckles) and a grey layer with 
a more crystalline nature. The composite character of the 
stone is important to me: at the risk of repeating a cliché,  
I feel a particular attraction to some stones and not others. 
It is not merely a matter of choosing a type of stone that is 
durable, but also a matter of how I might unfold the stone’s 
potentials in the very best way, in interaction with the idea 
I want to manifest. 

A stone in itself is always a piece of something else. On the 
basis of a fracture, we can guess the stone’s age and geo-
logical provenance: we make our determination by looking 
at the density of the crystals, by looking at the colours and 
forms of the veins running through the surface, and by judg-
ing from the sensation we get when we bite into the stone. 
We can sculpt in stone. Cut pieces from the piece, and form 
it according to an idea (metamorphic becomes metaphoric). 
But inasmuch as we are manipulating the fragment’s form, 
its character is also being altered. It is no longer a fragment 
that represents, by virtue of its very presence, a part of  
a whole. The reworked piece of stone comes to be enhanced 
with fragments of the artist’s world of thought. It now 
stands in a distanced position to its own material origin.

Over the past few years, I have developed a technique for 
moving (parts of) fresco paintings from one place to an-
other. While frescoes are more or less locked to a certain 
wall, to a certain place, to a certain being, I am able to force 
them free from the wall by giving them a new and relocat-
able condition. My technique has its source in the strappo 
method—a technique used by art conservators to salvage 
frescoes from collapsed buildings and otherwise damaged 
walls. The fresco is transferred through a dual action: first, 
a piece of thin fabric is glued to the front, and once the glue 
has dried, the fresco piece can be pulled off and away from 
the wall; then, the back side is cleaned and glued securely 
onto a piece of thin canvas. Finally, the fabric is carefully 
separated from the front side. 

The motifs in my strappo works are fragmentary, and they 
take inspiration from ornamental architectural  details 
and decorative wallpapers. They have a sketch-like char-
acter, with surfaces of blank, unfilled space and  traces of 
brushstrokes applied with a loose and free hand. The 
“speed” of the motifs stands in contrast to the paintings’ 
original  medium—the typically slow fresco painting—but 
becomes actualised in the works’ new form when adhered 
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to relocatable, semitransparent canvas. The paintings of-
ten suffer damage and lose elements during the transfer 
procedure, which also leaves traces of glue and textile on 
the  surface. They emerge from their relocation process 
with visible scars, but they have also been given something 
 additional that extends beyond the material traces brought 
about by the transfer: a new condition of sitelessness. The 
strappo works place a question mark beside what is mov-
able and what is permanent, what is functional and what 
constitutes decoration—and also about what is artwork and 
what is wall. 

In his renowned essay “Inside the White Cube,” art critic 
Brian O’Doherty writes about the difference between the 
placement of the viewer of a mural and the viewer of an 
easel painting:

There is a peculiar relationship between a mural—
painted directly on the wall—and a picture that hangs 
on a wall; a painted wall is replaced by a piece of port-
able wall. The space in murals tends to be shallow; 
even when illusion is an intrinsic part of the idea, the 
integrity of the wall is as often reinforced, by struts of 
painted architecture, as denied. The wall itself is always 
recognized as limiting depth (you don’t walk through 
it), just as corners and ceiling (often in a variety of 
 inventive ways) limit size. Close up, murals tend to be 
frank about their means—illusionism breaks down in  
a babble of method. You feel you are looking at the  
underpainting and often can’t quite find your “place.” 
Indeed, murals project ambiguous and wandering 
 vectors with which the spectator attempts to align 
himself. The easel picture on the wall quickly indicates  
to him exactly where he stands.26

O’Doherty raises the question of the artist’s relationship to 
the exhibition space—on an aesthetic level, as well as on 
practical, social, economic, and political levels. He intro-
duces a way of thinking fundamentally about art that is 
 installed in a gallery space as relating to and thereby reflect-
ing its relation to the viewer. He emphasises that structure 
and context are paramount to the gallery as well as to the 
art that is being displayed inside the gallery, and he empha-
sises that space is never neutral. On the contrary, the space 
and the works are inseparable: “Space now is not just where 
things happen; things make space happen.”27

In the 1972 exhibition Celebration? Realife,28 the artist 
Marc Camille Chaimowicz slept in the room next to his 
installation, which consisted of scattered objects on the 
floor, coloured spot lights, strings of lights, disco balls, and 
music by David Bowie. In a third room, he held tea parties 
with the audience, while yet a fourth room was dedicated 
to reading:

The piece wasn’t evidently about real life, it was a 
fiction. It just happened that many of the constituent 
parts were of the everyday … so there was a transfor-
mation. The question mark was a metaphor for that 
gap between art and life.29

When Chaimowicz subsequently invited the audience into 
his own intimate sphere, all the way into his apartment, 
where he, for the work TABLE TABLEAU (1973), sat with 
his head resting in his hands on a table with a setting of cut 
flowers, candles, ashtrays, and a mirror (in which one could 
see one part of his stolid face), he was creating a performa-
tive installation that the audience also became part of. 

Chaimowicz’s projects from 1972 and 1973 appear radical, 
both in relation to that time and to today. They accomplish 
more, and something other, than the wave of works dating 
from the 1990s onward that focused on establishing rela-
tional dynamics inside the exhibition space, as described 
by Nicolas Bourriaud in his book Relational Aesthetics 
(2002).30

Chaimowicz challenged established formats and tugged at 
the boundaries between the gallery space and the  domestic 
sphere, between exhibition, party, study, and restitution, 
and between fiction and reality. However, he also created an 
expanded field, within which both his own role as artist and 
the role of the audience were renegotiated along the way. 
The artwork becomes a form of theatre, where  Chaimowicz 
appears with changing roles: director, property manager, 
choreographer, and actor. And, as visitors, we ourselves 
constitute one of the corners of the field in which the very 
work of art arises. 

In my own practice, I’m not interested in placing the inti-
macy of my home on view; rather, I have built up a kind of 
workshop in the exhibition space itself. For me, in this par-
ticular year, where one’s individual mobility and activities 
have been severely challenged and limited, the very privilege 
of having access to just this type of space has been thrown 
into relief.

The workshop is a space where thought and action converge 
in experimental and surprising forms. It’s a space where 
materials are challenged and constructions are supported 
(or not). A space where tentative physical juxtapositions 
of objects render possible the formation of new realisa-
tions. Where walls, benches, utensils, paintings, sculptures, 
and newspapers enter into exchange with one another and 
 continuously renegotiate their roles. 

My MFA graduation exhibition Sensitive Chaos takes place 
within a field where physical production stands in relation 
to thinking, where reshuffling stands in relation to organ-
isation, where intimacy stands in relation to surface, and 
where isolation stands in relation to solidarity. In describing 
the idea of an expanded field, I am describing the super-
structure that constitutes the display of the works in the 
space. However, I am also trying to bring along an aspect of 
honesty—and I have a strong feeling that the field is indeed 
going to expand further.
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26 Brian O’Doherty, “Inside the White Cube,” in Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space (Santa Monica, CA: Lapis, 1986) 16.  

Originally published in Artforum in 1976.
27 O’Doherty, “Inside the White Cube,” 39.
28 Marc Camille Chaimowicz, Celebration? Realife: Three Life Situations, Gallery House, London, 1972.
29 Marc Camille Chaimowicz, quoted in Kirsty Bell, “Provisional Interiors,” Parkett, no. 96 (2015): 20.
30 Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics (Dijon, France: Les presses du réel, 2002).

Sofie Amalie Andersen, Sensitive Chaos, MFA exhibition, 2021. Installation view, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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Stein Berg, Shoot, MFA exhibition, 2021. Installation view, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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une dune, dune dun, each beach

“I am sitting in a room different from the one you are 
in now. I am recording the sound of my speaking voice 
and I am going to play it back into the room again and 
again until the resonant frequencies of the room rein-
force themselves so that any semblance of my speech, 
with perhaps the exception of rhythm, is destroyed. 
What you will hear, then, are the natural resonant 
 frequencies of the room articulated by speech. I regard 
this activity not so much as a demonstration of a phys-
ical fact, but more as a way to smooth out any irregu-
larities my speech might have.”1 

This is the recited text that makes up the sound piece I Am 
Sitting in a Room (1969) by Alvin Lucier. What happens 
in this work is that the re-recordings of the audio gradu-
ally shift the words towards something less legible. As the 
words disappear, the tonality and rhythm remain, and the 
cohesiveness of the sentence becomes a joint effort between 
the speaker and the memory of the one who listens. Slowly, 
the sounds shift further into something that has little trace 
of the human voice, and a room appears, as promised by the 
speaker at the beginning of the work. This room makes itself 
audible, through a warped metallic soundscape. 

I still very clearly have in my mind the details of the room  
I was in the first time I heard this piece, and I can still recall 
the sensation of the room of the work spilling into the room 
I was actually in. This ability of sound, through repetition 
and distortion, to conjure a room continues to surprise me 
with every new listen. The audio of Lucier’s work is on my 
mind, maybe as a result of this year of attending school 
 online and sitting alone in a room. The Zoom software 
we use for lectures and studio visits sometimes produces 
 random glitchy noises, which can stretch out into high-
speed  echoes, which resemble the sounds of I Am Sitting in 
a Room. ( Reminder: you are sitting in a room.)

What is interesting about Lucier’s piece is the way it pre-
sents itself as a total and self-contained work, described in 
minute detail from the get-go—a closed-off system. But in 
reality, it is wholly perforated, in fact allowing something 
fleeting to sneak its way in, to inhabit the work and propel 
it forward. The totality and perforated nature of the work 
exist in tandem: I’ll tell you what I’ll do, I’ll tell you what 
the result will be, I’ll do just what I’ve told you and  nothing 
else—and still something will be produced, something that’s 
outside my control. 

Maybe I’m thinking of this work just now as I have been 
asked to give context to my own. Something about a work 
that contains its own description gives the artist a lot of 
freedom to remain silent. Or perhaps the freedom to go on 
talking—one could describe and theorise endlessly. If we 
fear the impact of language on works of art, an artwork that 
is armed with its own descriptive text would perhaps level 
the playing field. What I am trying to say is: I would like 
the artworks to do something with the outside texts, rather 
than the other way around. In the case of I Am Sitting in 
a Room, the work describes itself and goes on to transcend 
that descriptive text without ever breaking with it. 

Some of my works have dealt with rooms, with galleries and 
museum spaces, the white cube. One of these consists of a 
skirting board in chromed and polished aluminium: Rift 
(2017). Rift is installed like any other skirting board, along 
the bottom of the four walls of a room. The aluminium came 
in pieces two metres long and four centimetres high, which 
were cut to fit the specificities of the room and then glued to 
the wall. The work was conceived in relation to a group ex-
hibition at Malmö Art Museum, as part of a  collaboration 
between the museum and Malmö Art Academy.2 
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One of the ideas that led to this work was that of making 
something in a museum that would be both like a work of art 
and like part of the institution’s architecture. That it would 
blend in somehow with the walls, light switches, and door-
knobs. Making an object similar to those types of  objects, 
which one typically overlooks in the white cube, points to 
the borders of that space—the physical space of the white 
cube—and potentially also to the peripheries of a definition 
of “art” itself. The skirting board relies on my naming of 
it as “art” in order for it to take up this position between 
categories, teetering as it does between its existence as an art 
object and its existence as institutional architecture.

Rift might cause one to think of weird spaces to be in, per-
haps like those spaces that anthropologist Marc Augé calls 
“non-places,” like airports, bank lobbies, and hospital corri-
dors. These places often have skirting boards and fixtures in 
shiny metal that look something like Rift. Non-places have 
to do with transition, travel, waiting—rooms that guide 
your movement through them and control your behaviour. 
The artist Annette Wehrmann brings the intercity bus (and 
ghosts) into the mix. “I’m of the general opinion that inter-
city buses are the true freaky-freaky places of  modernity. If 
rumour has it that hitchhiker ghosts are  getting in cars with 
people driving over night, that tends to happen to me in 
intercity buses,” writes Wehrmann in her book  Serpentine 
streamer texts.3 She continues: “Do[z]ing in the bus and 
then, the instant I wake up, dismayed at the state of already 
slipping back into life again, into a functional personal-
ity and its collected knowledge and experience. Nothing 
set and nothing definite, just a perspective on things, my 
perspective.”4

Serpentine streamer texts, or Luftschlangentexte in the 
 original German, was published last year in its  English 
 translation. It includes diary-like texts written by  Wehrmann 
for a series of performances carried out in the 1990s and 
2000s. The book follows the life of the artist in Berlin, her 
friends, her neighbours, her dreams, thoughts, and days 
—all are observed and recorded. She also does a lot of 
 observing of herself observing, that is, looking closely at  
her own way of looking at things. Second guessing at times 
the significance of recording such events:

Maybe it doesn’t make any difference at all how  exactly 
the gentleman across from me sips from his wine glass, 
and the piercing omnidirectional gaze of the prema-
turely aged late-thirtysomething at the table next to 
mine might not be that interesting either—well, he was 
sitting at the next table, now he left, to be precise.5

 
Wehrmann conceived the texts with the performative act 
in mind. These performances consisted of the texts  printed 
on serpentine streamers, and the streamers were then 
placed in a room, hanging from the walls and ceiling, as 
if decorating the space for a party. For the performance, 
 Wehrmann would grab hold of a streamer, read aloud the 
printed text, and then move on to the next, following the 
 streamers throughout the room, as they together spelled out 
her writings. 

Rummaging through the everyday, the happenings in your 
life, grasping at the thoughts and ideas to make a text, can 
bring about the very recognisable feeling of doubt that 
arises when facing your own observations, ideas, images—
grasping for something, something like an essence. What 
Wehrmann does, then, is make this grasping itself the motif. 
The manifestation through her performances of this quite 
vulnerable state is contrasted to the festive, social nature  
of the serpentine streamers.

While the English translation from 2020 brings the 
 Serpentine streamer texts to a wider audience, Wehrmann 
first published the texts on a smaller scale during her life-
time, in the 1990s. The 2020 publication contains three 
texts, and the first, “Luftschlangentexte I+,” is based on 
these previous small-scale publications. The two texts that 
follow it are transcripts of parts of two performances of 
that piece: “Performance at Rialto” and “Performance at 
B-movie.” Thus, the book as it exists now binds together a 
before and two afters. The words with a “remnant of” and  
a “possibility to” being shot through the room.

As I deinstalled the work Rift, layers of paint from the wall 
stuck to the glue and the skirting board. In the traces of 
glue and paint, I could see a sort of writing, a handwrit-
ing that was recognisable as my own. Only it expressed no 
words, just lines of “u-u-u-u-u-u.” This, with time, became 
the work Rester (2017). Rester consists of the aluminium 
pieces that made up Rift, only reversed so that their back-
sides are displayed, showing the traces of glue and layers 
of paint from the walls they were previously attached to. 
Since the pieces of aluminium were cut to fit the original 
exhibition space, they now make up the measurements of 
the room they came from, and the variously coloured layers 
of paint stuck to them become a recording of time passing 
in the museum.

The title Rester is bilingual, signalling both the English 
word “rester” (one who rests) and the Norwegian word 
“rester” (which translates to “leftovers”). The homonymity 
of these two words allows them to be layered one on top 
of the other. Leftovers, from a previous artwork. A rester, 
waiting to move on. This means that the primary compo-
nent of the artwork is the idea. The material of one work 
can go on to become another. United in one word, one word 
in two languages, the title refers backwards and forwards 
in time, from the current moment and from the material’s 
current existence as Rester.

The artist Sherrie Levine once described an interaction with 
her landlords when moving into a new flat, during an inter-
view with curator Constance Lewallen: 

My landlords, who were Sunday painters, were  really 
excited. They gave me the house because I was an 
artist. The first thing I moved in were my Bill  Leavitt 
paintings and they got so depressed. They said, “Is that 
your work?” And I said, “No, they are by a friend of 
mine.” And then I pointed to the photographs after 
Walker Evans, and I said, “That’s my work.” And they 
said, “Oh, those are beautiful.”6
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SHOOT

Mfa graduation show, Stein Berg

Galleri KHM1, August 13th-29th, 2021

A malapropism is the incorrect use of  a word with a sound similar

to that of  the word one intends to use. The phenomenon was

given this name after Mrs. Malaprop, who gives several such

examples in Sheridan's The Rivals, like “She’s as headstrong as an 

allegory on the banks of  the Nile”. Related to homonyms,

malapropisms can allow one to say two things with one word.

Screen printing an image of  a tree pushing through a metal fence

can allow one to talk of  a silk mesh instead of  a  fence, or to say

tree while one really means ink. 

Image on front:

Marcello Geppetti aiming at Anita Ekberg with his camera,

Anita Ekberg aiming at Marcello Geppetti with her bow and arrow.

The photographs Levine is referring to here are images 
by earlier artists, like Walker Evans, that she reproduced 
and turned into her own artworks by simply photograph-
ing them and printing them anew. The result is one image 
 layered on top of the other. The anecdote Levine relays 
seems to imply that she is pointing to one of these over-
laid images, and, at the same time, her landlords are seeing 
the other—a situation made possible thanks to the fact that 
Levine’s rephotographs are simultaneously one and two 
images. 

Rather than a visual distortion, the aim of Levine’s photo-
graphs seems to be a shift in the gaze of the viewer. Art  critic 
Rosalind Krauss describes this as “Levine’s act of theft, 
which takes place, so to speak, in front of the surface of  
[ Edward] Weston’s print, opens the print from behind to the 
series of models from which it, in turn, has stolen, of which 

it is itself the reproduction.”7 This line is from Krauss’s 
The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other  Modernist 
Myths, in which she uses the photographic copyings of 
 Levine to demonstrate the postmodern deconstruction  
of modernism and its avant-garde, and as a point from 
which to “look back on the modernist origin and watch it 
splintering into endless replication.”8

The novelist and essayist Kathy Acker related her writing 
to the field of conceptual art, and specifically to the practice 
of Levine, in an interview with literature professor Ellen G. 
Friedman: “When I did Don Quixote, what I really wanted 
to do was a Sherrie Levine painting.”9 We could understand 
this statement as referring to Levine’s series of paintings 
that recreates works by male artists, such as After  Henri 
Michaux (1985), After Giorgio Morandi (1985), After  
Arthur Dove (1984), and After El Lissitzky (1984). 

Stein Berg, invitation card, back and front. MFA exhibition, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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Stein Berg, Shoot, MFA exhibition, 2021. Installation view, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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We could also understand this reference to a “Sherrie  Levine 
painting”—though it might be a stretch—as pointing to her 
Knot Paintings (1987–2002). This series of paintings makes 
use of existing material, taken not from a fine arts practice 
but from the hardware store. Specifically, the starting point 
is boards of plywood, each of which has a series of elliptical 
shapes—knots—which arise from branches that go against 
the direction of the trunk. These traces follow a pattern  
dictated by the growth of the tree. Levine takes this mate-
rial as a work to be reworked, following the simple rule of  
applying paint to these shapes, the knots. 

In her 1982 book Great Expectations, Acker takes  novelist 
Charles Dickens’s work of the same name as material to 
be repeated, but she also takes from other sources, like 
the  following quote, which is modelled on a passage from 
 Locus Solus by poet and musician Raymond Roussel:

Lutetia is the foulest because poorest section of Paris. 
After Charles the Simple visits Lutetia, he’s so disgust-
ed he tears a plan of Lutetia in two and orders the split 
to be made into a wide avenue.

Yvikel the widower has a daughter Blanchine whose 
health is slowly declining. They live in the center of 
 Lutetia. Yvikel does everything he can for his daughter 
and resolves when she dies he’ll kill himself.

After the avenue is built and sunlight, hitherto un-
known, floods their rat-trap, Blanchine begins to recov-
er. She recovers. To celebrate his gratitude, Yvikel rec-
reates the plan of Lutetia in silk. Charles the  Simple’s 
hand reaches out and saves the section.10

Through the reversed relationship of world and word, place 
and image, in this quote, a tear in the map becomes an  
avenue. This aspect stands out to me, as it seems potentially 
telling of the process by which Acker wrote this and other 
books. Repetition, theft, and appropriation strategies run 
through her works. To me, her writings demonstrate how 
these strategies might lead to a particular sensation in the 
reader, of the text altering the page on which it’s written. 
Tearing something open, casting some sort of light—per-
haps not on literature but rather on the process of reading. 
Perhaps. When I read Acker, reading gets jumbled, doubled, 

Stein Berg, Observator (Eyes), 2021. Cross-braces, variable dimensions
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made strange, in a way not unrelated to looking at Levine’s 
photo After Walker Evans (1981), which is a rephotograph 
of Evans’s Alabama Tenant Farmer Wife (1936).

The starting point of my work Allegory on the Banks of 
the Nile (2021) was a tree growing through a metal fence. 
I passed by this tree on a daily basis, and it caught my at-
tention, as it made me see the tree as simultaneously an 
 image and an image producer. The tree slowly pushed its 
way through the diamond-shaped gaps in the fence, caus-
ing a pattern to appear, and in this pattern is the image 
of an alligator, of an alligator’s skin. The work consists of  
a photo graph of this tree, silkscreened on paper.

Making this photograph into a silkscreen print is a way  
for me to make an image that speaks of its own making. 
As the depicted tree pushes through the fence from one 
side, the image pushes through the mesh of the silkscreen 
from the other. Having the motif of the image repeat in its 
technique of reproduction in this way allows me to look at 
an image and its making in one glance. The piece steals its 
title from playwright, poet, and politician Richard Brinsley 
Sheridan’s 1775 comedy The Rivals, in which a number of 
characters engage in impersonation, masquerading for each 
other, in what becomes a web of appropriated and mistaken 
identities. The line “she’s as headstrong as an allegory on 
the banks of the Nile” is spoken by Mrs. Malaprop.11

Stein Berg, Observator (W/M), 2021. Cross-braces, variable dimensions
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Levine’s La Fortune (After Man Ray): 1–6 (1990) lines up 
six identical pool tables. In the sculptural field rather than 
the photographic, Levine’s repetitions appear side by side 
instead of one on top of the other. From one and one, to 
one and two and three … Still, even though the repetitions 
appear in object form and not as surface, the contortion 
of depiction is still present. There is still the evocation of 
an image plane. One can see the lined-up pool tables re-
ceding farther and farther away, growing smaller as they 
go, evoking the extreme perspectival lines of Man Ray’s 
1938 painting of a pool table that Levine’s motif para-
phrases. Counting forwards from “one” or backwards from 
“six,” entering or departing from some style of depiction.  

The carefully placed billiard balls—three on each table, in  
identical  constellations—simultaneously display and cancel 
chance. The game is rigged. As we lift our vision from the 
surface of the tables, we find it still is.

Acker emphasises the importance of counting in body-
building, of which she was a practitioner, in her essay 
“Against Ordinary Language: The Language of the Body”: 
“What do I do when I bodybuild? I visualize and I count.”12 

She sees the gym as a space where ordinary language be-
comes meaningless, a space to which language does not have 
access. She reveals that this failure of everyday language to 
speak of the gym has, for five years, made it impossible for 

Stein Berg, Allegory on the Banks of the Nile, 2021. Screen print on paper, 42 x 30 cm
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her to write about it: “I … some part of me … the part of the 
‘I’ who bodybuilds … was rejecting language, any verbal 
description of the processes of bodybuilding.”13 This rejec-
tion of language is what became the starting point of the 
essay, and of a mapping of the language of the body, which 
Acker equates with the language games of philosopher 
 Ludwig Wittgenstein. She writes: “The spoken language  
of the gym is minimal and almost senseless, reduced to 
numbers and a few nouns. ‘Sets’, ‘squats’, ‘reps’. … The 
only verbs are ‘do’ or ‘fail’.”14 

The counting done while in the gym is connected directly 
to the breath, and to the body of the bodybuilder. Acker 
describes it this way: “Each number equals one inhalation 
and one exhalation. If I stop my counting or in any other 
way lose focus, I risk dropping or otherwise mishandling 
a weight and so damaging my body.”15 The purpose of the 
precise counting and repetition is to bring the muscles to 
their breaking point, in a controlled fashion, and to bring 
them beyond that point, to failure, in order for them to re-
grow stronger and larger. In this meeting with one’s own 
body, and in the language of this meeting, bodybuilding 
becomes a form of meditation, an alignment of breath and 
utterance, and a model against the Cartesian split. 

We can see in the photographs of Levine a way of mak-
ing photography visible, through repetition—or “sets,” 
in  Acker’s bodybuilding lingo. This repetition breaks 
down and rebuilds the material stronger. In the case of the 
 muscles of a bodybuilder, it builds them stronger and larger; 
in the case of Levine’s photographs, perhaps stronger and 
thinner. If the relation between photograph and paper in a 
 printed photo is 1:1, then in Levine’s it’s 2:1, which neces-
sarily makes the photos thinner. As if making the flatness 
of photographs even flatter. Levine’s images make visible 
something not only in themselves, but in all other photo-
graphs. This “something” is of course their reproducibility, 
but also, I believe, Levine’s works give us a rare chance to 
look at photography, without looking straight through it.

My ongoing work The Contacts (2019–) is a series of wall- 
mounted sculptures. Leading up to the making of this work, 
I was thinking of ways to make photography as a practice 
visible outside its own medium. The tools that make and 
make up The Contacts—that is, profile gauges, bought at 
the hardware store—presented an opportunity to apply 
the logic of photography in the field of sculpture. Profile 
gauges are normally used to translate a section of a three- 
dimensional form into a two-dimensional surface, so that a 
line can be traced onto whatever one wants to cut to fit the 
form—such as a skirting board, for instance. 

What initially made me see the profile gauge as a photo-
graphic apparatus was this ability to facilitate transition 
from three to two dimensions. Furthermore, it is roughly 
the size and weight of a camera. It also produces a positive 
and a negative imprint of the shape it records, analogous to 
the photographic film and print. The difference here is that 
the negative and positive are manifest on the same surface, 
not separated by the process of printing. Also, the “camera” 
and the “print” are one and the same object.

Bringing the profile gauges unexposed, in  photographic 
terms, into the exhibition space, and finding on-site the 
shapes and forms that could produce an image—that 
could lend themselves to reproduction through the profile 
gauge—made the white cube into a subject, a producer of 
images. The works exhibited present images of forms to be 
found in the room, leading attention to the things in the 
white cube at the periphery of our attention, things that 
normally blend into the image we have of a visually neutral 
space. When attention is given to them, they stand out—
quirky, real world.

“Abi, cabin, cabin, e dune, ne dune, ne dune, une dune, une 
dune, dune dun, each beach, beach beach, beach beach, 
beach beach bea, surf surf surf s, surf surf surf sur, ocean 
ocean ocean oc, ocean ocean ocean ocean.”

That above text makes up the drawing Pie Eyed View from 
the Cabin (1973) by Trisha Brown, a dancer, choreogra-
pher, and artist. The words are organised into the shape of 
a cone, starting at the top angle and broadening as they ex-
tend down from this point, becoming a scheme for a field 
of vision: the pie-shaped view that extends from the eyes 
of the one who sees. Brown’s work functions simultane-
ously as a scheme (that is, as a flattened, bird’s-eye view) 
and as a drawing in a more classical sense. As a drawing, 
it brings forth two clear perspectival lines, these being the 
two lines separating that which is inside and that which is 
outside the field of vision. These two lines meet at the top, 
at the vanishing point, which in this case is where the one 
who sees is located. Thus the writer, the artist, the reader, 
the  viewer, all are placed at the vanishing point—while 
simultane ously looking down at themselves being placed 
there, from the bird’s-eye view. The effect of this work is 
a moment of looking at looking. Perspective smiles at you, 
as filmmaker,  artist, and author Derek Jarman writes in 
Chroma, about the angels in the background of Masaccio’s 
fifteenth- century  Madonna painting: the figures “play peek-
a-boo. … Now you see them, now you don’t. Perspective 
smiles at you.”16

Pie Eyed View from the Cabin also deals in repetition,  
a repetitive naming, which divides the visual field into 
named units. As if the stretch of beach visible to us from the 
cabin could be counted: one beach, two beach, three beach, 
and so on. A vision divided, named, and counted. As the 
words that name these units reach the lines separating the 
visible from the not visible, words are cut off, distorted, and 
from this distortion new ones are created.

The title of this text—”une dune, dune dun, each beach” 
—is stolen from Brown’s Pie Eyed View from the Cabin, 
as I hope it can speak of the repetition, distortion, and the 
looking at looking that runs through these pages. Through 
the drawing, I see Brown break down her view from the 
 cabin into named units, repeating “sets,” in order to enable 
that view to rebuild—stronger, in my mind.
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Stein Berg, Observator (Afternoon), 2021. Detail
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Stein Berg, Observator (Midnight), 2021. Cross-braces, variable dimensions
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Spiral Organs

Carina Emery, Sensory Cells, 2021. Installation view, Spiral Organs, MFA exhibition, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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1. Nest

A nest is a place to hide and to shield, a shelter. It is the 
result of a long process of collecting, transporting, connect-
ing, and arranging material. Blades of grass, branches, and 
other plant material are woven into sophisticated spherical 
or bottle-shaped structures. With every interruption in the 
process, the structure breaks open and takes a new turn. 
It is therefore impossible to build exactly the same nest 
twice: the materials used for the nest building, as well as 
the  sequence in which the individual elements are woven 
together, always depend on the specific circumstances and 
differ in terms of form and content. Because the one leads 
successively to the other, because every step is dependent 
on the preceding one, albeit not determined by it, and be-
cause the individual components are linked together in this 
 manner, there is no recipe for the respective structure, and 
so the form and character of each nest is always different. 
I’m interested in this way of constructing a structure, a hab-
itat, and it lies at the heart of my artistic practice. I see it 
as a way of remembering things and arranging them in a 
personal order that follows an internal logic, which through 
the act itself is fulfilled and acquires meaning. This is rem-
iniscent of surrealist practices, which saw art as precisely 
the manifestation of all that which operates subconsciously. 
For me, gathering together, tidying, sorting, and classifying 
are important activities in the studio. Things are placed in 
a physical order, juxtaposed to one another, and form and 
content are instinctively brought together; associations 
are established, and orientation and structure generated. 
It’s like designing an internal map on which the individual 
 elements are localised and read, or can be first brought to 
life by this act.

Collages behave like nests. Theoretically, they can be ex-
panded infinitely, as it is always possible to tie into them. 
They are self-contained, but nonetheless do not have an 
 enclosing frame, no defined end. Collages involve a  specific 
form of physicality: more precisely, layers, overlaps,  bruises, 
and intersections. They also address questions of weight 
and gravity. Despite these aggregations, the individual 
 layers remain distinguishable; we can read the layers, or at 
least recognise that there is an in-between, and that they are 
not mashed into a homogenous mass in which all contours 
and differences become unrecognisable. 

Just like nests, my works also have a provisional character. 
How the individual elements are connected to each other 
is extremely important: how they hold one another, lean 
against one another, are anchored in each other, how they 
grasp, support, and touch. They are not fixed entities but 
fluid organisms. They can be taken apart, rearranged, and 
disassembled, like tents. They have a mobile and  almost 
temporary character, and are composed of different ele-
ments and joints, which are always connected in a system 
of openings and closings. My sculptures can’t be read; in-
stead, one has to relate to them. This bodily relationship 
between object and viewing subject is important. I want my 
sculptures to be pulsating organisms, becoming a physical 
experience for visitors who themselves, through their move-
ment in the exhibition space, become part of the works. 

Thus it is often possible to walk alongside, around, beneath, 
or through my works. The sculptures are reminiscent of 
 postures or movements of the human body, of the social 
aspects of furniture, of the infrastructural and decorative 
elements of interior design, and of machines and tools.  
On the one hand, they could be seen as abstractions of in-
ternal, twisted bodily processes, but on the other also tech-
nical structures or mechanical subcomponents of systems 
that display anthropomorphic traits. My works do not fol-
low the result of a constant, linear thought process; rather, 
they are the outcome of numerous interwoven strands of 
thought, which through physical engagement are woven 
into a network. 

2. Hair

My hand runs through hair. Individual stands are sepa-
rated from one another, pulled apart. When we talk about 
hair or draw its outline, we simultaneously and repeatedly  
acknowledge, with astounding implicitness, that it consists 
of an uncountable number of individual elements. A strand 
covers the face and filters. Hair can protect, shield, and be-
come a curtain. Curtains separate inside and outside, guard 
the private, and thus determine what is seen and what re-
mains hidden. I keep on losing hair without noticing, and 
find it in unexpected places. Hair is sometimes electrified 
and clings to clothing. It tirelessly regenerates itself, over 
and over again. If one is touched on one’s hair, the touch 
appears to be very close and at the same time to take place 
on an extension of the body. Change materialises in hair. 
Sometimes hair appears to take on indecisiveness, splitting 
in two and breaking.

My sculptures often behave like hair. Thus hair is also  
a connecting thread, memory carrier, indicator, anchor, 
 sensor, and feeler. It can reach out and search for the other, 
touch, get entangled somewhere, and remain caught. It is in 
constant motion and exists in various time levels and reali-
ties, connecting past with present with future. Hair doesn’t 
decay with the passing of time. It is analogous to the narra-
tive thread, the storyline, the plot line. The comb disentan-
gles the hair in the same way the heckle smooths the flax. 
The two arts of combing and spinning or weaving are also 
related etymologically.1 In the history of Western painting 
and literature, women have often acquired their transcen-
dental vitality through their magical hair. Both enchanted 
and bewitching, it expresses their magical, mystical  power 
and strength and is simultaneously its source. When a  
woman is depicted as good or holy, then her hair is like  
a nest, warm and protective, and its colour is golden like a 
halo or crown, an outward sign of her inner beatitude and 
innocence. However, if, in the eyes of her male contempo-
raries, a woman is dangerous, treacherous, and corrupt, 
then her shiny hair becomes a seductive and deadly trap, 
a weapon, a web, a gleaming symbol and manifestation 
of her unrestrained sexual lust and thirst for power.2 Thus 
women’s hair throughout history has been both glorified 
and condemned at the same time. If the woman is mute and 
cannot speak for herself, then she needs her hair in order to 
weave her discourse. The woven thus becomes a prosthesis 
for her absent tongue. Hair sometimes becomes voice.
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It was in the nineteenth century in particular that hair 
was made into jewellery—for lovers as a sign of affec-
tion and special devotion, and as a memento of the dead. 
Hair was like a photograph. The art nouveau movement 
transformed Medusa’s frightening snake hair into deco-
rative tendrils and ornamentations. Hair became flowing, 
 abstract patterns that often functioned as complex frames 
or playful connecting elements. This is visible in the work 
of the French jewellery and glass artist René Lalique (1860–
1945), who decisively shaped French art nouveau with his 
 completely revolutionary and unconventional style. He 
 presented  nature in a new and challenging way by employ-
ing  motifs such as Ondine and Medusa, hybrids of humans 
and  insects, as well as snakes, bats, and butterflies. Lalique 
took inspiration from flora and fauna as well as fantasy 
worlds, depicting them in an unusual and exotic but also 
mundane way. He worked with materials such as glass, 
horn, tortoise shell, enamel, ivory, semiprecious stones, and 
ordinary stone—materials previously little used, or even 
disdained as lesser materials. 

A number of modernists, headed by Adolf Loos, attacked 
and degraded ornament, associating it with the female and 
the rural, which were considered inferior: “No ornament 
can any longer be made by anyone who lives on our cul-
tural level.”3 These thought patterns can still be felt to this 
day: twirls and tendrils are still associated with femininity, 
emotionality, superficiality, and irrationality.

In ornaments, metal sometimes becomes hair. Despite what, 
at first glance, appears to be its rough, massive, rigid, hard, 
and resilient character, metal displays an incredible trans-
formability. It can be bent, welded, heated, melted, cast, and 
hammered into shape. In my work, it often extends through 
the sculpture as an organic line, as a narrative thread. These 
are lines that do not attempt to enclose something, but 
 instead meander and waver. The bent metal tubes become 
vessels and conductors that transport and regulate, just like 
the veins in our body. 

Metal can be polished and serve as a mirror, to see the 
 seeing seeing.

Spiders spin webs. They don’t have ears, but they hear. Or, 
more specifically, they sense vibrations through tiny hairs 
on their legs.

3. Shell

Sometimes the comb is a shell.4 That is because the ribs of 
the shell are arranged like the teeth of a comb. As a child,  
I would often hold a giant shell, which was kept in our  
living room, against my ear, listening to the whooshing 
sound. I was convinced that it was an ear, a funnel through 
which the voice of the sea could be heard. 

When humans are born, the ear is already fully developed. 
The six directions or three dimensions have a biologically 
tangible representation within the body: the three semi-
circular canals of the organ of equilibrium of the inner 
ear. “Their inner structure … presents a system of tubes 

in which liquid, controlled by nerves, moves in the three  
spatial directions. The movement of liquid faithfully reflects 
the movements of the whole body.”5 Accordingly, the inner 
ear plays the role of a compass. An ear print is as unique  
a biometric feature as a fingerprint. The ear is a reflex zone, 
and acupuncture theory assumes that within the ear the 
body is reflected as an embryo. 

During ear moulding, the ear canal and the auricle are filled 
with a type of wax using a special syringe. The  material 
hardens in these spaces in a few minutes, but remains flex-
ible enough to remove the impression from the ear. This 
process can feel somewhat strange, as if the ears are filled 
with water. The wax impression is then used to manufacture 
the actual fitted ear piece. In the picture that hangs on the 
wall in my studio, the poured wax coming up out of the ear 
looks like a rosebud that enters the ear in a spiral move-
ment.  Ariadne and Dionysus’s wedding ring is also an ear 
cast, as it corresponds to the small labyrinth-shaped ears of 
the two lovers.6 Thus it has a double function: simultane-
ously connector and lock.

The sculptures in my MFA exhibition function like ear 
moulds or hearing devices. They could be direct casts of 
bodies or machines, of intimate, hard-to-access parts. At the 
same time, they function as prostheses. Internal,  supporting, 
and filling structures are externalised. It’s  almost like a cast-
ing process in reverse: instead of the  morphology of a specif-
ic object being determined by the mould, the object emerges 
from the mould, the matrix itself. The latter, through its 
negative, but also form-giving, shape, carries the possibil-
ities of new sculptural forms within it. The sculptures act 
like characters or organs that each assume a different role 
but are dependent on one another, react to one another, 
 auscultate one another. Individual elements reverberate like 
an echo, or as if a transfer of certain gestures has occurred. 
Like when one spends a lot of time with another person and 
then ends up adopting certain of their expressions, gestures, 
and facial features. First imitation, then embodiment. The 
sculptures listen to each other and the exhibition space; they 
are reception and exchange surfaces that pass on, control, 
and generate information. 

The above description reminds me of Isa Genzken’s sculp-
tures Weltempfänger (World receiver, 1988–89). I remem-
ber the feeling of humorous clarity and enthusiasm upon 
seeing these works a number of years ago in a Genzken 
retro spective at the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam. With 
a gesture of incredible simplicity, the artist has placed  radio 
antennae in a concrete block, thus transforming a brute 
 material into a symbol for receptivity. “My antennas were 
also meant to be feelers, things you stretch out in order to 
feel something, like the sound of the world and its many 
tones,” states Genzken.7 These works find their continua-
tion in her series Ohren (Ears, 1980), large-format images 
of women’s ears. In 2002, an enlargement of one of these 
photo graphs was installed on the facade of the newly 
 designed Innsbruck Town Hall in Austria. The building 
 became a listening archi tecture. In anatomical language, the 
openings in the wall that separates the middle ear from the 
inner ear are called the fenestra ovalis and fenestra rotunda. 

Carina Emery
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The window-ear analogy helps us understand how the  series 
of window works that Genzken began in 1990 extends this 
theme of the receptor to architectural forms.8 Genzken’s 
windows are unlocked, without curtains, open. Georg 
 Simmel writes that the ear is the most egoistic of all the 
 organs, as it takes but does not give. Its outer form almost 
appears to symbolise this, looking as it does like a passive 
appendage to the human form, the most immobile of the 
head’s organs.9 Unlike the eye, the ear cannot turn away or 
close—it absorbs everything that comes close to it. 

The connection between hearing and architecture is also 
evident in the English word “eavesdropping”: the act of 
 secretly and clandestinely listening to private conversations 
and communications, without the consent of the others, 
with the aim of collecting information. The verb “to eaves-
drop” comes from the related noun “eavesdrop”: a drop 
of water from the eaves of a house. An “eavesdropper” is 
therefore literally someone who hangs from the roof of a 
house in  order to hear what is being said inside. I’m inter-
ested in how information circulates, stagnates, and changes, 
and how it is passed on. These movements are important 
in my work. Eavesdropping is an intentional transgression 
of set boundaries; it is intimacy by theft, as it is informa-
tion not given by the sender but stolen from the receiver. 
An eavesdropper constantly oscillates at this threshold be-
tween inside and outside. Intimacy is determined by archi-
tecture—or, rather, questions of intimacy were first brought 
into being by architecture. In the past, eavesdropping was 
connected to physical proximity and a certain risk of being 
caught while doing so: one had to press an ear to a crack 

in the wall or an eye against a windowpane. However, the 
association of nearness with intimacy and distance with 
 alienation has been upset by the development of tech nology. 
“Within earshot” is still a synonym for closeness.

Whispering something into someone’s ear is a type of move-
ment opposite to that of eavesdropping. Instead of press-
ing the ear to the voice, the voice is pressed to the ear. And 
once again, the ear cannot close or turn away. Intimacy is 
imposed, and through the meeting of mouth and ear, it’s 
almost as if someone is trying to enter the head through 
the ear canal, and thus become the inner voice of the other. 
“The ear is itself a refrain, it is shaped liked one.”10

In French, the word moule means both “mussel” and 
“mould.” 

In her 2016 retrospective Déformation Professionnelle 
(Job conditioning) at Walker Art Center, Minneapolis, 
and S.M.A.K., Ghent, Nairy Baghramian decided to not 
show any of her previous sculptural or photographic works 
 created between 1999 and 2016. Instead, she reflected, ex-
tended, and transformed these earlier works, using vari-
ous applied industrial techniques and processes, as well 
as conceptual considerations, to create complementary 
forms. The residues and surpluses of previous manufactur-
ing processes—for example, moulds and hidden support 
structures—were made visible or reused in different ways.11 
In this translation and destabilisation of her work, previ-
ous explanations and decisions were renegotiated and re-
animated. Here, Baghramian examines the ghosts that have 

Left: Carina Emery, Gatekeeper I, 2021. Styrofoam car inserts, colored wax, coated steel, approx. 115 x 10 x 89 cm 

Right: Carina Emery, Earmold I, 2021. Styrofoam car inserts, silicon rubber, pigments, Valchromat dust, coated steel, polished steel, magnets, 
approx. 263 x 170 x 114 cm
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been present in her works throughout the years and played 
an important role in their constitution, as a way to keep the 
work alive and to find methods and forms that could create 
an alternative truth or reality. The new works reflect and 
dissect the previous works, and are simultaneously  haunted 
by the spectres of those earlier pieces. An inversion of ex-
isting roles takes place. I am interested in these ghostly side 
products and supplements, which are commonly considered 
to be extrinsic, excessive, secondary, and incidental. They 
are an important part of my own artistic practice. I generate 
a type of reservoir of ideas and forms that can be continu-
ally arranged and rearranged. One work carries the traces 
of another.

4. Diaphragm

Forays into scrapyards, car cemeteries, and garbage dumps, 
but also building-supply stores and second-hand shops, are 
an important part of my artistic practice. I pick up materials 
and objects—often surpluses or remainders from  industrial 
production, the waste of daily life, machine parts—turn 
them in my hands, and either let them fall again or end up 
taking them with me. I only know exactly what I’ve been 
looking for when I find it. Something that can be found only 
when one is not looking for it directly, but rather slightly 
off target. It is in this partial blindness that one can see.  
If the object to be found is too in focus, then the surround-
ings become blurred. And if only one thing is sharply in 
focus, then the searched-for can’t be found outside its 

anticipated context. Or perhaps it can be discovered only in 
that precise form that has already manifested itself within 
us as a fixed idea, and not there where its appearance ex-
tends beyond our imagination or is found in a somewhat 
different form. One often stands in the way of things, and 
overshadows them with one’s own expectations. 

“I found my first nest of wild stones on looking closely 
into a drawing I had made of some bleached objects on the 
Swanage Downs. It lay just below the level of my conscious-
ness, slightly out of focus. But there was no mistaking its 
lineaments a moment later when I moved the dry thoughts 
to one side.”12

In this ritual, or almost performative act, of collecting and 
gathering, a continual mirroring takes place between that 
which the gaze is directed at, that which it collides with, 
and that which it is thrown back onto. I keep a lookout 
for  letters that I can recognise as such or that can become 
such—letters that latch onto my thought processes, in  order 
to form words, which later appear in a network of  sentences. 
In English, the word “letter” refers to both a written charac-
ter, representing one or more of the sounds used in speech, 
and a written message. A letter is thus  simultaneously some-
thing that addresses, that is directed, and that has both a 
sender and a receiver. An exchange of energy, a type of 
conversion, takes place between sender and receiver. This 
makes sculptures vibrate.
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Left: Carina Emery, Sensory Cells (Leg Anchored), 2021. Detail 

Right: Carina Emery, Sensory Cells (Stethoscope), 2021. Detail
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Helen Marten’s works are diagrams. But they are not simpli-
fying, and in fact quite the reverse: they are dense, tangled, 
complex structures composed of a wide variety of  materials, 
textures, surfaces, and images; in a way, they are too much, 
and through their density they generate polyphonies. They 
are overflowing, rather than contained. Making a diagram 
of her diagrams appears to be almost impossible. I see a 
similarity between Marten’s sculptural gestures and deci-
sions and my own. I am primarily referring to the manner 
in which the materials and objects encounter one another, 
how they are connected and combined, how the everyday, 
familiar, and banal is transformed into something abstract, 
ambiguous, and enigmatic. These mechanisms, which also 
operate in my working process, extend beyond thinking and 
cannot be grasped rationally. The rational gaze has certain 
limits or filters; it eclipses something essential. It has the 
tendency to fragment reality, to reduce and to reify by mak-
ing similarities equivalent, excluding complementarity and 
removing associations between opposites from the field of 
vision. However, it tends to minimise things that are not 
understood. Thus I only hear what I can also understand. 

“What is most true is poetic because it is not stopped- 
stoppable. All that is stopped, grasped, all that is  subjugated, 
easily transmitted, easily picked up, all that comes under 
the word concept, which is to say all that is taken, caged, is 
less true. Has lost what is life itself, which is always in the 
process of seething, of emitting, of transmitting itself. Each 
object is in reality a small virtual volcano.”13

The dichotomy between matter and thought, between body 
and soul, between the “doubtful world of matter” and the 
“indubitable world of thought” was established by René 
Descartes. Vilém Flusser further distinguishes between 
two forms of thought: “Science is the method by which 
the thinking thing envelops bodies, in order to understand 
them. Technology is the method by which the thinking 
thing clings to bodies in order to modify them.”14 Thus, 
for Flusser, reflection is the exact opposite of science and 
technology. The word “reflection” indicates the direction 
in which this thought moves, namely in the opposite direc-
tion: “In this motion thought turns against itself in order to 
 devour itself, i.e. to understand itself and modify itself.”15 
He connects the term “reflection” with the German expres-
sion Nachdenken, “to think behind or about something,” 
as well as its Czech equivalent rozmýšleni,16 which Flusser 
terms “thought dismembered.”

Scientific language is dominated by the “equal” sign: every 
term can be replaced by another. In contrast, in poetic 
 language every word is irreplaceable and can only be re-
peated.17 My sculptures are poems. They follow an organic 
intelligence that manifests itself in the process of making 
and has its own internal logic that can be neither planned 
nor predicted, but that nevertheless traces a very specific 
pattern, in sync with the rules of the movement and the  
rest of bodies. The individual components are in motion 
for a long time, like in an almost endless dance around an  
invisible core, until they suddenly click into place and  
make sense.

“A bubble in the blood
that lodged years earlier
finds its way up and out”18

This working process is comparable to the making of 
 mayonnaise, which is an oil-in-water emulsion, produced by 
slowly stirring oil into egg yolk. The individual components 
are thus mixed and oil is added, first drop by drop, and then 
at the right moment in a thin stream, and next it is stirred 
and stirred and stirred, then salted and seasoned, until the 
ingredients are homogeneously mixed and, at some point, as 
if by magic, the mass takes form and becomes thick, and one 
now has mayonnaise. All the movement and perfect timing 
have contributed to precisely this moment. And although 
the process is under continual observation, the moment  
of transformation remains hidden from the eye.

5. Organ of Speech

The materials that I gather together are often organic 
shapes, structures, and textures that appear in  industrially 
manufactured, synthetic, functional objects. An imprint  
of a hand, made without a hand. However, I’m not inter-
ested in their respective mechanical or aesthetic functional-
ities or technical efficiency; instead, I’m searching for their 
similarities with individual or collective states of body and 
mind. I don’t see materials as mere metaphors or symbols—
raw matter on which concepts and meanings are inscribed; 
for me, they are direct secretions produced by organisms in 
response to specific political, social, physical, and psycho-
logical situations. They are expressions of experiences and 
gestures that are deeply rooted in bodies and matter, and 
they are thus active containers of specific relationships that 
people have woven with their respective environments. 
“From dance we learn that matter is not stupid, it is not 
blind, it is not mechanical but has its rhythms, its language, 
and it is self-activated and self-organizing.”19

Material simultaneously inhabits different dimensions and 
states of the real. It is a carrier of memories, feelings, and 
thoughts whose reverberation is present on a virtual level 
on the one hand, and is manifested in the material on the 
other. In other words, it is tangible and vital and  continually 
adapting to the changing circumstances. I work with the 
specific languages of the respective materials, which is in-
herent to it—which is already there and opens up to me. In 
the process, I look for the sculptural gestures through which 
these different states can be made visible and activated.  
I accentuate, animate, and amplify, but only so loud so that 
the voice of the thing itself can still be heard. My sculp-
tures have something of an illogical design. Design that  
is  adapted to the body in retrospect, and whose original 
function is upended and transformed. They are a physical 
manifestation of an afterthought.

Through the systematic persecution of witches and heal-
ers in the Middle Ages and the early modern era, an  entire 
system of practices and knowledge was destroyed, a  system 
that constituted the foundation of women’s strength and 
connectedness in pre-capitalist societies. In the fundamental 
structures of patriarchal society, cognitive and intellectual 
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space is always attributed to the man and placed above  
matter, above the body. This notion accompanies a tradi-
tion in which the woman is viewed as a lower being that 
is irrational, emotional, and hysterical. The instinctive, the 
erotic, forms of physical intelligence, and organic sensibili-
ties came to be viewed as inferior. 

“For women, this has meant a suppression of the erotic as 
a considered source of power and information within our 
lives. … As women, we have come to distrust that power 
which rises from our deepest and non-rational knowledge. 
We have been warned against it all our lives by the male 
world, which values this depth of feeling enough to keep 
women around in order to exercise it in the service of men, 
but which fears this same depth too much to examine the 
possibilities of it within themselves.”20

My artistic process has a lot to do with a reappropriation 
and a re-establishment of this kind of physical intelligence 
and the erotic as an equivalent source of knowledge and 
information to cognitive and intellectual ways of knowing. 
I see my practice as a type of re-evaluation and rediscov-
ery of these capacities and an extension of individual and 
collective forces. Trusting in these languages and forms of 
embodied knowledge and giving them space means going 
beyond the body, although the body remains the primary 
territory through which we encounter the world and the 
 primary object of our defence.

6. Stitches

The word “repair” has two different meanings in  English, 
which are anchored in different ways in the French 
 language. On the one side, “repair” originates from the 
Old French word reparer, which in turn is composed of 
the Latin re (“again”) and parare (“make ready, prepare”). 
However, “repair” also comes from the Old French word 
repairer, or the even earlier repadrer, which originates from 
the Latin repatriare and means “to frequent, to return to 
one’s country.” The French repairer is hardly used at all 
 today, or only in a specific context: to describe animals  
who live in burrows or caves, and which translated means 
“to return to one’s home or shelter.” Thus it means the re-
turn to a safe, familiar state, a protected retreat. Repatriare 
means to return to the patris, the fatherland. This empha-
sises how, in patriarchal society, the father is considered the 
one true origin of all things, the premise and condition of all 
being and the ideal image of the pure, the whole, the com-
plete. Accordingly, something can only function again by 
returning to him.

Repair is a moment of complete opening and motion.  
A state in which nothing is in its place: the object exists, 
but it is neither completely itself nor already something else, 
something new. The not-yet-repaired in need of repair has 
already been subjected to a breakup, a crash, a shock; it is 
wounded and therefore even more vulnerable. Even when 
the repair is successful, and all defective parts have been 
replaced or repaired, and outwardly no change is visible, 
the repaired object is nevertheless different to the original. 
A transformation has taken place. What has been repaired  

has, on the one hand, been patched using the respective 
means and techniques available and attainable in the spe-
cific time and place of repair. Thus it takes place in a con-
tinual dialogue and exchange with the outside, and an ad-
justment is made to the specific environment. On the other 
hand, it is also adjusted to the inner conditions and patched 
along with the traces inscribed in the remains and that 
shape them. A loop turns in the form of a feedback, which 
seizes on something existing and then proceeds from this 
location, building on that which proceeded it. Thus, noth-
ing new is created from the ground up; instead, what occurs 
is a continual renewal within the thing itself. Different time 
intervals are condensed into one instant and are present  
simultaneously. However, it is not a directional movement 
to the one true origin, the father. Instead, its secret lies 
precisely in this process of becoming, the entre deux, the 
simultaneities. Through this very act, the mat(t)er becomes 
voice,21 and what was silenced finally speaks.

Repair is also the act of retrospective addition and replace-
ment. I often work within and around layers: new material 
is added, layered one on top of the other, the old drops away 
until at some point it might be completely replaced. I some-
times ask myself, when filling screw holes in walls, what the 
wall must look like on the inside, how much of its origi-
nal material has already been replaced with filler. Through 
these invisible traces of the hand, the material is lent a spe-
cific inner resistance. All the hidden, plugged perforations 
turn the wall into a potential breathing organ.

Re-pair is also the abbreviation for recursive pairing: to 
“pair again” or “redo the pairing.” In other words, re-pair-
ing in the sense of a regrouping and recoupling of things 
in which a movement is imitated or repeated. However, the 
idea of the couple also contains the idea of complicity, of a 
team, of caring, thoughtfulness, and attention. Something 
that bonds with itself or something else. It is about pairing 
things that once belonged together.

Sometimes in my work, it feels as if I am repairing a body or 
a machine, reassembling it. As if every element, every detail, 
every screw, and every grip has its place and its function. 
As if the individual elements are finding their way back 
to one another. As if everything is actually running back-
wards, as if I am continually searching for the respective 
parts and positions that belong together and within each 
other. It’s as if, in this continual process of experimentation, 
I am looking for the particular piece of the puzzle for which 
a hole has already been stamped out, until at some point  
a complete picture, a map, emerges. And when the sculp-
tures are done, it feels as if it has always been clear that they 
have to be precisely like this, as if there was no other way. 
“You can’t take a poem and keep re-forming it. It is itself, 
and you have to know how to cut it, and if there’s some-
thing else you want to say, that’s fine.”22

Zoe Leonard’s Strange Fruit (1992–97) has a very  specific 
material existence: it is composed of several hundred 
 orange, banana, lemon, and grapefruit peels, which the 
artist sewed back together with wire and coloured thread 
after consuming the fruit. This resulted in objects that look 
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like small, decaying bodies. The work was produced during 
the global AIDS crisis, which had a particularly devastating 
impact on Leonard’s community in New York. The organic 
process of the decomposition of the fruit peels had to take 
place in public to make a mark. The sewing together can be 
read as a mourning process and as an act of remembrance 
and atonement. 

“This act of sewing guides my thoughts. Whenever my 
thoughts drift, I’m drawn back to what is in my hands. An 
orange peel. The fruit eaten. I sew I close, restore its form. 
… This mending cannot possibly mend the real wounds, but 
it provided a symbolic place for me. 

“Like memory, these skins are not the substance itself, but 
a form reminiscent of the original. In some ways, the fruit 
are like photographs. It’s not the fruit itself, but it looks a 
little like it.”23 

Over the last several months, I have stacked Valchromat, 
coloured MDF boards, on top of each other, then glued, cut 
apart, reassembled, and sanded them. The saw blade that 
cuts through the boards creates a material distance between 
the separated elements. There, where the saw blade cuts, 
the material is reduced to powder. I have carefully collect-
ed and reused the incredible amount of dust created during 
this process in order to make my own form of MDF from 
the wood dust and glue. It behaves and looks, of course, 
completely different from the original MDF, but it consists 
of the same material basis, representing a sort of cyclical 
inversion of it.

Catherine Malabou talks of the plasticity of the brain, that 
is, the property of taking and giving form. In contrast to this 
is flexibility, which enables a material to adjust to any ar-
bitrary form, but also includes the potential to return to its 

original form. The destructive potential of plasticity, due to 
external influences such as a trauma, can result in a radical, 
complete change of a person’s identity. To the extent that 
the person no longer has anything in common with their 
former identity. 

“Even among those who live their lives without any  serious 
problems, without any existential or health difficulties, 
the last moment is always a metamorphosis produced by 
 destructive plasticity. One does not die as one is; one dies as 
one suddenly becomes. And what one becomes is always in 
the order of a desertion, a withdrawal that takes form.”24 

7. Spiral Sink

A spiral sink is shaped like the imprint of a shell, so that the 
water trickles into the drain on its own, in a spiral-shaped 
motion. It is reminiscent of hair swirls, whose rotation 
pattern can be clockwise or counterclockwise. Sometimes, 
when looking at these vortices for a long time, it comes to 
feel like they are gatekeepers, and as if, by following their 
rotation, one could actually be dragged into the other  
person’s head.

Doubt is also a spiral. A water vortex that draws everything 
into its suction. In small quantities, doubt stimulates 
thought, is the drive for research and all systematic knowl-
edge. However, too much doubt paralyses all mental facul-
ties: “In a distilled state, doubt kills all curiosity and is the 
end of all knowledge.”24 Here Flusser speaks of a reversed 
belief, that is, someone who believes there is nothing left to 
believe in. In my working process, I often walk a fine line be-
tween believing that I can grasp something, or even almost 
become the thing itself, and wanting to drop everything 
again, freezing in moments of paralysis.

Carina Emery, Spins, 2020. Scan
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Carina Emery, Sensory Cells, 2021. Detail

Carina Emery, Chest Auscultation, 2021. Valchromat, polished steel, stainless steel, aluminum rubber mat, approx. 53 x 91 x 300 cm
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My work Spins (2020) is a series of scans produced with 
the help of a hand scanner: I scanned the computer screen 
while playing videos of figure skaters executing spins and 
rotations. I was particularly interested in the pirouette 
 effect, in other words the increase or decrease in the rota-
tion speed. When the arms are placed close to the body, 
the inertia is reduced and the speed increases. This is a mo-
ment of ultimate control in which the body is held tightly 
and compactly together, folded into itself, and thus forms 
a closed system that reduces and regulates the surface of 
the body. In my scans, the rotations of the figure skaters 
become abstract, spiral or snake-shaped, twisted, similar to 
the double helix of DNA and look like mystical symbols. 
As if reality has slipped away and reappeared somewhere 
else as shadows. Through the stroking gesture of the hand 
scanner over the digital image of the rotation, the figures 
appear to step out from inside of the movement, emerging 
onto the surface. Through the sampling of the screen, which 
operates as both a carrier and a window between reality 
and the virtual world, they become haptic and tangible and,  
almost to complete abstraction, compressed to their essence. 
Here and there a hand or an arm flashes into view, but it is 
only when looking very closely that these body fragments 
can be recognised, before they lose themselves again in the 
frozen movement. I am interested in these various physical 
and mental states, which function like states of aggregation: 
from solid to liquid to gas. 

In his book The Cosmic Serpent: DNA and the Origin of 
Knowledge (1998), Jeremy Narby explores the connections 
between shamanism and molecular biology. He demon-
strates that Indigenous Peoples have known of the existence 
of DNA for thousands of years, and even drew the double 
helix long before it was discovered by Western science in 
1953. Narby goes on to posit a hypothesis as to how specific 
biochemical knowledge about DNA can be mirrored and 
transmitted to a specially prepared consciousness. 

8. Echo 

Certain hearing aids occasionally produce audible echo  
effects due to latency in the processing of the digital signal. 
This idea of repetition, culminating in an endless loop, also 
has something terrifying about it: it’s like a trap in which 
one is caught, like a nightmare where one repeatedly walks 
through the same door, entering the same room, confronted 
with the same scenery. 

Echolocation is used by many animals to orientate them-
selves in space. They emit sound waves that are thrown back 
from objects as reflections and then picked up as  echoes  
and evaluated. 

“When whales echolocate, they detect an object with their 
voice. The enclosed whale ear, and invisible to the outside, is 
important for balance and orientation. It’s surround sound. 
That’s why the whale ear is a perfect sculpture locator. … 
This makes the whale the perfect collaborator. Whales could 
help detect sculptures, and what else is there. They can also 
adjust their voice to the octave of their interlocutor.”26

I am interested in the variability of similar forms. Through 
them, displacements and divergences, or a delay in percep-
tion, become visible. It’s almost like a reflection, or more 
precisely, a disturbance in a reflection. As if there are two 
instances of the same thing, and between the two a move-
ment has taken place, resulting in an external change. Or 
a slightly altered memory—different realities of the same 
moment. 

For ancient peoples, the magical and the mimetic had 
 another significance. There was no knowledge outside 
 nature; instead, they corresponded with it and read and 
interpreted similarities as a sign of the unity of the world. 
These laws of similarities ruled in both the microcosmic 
and the macrocosmic: they drew analogies between celes-
tial phenomena and earthly events, but also read entrails 
and plants. According to Walter Benjamin, there is perhaps 
“not a single one of the human being’s higher functions in 
which his mimetic faculty does not play a decisive role.”27 
However, only faint traces of these magical-mimetic anal-
ogies can be found in the modern age. Benjamin poses the 
question as to whether this ability to generate and recognise 
similarities has degenerated, or has simply transformed it-
self. His answer to this query establishes a connection to 
linguistic theory: for him, language “may be seen as the 
highest level of mimetic behaviour and the most complete 
archive of non-sensuous similarity: a medium into which 
the earlier powers of mimetic production and comprehen-
sion have passed without residue, to the point where they 
have liquidated those of magic.”28 According to Benjamin’s 
understanding of language, a mimetic relationship exists 
between the typeface and the signified. 

The natural world’s language of forms makes an appearance 
in design and aesthetics. Biomimicry explores biological  
adaptation mechanisms and survival strategies with the aim 
of applying these to functional solutions within architec-
ture, design, and other technical fields. Thus, for example, 
scientists developed an antifouling coating for watercraft 
based on the microstructure of shark skin in order to pre-
vent algae, shells, and barnacles from accumulating on the 
surface of ships, and thereby reducing their performance. 
Self-repairing membranes, inspired by the rapid self-sealing 
processes of plants, have also been developed: a thin, soft, 
cellular polyurethane foam coating is applied to the inside 
of a fabric substrate, which, when the membrane is punc-
tured, closes up the hole. I am interested in this encounter 
and mimetic relationship between the organic-natural and 
the aesthetic-constructed. 

In the 1920s, Karl Blossfeldt, a German photographer and 
teacher, photographed plants in extreme close-up. They were 
enlarged up to thirty times and served as the basis and in-
spiration for a whole generation of designers. Nature was to 
become art and art nature. Through these means, Blossfeldt 
visualised an unsuspected treasure trove of details, analo-
gies, and forms that, up until then, had been hidden from 
the human eye. “Moreover, it must be food for thought in 
even the most sober observer that the enlargement of what 
is large—the plant, or its buds, or the leaf, for example—
leads us into a wholly different realm of forms than does  
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the enlargement of what is small—the plant cell under  
the microscope, say.”29 The plants in Blossfeldt’s pictures 
appear strangely naked, tangible, sexual, almost threat-
ening, and somehow extraterrestrial. As the distance at 
which the eye normally perceives plants is eliminated, they 
are lent a ghostly, eerie, almost monstrous presence. “The 
monster is a concept that we need in order to tell ourselves 
what we are not.”30 According to Zakiya Hanafi, over the 
course of time, the quality of “the monstrous” transferred 
first from naturally occurring monsters to creatures created 
by the human hand, and then to automated machines. The 
fear associated with the monster, and interpreted as a form 
of divine perception, has been transferred to automation. 
Both  machines and monsters have the same eerie quality  
of  moving without being alive. 

My sculptures are often hybrids between machines and 
bodies. A fusion between industrially manufactured, nat-
ural, and handmade elements occurs. For example, I coat 
industrially produced handles with acrylic resin and then 
sand them down until they look like bones or ribs. The door 
handle is still there, but it could also be part of a skeleton.  
I am interested in this ambiguity and fluidity. This meet-
ing of hand and machine results in a kind of glitch in the 
system, a stuttering. However, this fusion can also trigger 
uncanny feelings. I believe that much happens through  
a comparison or identification mechanism. When one rec-
ognises something, it gives rise to a doubt as to whether 
the thing could not possibly have come from oneself, and 
in a strange way one feels robbed or betrayed. According 
to Sigmund Freud, the “uncanny” is that which was once 
domestic and familiar. That is why the uncanny is so fright-
ening—because something so familiar and close to one has 
undergone a mysterious transformation. The complete  
other—the completely foreign—is so far distant that it is 
often no longer able even to be seen, and thus is no longer a 
threat or object of fear. 

In his short story “Kleist in Thun,” Robert Walser describes 
feelings of unease, discomfort, and fear, coupled with a sight 
of blinding beauty: 

Out there lies the lake, veiled and lost in white fragrance, 
framed by the bewitching unnatural mountains. How 
it all dazzles and disturbs. … The mountains are the 
 artifice of a clever scene painter, or look like it; it is as if 
the whole region were an album, the mountains drawn 
on a blank page by an adroit dilettante for the lady who 
owns the album, as a souvenir, with a line of verse. … 
Kleist wants a brutal war, to fight in battle; to himself 
he seems a miserable and superfluous sort of person. … 
I am not alive, he cries out, and does not know where 
to turn with his eyes, hands, legs, and breath. … He is 
so grievously happy, too happy, whence his suffocation, 
his aridity, his grief.31 

I grew up in the environs of Thun, in a demanding, charged, 
dazzling beauty, which for me is always connected with a 
feeling of subliminal discomfort. As if it’s always a little too 
bright, too reflective, too highly concentrated, like when one 
looks directly into a light source and has to blink  constantly 
to compensate. Sometimes it appears to me as if no sound 

escapes Thun, as if every word, every thought, is absorbed 
and swallowed by this loud silence, or continues to echo 
between the mountain walls. Defective world receiver. 

I moved from Thun to Paris—the opposite movement to 
that of Heinrich von Kleist, who left Paris in 1801 and 
 travelled to Thun via Basel. He described Paris as ekelhaft 
(disgusting). It is perhaps precisely this disgustingness that 
gave me air to breath. The luscious grotesquery of this 
 porous density that avoids the stamp of the definitive, and 
in which every body melds into the other and yet simultane-
ously envelops and holds itself with nonchalance. I believe 
that this feeling Walser describes is somehow important 
in relation to the type of reality that I set out to generate 
through my work: it awakens the urgency to build a space, 
a lung, in which breathing outside of the body becomes 
possible.

9. Lenses

Rear and side mirrors are important, as they are an ex-
pansion and extension of the eyes. Through them things 
can be seen that, for example, take place behind our backs 
and would otherwise remain hidden. Mirrors are hearing 
 devices for the eyes. The barreleye, also known as the spook 
fish, is a deep-sea fish whose head resembles the transparent 
cockpit of a submarine. It’s the only known vertebrate that 
has a complementary mirror-eye system in addition to its 
upward-directed, movable, tubular eyes. With these crystal-
line mirrors in the lateral protuberances of its eyes, it can 
see what is happening to the side and underneath it. 

Georgia O’Keeffe’s paintings often contain a confusion be-
tween something that is simultaneously very close and very 
far away. Like a macrotelescopic image of an organ that 
could just as easily be a satellite picture of Earth’s surface. 
The intimacy of the close-up and the smooth, almost com-
puter-rendered-like surfaces generates an erotic tension in 
the work. It feels almost as if one is a kind of intruder and 
has just been caught doing something forbidden—perhaps 
eavesdropping on a secret conversation. As if one is looking 
at something not intended for one’s own eyes. For me, the 
two paintings Pelvis with the Distance (1943) and Pelvis II 
(1944) feel almost like 3D animations that could be contin-
ually turned around their axes. As a viewer, one encounters 
oneself in this loop, moving through it to bore ever deep-
er into the object. It feels like a form of visual penetration, 
or hypnosis. Looking very precisely, very often, again and 
again. The skulls become gates, portals, and the empty eye 
sockets openings through which the blue sky shines. 

These laws of similarity between micro- and macrocosm, 
distance and proximity, are important themes in my work 
and the source of my inspiration. My research images in-
clude X-rays, close-ups of microscopic procedures, sche-
matic representations, and enlargements of biological, 
chemical, and physical processes. Zooming in on bodies 
and procedures generates abstract images that awaken new 
associations and open up spaces for interpretation. Thus 
they can be read as analogies for psychological, emotional, 
and social processes.
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In her book X-Ray Architecture, Beatriz Colomina argues 
that modern architecture was shaped by the medical obses-
sion with tuberculosis and the related invention of radio-
graphy as its diagnostic method. The fact that the inside 
of the body was suddenly public and accessible suggested a 
new vision of the relationship between inside and outside, 
which was expressed in architectural structures: “Modern 
buildings even started to look like medical images, with 
transparent glass walls revealing the inner secrets of the 
structures.”32

The lived reality of every living organism is aligned with 
its bodily organs and is mirrored by them. The body of an  
animal is a type of reverse map of the environment in which 
it lives, and it already contains inside itself the forces that 
act on it from outside. Similarly, the objects constructed 
and inhabited by animals—nests, beehives, and webs, but 
also balls and small toys—have their counterpart some-
where in the animal itself.33 Every bird’s nest contains 

within itself the properties and material forms of the trees, 
twigs, branches, and blades of grass used in its construction. 
However, it is also a type of contrapuntal reaction to the 
specificity of the animal’s body, and thus a measure of the 
bodily form of the respective bird as well as of the eggs for 
which the nest is built.

Sculptures have eyes. They see when they are seen and 
keep on throwing the eyeball back at us. They scratch the 
night with their eyelashes.34 They challenge us on a com-
pletely different level as immaterial works, mainly because 
we can only read and perceive them in relation and refer-
ence to our own physical existence in space. My sculptures 
 repeatedly assume the dimensions of my body: here a hand 
can be placed inside, here it can rest on the shoulder, and 
here it is facing me like a reflection. This results in a con-
tinual de stabilisation: Is it a foreign body, a tool, or part 
of myself? “I found a stone nest bearing the imprint of its  
only egg.”35
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Whoever you are: in the evening step out
of your room, where you know everything;
yours is the last house before the far-off:
whoever you are.
With your eyes, which in their weariness
barely free themselves from the worn-out threshold,
you lift very slowly one black tree
and place it against the sky: slender, alone.
And you have made the world. And it is huge
and like a word which grows ripe in silence.
And as your will seizes on its meaning,
tenderly your eyes let it go …2 

Wer du auch seist: am Abend tritt hinaus
aus deiner Stube, drin du alles weißt;

als letztes vor der Ferne liegt dein Haus:
wer du auch seist.

Mit deinen Augen, welche müde kaum
von der verbrauchten Schwelle sich befrein,

hebst du ganz langsam einen schwarzen Baum
und stellst ihn vor den Himmel: schlank, allein.

Und hast die Welt gemacht. Und sie ist groß
und wie ein Wort, das noch im Schweigen reift.

Und wie dein Wille ihren Sinn begreift,
lassen sie deine Augen zärtlich los …1 

A black tree is standing in a landscape. 

When, in a drawing, you are attempting to depict an object, 
it’s possible to use a technique whereby, instead of focusing 
on the object you’re attempting to depict, you shift your 
focus to the surrounding space and try to draw this instead, 
as if it were an object in itself. Focusing on the negative 
space can elucidate the shape of the positive space—that 
is to say, the object that one desired to depict at the out-
set. This drawing technique offers a simple idea about, or 
perhaps a cautious indication concerning, the collaboration 
between an object and its surrounding space. Moreover, the 
surrounding space also becomes objectified; that is to say, a 
reshuffling is in progress: object and surroundings change 
places. 

*

It’s at the beginning of a sentence that I stop. I’m unable 
to finish it. He recommends a book to me. He’s written the 
prologue himself. I read the book. I reach the prologue.  
I begin. 

In the prologue, I stumble over a sentence that I reread  
a few times. On the page, it says: “A sentence so complete 
you wouldn’t even have to finish it.” For a few years, this 
sentence becomes a companion for me. I’ve written it down 
in several different places in my notebooks, and it often 
turns up during studio visits. I experience a great deal of 
doubt about its significance, but it has undoubtedly made 
an impression on me. A few years later, I reread A Seer 
Reader (2014).3 In the prologue, I stumble again, but I’m 
stumbling mostly because, much to my surprise, I cannot 
find the sentence I’m looking for. Or, I do find it, but it’s 
different. It’s not as I remember it. I read: “What could be 
more efficient, more democratic than a sentence so self- 
evident you don’t even need to complete it?”4

“At snuble over ordene” (to stumble over the words), a 
patently Danish term, is often associated with eagerness or 
confusion while one is speaking, which causes mispronunci-
ation of the words. In this case, through reading, I discover 
a small part of myself, or a small portion of authorship that 
stems from me, through the very stumbling. To stumble in-
side somebody else’s text, over one’s own agenda. It feels 
necessary to link this with the English expression “to double 
up.” This term is used, for example, to describe a situation 
where two people or things share something, especially the 
same space. It’s also used to describe a physical movement 
that typically occurs when someone is in a fit of uncontrol-
lable laughter or pain, where the body bends over at the 
midriff: the body folds over on itself. A snap, and the body 
becomes a mirror image, wherein it finds itself.

A dislocation is a temporary injury to a joint. It occurs 
when two articular surfaces of the bones are forced rap-
idly apart from each other and then take up their normal 
positions again. The dislocation causes a temporary im-
mobilisation, and it’s painful. The image I get when I think 
of a dislocation is of something that I can easily tear free 
from the joint, from that image, and then place on top of 
something else—the dislocation endures. I place the image 
on top of this, the act of writing. In Writing (1993), author 
and filmmaker Marguerite Duras writes about solitude and 
its role in her writing. She found it necessary to remove 
herself from a  situational context to be able to write. She 
places herself inside solitude, and as she clarifies in the very 
first sentence of her book, she finds it inside something else,  
a house: “It is in a house that one is alone. Not outside it, 
but inside it.”5  Duras bought herself a house in Neauph-
le-le-Château, France, and it is this house that she’s writing 
about. It turns up in several places in the book, and it’s clear 
that this  location, this house, possesses a great deal of im-
portance for Duras and her writing. Every time this house is 
mentioned, I liken it to a language. The house reminds me 
of a language.
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I don’t speak French, and my access to various texts by 
 Duras has been through English, Danish, and Swedish 
translations. I have felt a stronger connection to the  Danish 
and even more to the Swedish translations than I have felt 
to the English. In comparison to the English language, 
French is, in its breadth, quite restricted. There is a  r elatively 
small vocabulary, and each word must consequently  cover 
more sensations, descriptions, communications, and so 
forth than English words cover. The same can be said, and 
to an even greater degree, about Swedish, and I find that 
this endows the language with a certain density, like a con-
densed breath of air. The thought of   Duras navigating her 
way around inside the condensed and well-arranged French 
language causes me to feel, in equal measure, excited and 
apprehensive. 

The distance between the walls inside a house turns into a 
negative, into a hollow space. It’s hard to touch upon these 
thoughts without brushing up against Rachel Whiteread. It 
would seem obvious to write about her sculpture, House, 
for which the artist won the Turner Prize in 1993; Whiteread 
was the first woman, ever, to win this award. House can be 
said to be a further development of the more porous sculp-
ture, Ghost (1990). Despite the fact that this sculpture is very 
close to being something monumental, there’s an intimacy 
in its powdered plaster surface, and even though I am privy 
to the knowledge that the work is reinforced from within 
by a metal construction, it appears to be fragile. Ghost 
was Whiteread’s first casting of an entire room. It consists 
of several components, all of which seem to be segments  
of a drawing that was created in order to understand, or to 
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approximate, a three-dimensional space. Working out from 
a negative, Whiteread creates a positive object out of the 
space, on a 1:1 scale. The space inside of which one normal-
ly finds oneself is now rigid and impenetrable—you’re left 
standing there, as the spectator, and you’ve become the wall 
that embraces the room. In a YouTube clip, Whiteread de-
scribes a conversation with a man who told her that Ghost 
reminded him of feeling around inside his own pocket.6 The 
fact that this man was imprisoned at some point in his life 
appears to have heightened the importance of his statement 
for Whiteread. 

There’s something about the idea of   the negative and its 
 capacity to depict an absence that appeals to me. Just think-
ing about depicting an absence causes all my fingertips to 
become tensed: they stand poised at the keyboard, waiting 
for the start signal, while I’m busy trying to correctly trans-
late my neural impulses into a motoric movement, piloting 
my fingertips to strike just the right squares, in just the 
right rhythm, so that a black drawing, a sentence, can take 
form on my screen. I don’t know where the translation goes 
wrong. Maybe there’s some blockage in my wrist?

Translation is another setting where I place the image of a 
dislocation. An altogether literary approach to the  Danish 
word oversætte (translate) provides a clear and distinct 
 picture of setting something over something else, and  
immediately offers me an image of a duality. Suddenly 
I’m thinking about the (negative) space that may be found 
between the two things that have been “set over” each 

other—the space needs only to be a small fissure. The book 
This Little Art (2017), by the writer and translator Kate 
Briggs, revolves around the act of translating and especially 
around her relationship to her translation of philosopher 
Roland Barthes’s lecture notes.7 She seems to be so deeply 
immersed inside Barthes’s thoughts, through the process of 
translating his texts, that, at several places in her book, I fall 
into doubt—and I believe she herself has also fallen into 
doubt—when it comes to the question of who is  actually 
speaking. In a certain section of This Little Art, she writes 
about Barthes’s desire to reinvent himself in his later life, 
and about how others’ expectations of him continued 
to  resound for him, especially in connection with his text  
“The Death of the  Author,” from 1967. At the bottom of the 
page, Briggs writes in the first person, and when it comes 
to the question of who the “I” is, I myself have gotten lost:

But in reality, my drive, my fantasy is to change places, 
to be reborn. Which means: I am never where you want 
me to be.8

The section ends abruptly, high up on the page, and leaves 
the rest of the page down below blank. The paper is thin, 
and through it I can see all the words written on the preced-
ing pages: they’re all lying together, on top of each other.  
It reminds me of the sort sol (black sun) phenomenon9— 
it’s dizzying and my heart’s rhythm feels suddenly deeper, 
heavier, faster. I’ve got to take a break. 

*
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Insula - detached  house - island - isolation  

In his introduction to Clarice Lispector’s novel Água Viva 
(1973)—an introduction that bears its own title: “Breath-
ing Together”10—writer and translator Benjamin Moser 
writes about the difficulties encountered when translat-
ing  Lispector’s texts. These difficulties arise from the fact 
that Lispector’s language and grammar are situated on 
the fringes of the Portuguese language. Moser describes 
how “[her] weird word choices, strange syntax, and lack 
of interest in conventional grammar produces sentences— 
often fragments of sentences—that veer toward abstrac-
tion without ever quite reaching it.”11 Subtle reshufflings, 
displacements, and distortions of the Portuguese language 
bring about the result, in a paradoxical way, according to 
Moser, that the better your Portuguese is, the more difficult 
reading Lispector’s texts becomes. It feels unfair that part 
of the text becomes, regardless of my position, inaccessible. 

There’s got to be a way of navigating around the exhausting 
or melancholy aspect of the feeling of being lost in trans-
lation, because I do believe there are certain positive aspects 
to getting lost. I believe there’s potential in working on the 
outer edges of a language. The image of the language as a 
house reoccurs. Is it the facade of the house that  Lispector 
is working on? Or perhaps a secret storage space? I’d like 
to think that she’s adding something. Maybe a new  annex, 
whose ingress doesn’t fully jibe with the human body. 
 Despite the fact that something is partially inaccessible or 
might even be missing, it’s possible to imagine that access 
to a form of space is being granted. Through a deficiency  
or an absence, she expands.

In the essay “He Stuttered,” philosopher Gilles Deleuze 
writes: “Language quivers in all its limbs, and we  discover 
at this point the principle of a poetic understanding of 
language itself: it is as if language were carving a line to 
stretch—both abstract and infinitely varied.”12 I would like 
to think that a translation does the same thing. Whenever 
a word is translated, it creates a distance between the origi-
nal word and the translated one. It becomes like an interval 
in between, and this makes it possible for me to think of a 
translation as a stretching or an expansion: the translation 
engenders space. 

In the 1970s, the architect Paolo Soleri started working 
on the construction of an experimental town, Arcosanti, 
loca ted in the desert landscape of Arizona. A utopian city: 
here, the buildings coalesce with the landscape. Soleri’s 
approach to its design can be qualified as “negative archi-
tecture,” where the landscape itself is used as a mould to 
cast the archi tecture.13 In the video work The Apse, the Bell 
and the Antelope (2005), by artist Aurélien Froment,14 you 
see, in fixed images, Roger Tomalty, one of Soleri’s closest 
assistants, walking around Arcosanti. He talks about the 
landscape’s geology, about various practical functions and  
capacities of the community—in much the manner we might 
expect if taking a guided tour around the site.  F roment 
 instructed Tomalty to never locate the places specifically 
but, instead, to localise us only in relation to the cardinal 
points. As a spectator, you’re never presented with a full 

survey view of Arcosanti. But through Tomalty’s explana-
tory words, we may build the city ourselves: “We are forced 
to rely in part on storytelling, on the strongly evocative 
 capacity of orality. Here, architecture is partly represented 
by words that ignite the imagination beyond the image.”15 

Words that ignite the imagination beyond the image.  
A synonym for “ignite”: rupture. A self-chosen synonym for 
“rupture”: expand. Isolation and loneliness can be   effects of 
separation. It could be a person inside a house, separated 
from the surrounding landscape. When the house’s archi-
tecture becomes a direct consequence of the landscape, 
when it merges with the landscape, I think about whether 
this can be a way of breaking the isolation. When the words, 
the language, partially represent architecture, and it is them 
I need to use to break an image’s frame, is it also possible, 
then, to unite oneself with a landscape—through words? 
These thoughts function as a proportion. Inside this scale, 
innumerable motifs can appear, and these motifs combine 
and recombine in intricate relations. When something  
is moving around inside of an already arranged structure, 
it can, as a shape-shifter, turn into the structure and widen  
it from within—as if it were an inside job. 

This makes me think of artist Moyra Davey repeatedly con-
founding the act of reading with the act of writing in her 
essay “The Problem of Reading” (2003).16 In the midst of 
this thought, I find myself looking at a book that’s lying on 
my table. The book is titled READER (2013) and contains a 
selection of texts compiled by artist Simryn Gill.17 The texts 
appear to be photocopied and possess the same aesthetic 
quality as a xeroxed compendium that typically gets hand-
ed out in connection with a course you might be attend-
ing. None of the texts in Gill’s book were written by her: 
she is the reader of her own book. The book’s cover is one 
piece of coarse brown paper, without anything printed on it.  
Instead, the title, READER, has been engraved into the 
cover, in the manner of a watermark.

Soft cover (2021) is one of the works from my MFA exhi-
bition. Long before the idea for   Soft cover appeared, the 
gallery space in which it was shown, KHM1, was of spe-
cial interest to me. The room is divided up into several sec-
tions. It’s as if, when empty, the room is suggesting a certain 
movement. This movement is something akin to flipping 
one’s way through a book. In my mind, I had a particu-
lar urge to occupy the space or to enter into some form of 
collaboration with it—the architectural centrepiece was 
covered with paint, as though it were a book being bound. 
Soft cover suggests the room as a book, inside of which one 
can move around. Moreover, the work also constitutes an 
attempt to make the architecture supple—the rigid walls 
being like soft, flexible pieces of paper. The colour I used 
to paint Soft cover is related to a particular contingency. It 
stems from a moment, captured and smoothed out by the 
camera lens of an iPhone. In an attempt to offer an  account 
of the experience of the gallery as a book, I illustrated this 
comparison with the aid of a book that, with a certain de-
gree of coincidence, was lying beside me at that very mo-
ment. A rapid swipe, the touch of an index finger, and the 
image of the book that would later come to be an important 
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choice were all there. This was a non-specific situation that 
stumbled its way into significance. 

A comic book’s position is stretched between several things. 
It is, first and foremost, a comic book. However, my gaze 
on comic books is dispersed—they are drawings as well as 
pictures as well as written literature. At the same time, they 
function as scripts or, even more correctly, as storyboards 
for pictures in motion. When one reads a comic book, what 
transpires is an animation of all the images, by virtue of 
the movement of reading—the movement is created by the 
intervals between the pictures, the frames, the grid that 
clasps around the pictures. The frames turn into something 
like thresholds, and through the act of reading, the body 
becomes activated: it moves from one frame to another. 
There’s something tempting about drawing this compari-
son between the frames of a comic book and architecture. 
These frames turn into the rooms that we move around 
inside of, on a daily basis. Every time we walk through a 
door, tear down a wall, or open a window, we find ourselves, 
for a brief instant, inside the frame between all the pictures, 
where we animate, create connections, and merge the previ-
ous room with the room we are about to step into. 

Paper is constructed by a network of wood fibres, and 
while I might be in danger of stretching this thought too 
far, it makes me think of a piece of paper as a landscape—in  
a way, it certainly does come from a landscape. Standing 
with a comic book in hand, consisting of something like 
twenty- five pieces of paper, I come to think of the land-
scapes and the particular geography that each piece of 
 paper possesses. When the paper’s surface meets ink, and 
a narrative is compounded, it gets formatted into a book; 
I’m wondering whether it’s a landscape being transformed 
into architecture. 

In other words (2021) is a series consisting of seven works. 
Continually unsure about their terminology, I refer to them 
most often as “frames.” A frame consists of one story, that 
is to say, a single comic book. Page by page, I remove the 
pictures, using a scalpel. I execute this process carefully. The 
scalpel works like a highlighter pen.18 When all the pictures 
from one page are removed, what’s left is a thin and frail 
frame of paper. I repeat this removal process on all the pages 
in one comic book and then cover them with a thin layer of 
white paint; next I compile them into a network, assembled 
into a single image, and then frame it. The framing can be 
said to be double-sided—there’s no real direction that can 
be followed for approaching the works: the fronts and the 
backs have been rubbed out. What remains are open pages, 
and through the frames, through the narrative’s structure, 
you see the space in which you happen to be standing. You 
may also be able to spot a fragmented body, should you 
happen to be sharing the space with somebody else. 

“Q06 Door opens
Quickly fade up DOOR to mid-high intensity. DOOR is a 
four-sided polygon of bright, cold, artificial light. It appears 
as if slightly ajar with light spilling through frame. DOOR 
intersects SPOT A without traversing its centre. Build 
SPOT A, continued. Its intensity is still lower than WIN-
DOW’s, although there is a sense of quickening, as if SPOT 
A is trying to catch up. Build WINDOW, continued.” 19 

A void on a floor turns into a stage. The stage, the sceno-
graphy, and the actors consist exclusively of one thing: 
light. Rather than casting illumination on the form, the 
stage lights in artist Janice Kerbel’s play Kill the Workers! 
(2011) become the form itself. They play through a dramat-
ic narrative in line with a mythological odyssey, and the 
theatrical play of the stage lights and their manifestation 
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as scenography are something they express through their 
intensity, their colours, their patterns, and their direction-
ality, which are altered over the course of the piece. Stage 
lighting, which most frequently functions as a surrounding 
embrace of whatever is central in a stage performance, is 
now in the spotlight; they are the spotlight. The embrace 
has now become the central element.

Kerbel often works with an existing logical system (a theatre 
piece, a narrative), and strips it down to the bare minimum 
—in Kill the Workers!, the almost immaterial stage lights 
imitate architecture, scenography, and action. Imitation 
becomes an autonomous form in itself. When something 
is stripped bare, it is exposed and becomes fragile. I don’t 
believe that fragility is without strength, but rather that a 
perfectly balanced strength is to be found within that which 
is fragile. With only a few millimetres’ deviation from this 
balance, a collapse becomes imminent. In fragility, I find 
precision to be an important gesture, and it carries along 
with it an intimacy—the same type of intimacy found in the 
act of being candid. 

Through what felt like an open window, in relation to 
the situation of the ongoing pandemic, I made a visit last 
summer to Kunsthal Charlottenborg in Copenhagen to 
see  Miriam Cahn’s exhibition ME AS HAPPENING. A 
spiral-like movement transpires through the north wing of 
Kunsthal Charlottenborg, where the exhibition stretches its 
way through a sequence of six rooms. Each room possesses 
a particular theme, but the exhibition nonetheless appears 
to be one coherent movement. The works—paintings, draw-
ings, and photographs, among other things—are hanging in 
clusters and at varying scales: they hang at eye level, above 
eye level, below eye level, and close to the entrances and 
 exits of the various rooms. It’s like looking at a sheet of 
 music: a special rhythm has taken over. 

Cahn installed the exhibition herself, and what can be 
clearly sensed is how her body has been moving around in 
the rooms. There’s an interplay going on here between her 
body and the installation. For example, in the fourth room, 
her portrait series of a sleeping figure, schlafen (sleeping, 
1997),20 is hung at what I presume is Cahn’s own eye level, 
in a circular movement around the room. This particular 
eye level leaves a contour of the artist’s point of view that 
one, as a spectator, can step into. From this contour, one can 
make a pirouette and watch the sleeping portraits become 
transformed into the houses on Nyhavn, which can be seen 
through the windows.

Cahn’s careful configuration of place and location is not 
only visible in her way of installing the exhibition but also 
serves as a motif for many of her drawings and paintings, 
which portray refugees and the act of leaving a home be-
hind. She also trains her focus on specific geographical 
locations, as can be seen in her painting heute nacht mein 
elternhaus überflogen (flew over my parents’ house tonight, 
2018),21 which portrays her childhood home from a bird’s-
eye view. The buildings and the plaza that encircle Cahn’s 
childhood home have been delicately outlined, and the 
 inner courtyards’ green grass merges in a circumspect way 
with the buildings’ outlines. It feels as though the  memory 
of this place is threatening to evaporate, and I wonder 
whether the decidedly harder manner of relaying the lines 
of the childhood home is one way of making sure it will 
not dissipate. Throughout the entire exhibition, I notice the 
distances between the hung works, which appear to be care-
fully modulated and give rise to tentacle-like connections 
between the images. A kind of precision is at play, but it 
doesn’t seem calculated; it is rather an improvised precision 
that propels me through the exhibition, as if springing forth 
from muscle memory. It bears a certain resemblance to  
being (physically) moved by a story.22

*
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From time to time, a recurring image pops up inside 
my head: the year is 1913 and artist and poet Elsa von 
Freytag-Loringhoven is about to wed for the third time. 
She’s rambling through New York City’s chessboard streets, 
on her way to the city hall. Along the way, she stumbles over 
an object, a ring-shaped object made of metal. She picks it 
up and turns it into a totem for her upcoming marriage. It’s 
a work of art, and she calls it Enduring Ornament. 

The work is currently part of a private collection in Ger-
many, and I’ve seen it only through images on the internet. 
Despite the strong light of my computer’s screen, I can feel 
my pupils expanding when I look at pictures of Enduring 
Ornament. Its round form is just about the size of an adult’s 
hand, and within this hand-sized object, I find a quality  
of immediacy. 

I love the very thought of   Freytag-Loringhoven—moving 
through the city’s grid and presumably with a high degree 
of coincidence—chancing upon a round object into which 
she instils her intentions and thoughts. The work is a very 
specific moment in time, which has arisen through a very 
specific, and coincidental, convergence between thought 
and object. 

Hirre héta —
Hetta hett!
Huk — huluk
Jai!23

… as if the beating of her heart were trying to rupture the 
written words. Freytag-Loringhoven’s poem was  originally 
scrawled on a piece of paper, and it appears indistin-
guishable from a drawing. The sound of the heartbeat has 
been written in red ink, while the dashes, the exclamation 
points, and other symbols are in green ink. Words have 
been crossed out and replaced, and when she has reached 
the edge of the paper without finishing a phrase that was 
evidently supposed to be on a single line, she has conjoined 
the break with green lines that serpentine around the mar-
gins of the paper. Her drawing, or poem, is something that 
I feel physically in my body—I lean back, feeling content 
with my nerve impulses, until my back makes contact with 
my chair’s backrest and I become aware I’m looking at  
a scanned image of her handwritten poem in a PDF docu-
ment on my computer screen. 

When I experience works through my computer, online,  vital 
sensory aspects of being human inevitably get left aside. In 
any event, that’s the case if the work, as it’s being experi-
enced, is intended to be physical in the first place. When 
JPEGs become stand-ins for reality, other sensory  aspects 
of being human are activated. Airy thoughts, the idea of   a 
work’s existence, its genesis, and the intentions behind the 
work are amplified, for I now have to spin out a (possible) 
fiction to compensate for the work’s physical absence. 

A short-lived blushing. To brush against a stranger, with an 
affectionate and light touch, a whisper in an ear. I would 
like to connect the moment that arises following such a 
scene to the act of depicting an absence. These situations 

are ephemeral, and when they’re over and done with, it’s 
clear that something has happened to the body. Something 
has moved the body, and while that something is now gone, 
it continues to linger about through its absence. This is a 
very delicate subject for me, and even though it possesses 
many positive qualities, it also causes me think about the 
phenomenon of phantom pains. 

Author and psychologist Olga Tokarczuk’s partially fiction-
alised story about the real-life eighteenth-century anato-
mist Philip Verheyen tells of his journey into examining the 
 human body through his own amputated leg, and his ob-
session with wanting to understand the pain he experiences 
in the very place where his leg used to be, but no longer is. 
He examines his amputated leg down to the slightest detail. 
He divides it up and reproduces what he finds, according 
to Tokarczuk’s story, in exceptional drawings. He discovers 
new connections inside the body—the Achilles heel, for ex-
ample. Tokarczuk creates, through her writing, transparent 
images of human psychology, the body and its interior, and 
how the body is placed and affected by moving around in-
side geography. This is presented in harmonic proportions, 
and I can easily superimpose the transparent images on top 
of one another. It’s like moving one’s way along a line that 
simultaneously extends inwards and outwards. 

“Filip Verheyen points beyond it, at the now non-existent 
part of his body, at empty space …… “My leg hurts. I feel 
pain along the bone, and my feet drive me mad. My big toe 
and its joint. They’re swollen and inflamed, the skin itches. 
Right here,”24

It’s hard to treat phantom pains, because the pain is located 
in a part of the body that’s not there. It is possible, however, 
to create a pictorial illusion that can get the brain to believe 
that the body part is there, and consequently to alleviate 
the pains—this is accomplished through mirror therapy. By 
placing a mirror in the position of the absent body part, 
and by mirroring the healthy corresponding body part from 
there, an image can be created that makes the brain believe 
the missing body part has returned. Doing this can cause 
the brain to change the signals and nerve impulses that it’s 
sending out to the affected area. 

A Tale, Abridged 

“She was fond of delineating the delicate mood of 
 nature when the sun went down and the meadows were 
steaming, but her delicate constitution could simply 
not tolerate the humid evening air.”25

A few years ago, I received an email from my uncle telling 
me about a painting that had been put up for sale at an 
auction house. He was actually offering to buy the painting 
for me if it held any interest for me. The painting was made 
by my relative, Juliane Hammer, at the end of the 1800s. 
Sent as an attachment in his email was a scan of an old 
photograph. The photograph is faded and left in a shade 
of magenta. It shows two women sitting in a living room, 
enveloped by paintings on the walls, hanging in a manner 
typical of a classical salon. The woman gazing attentively 
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into the camera’s lens is Juliane’s younger sister, Emma. 
With my screen’s illumination turned all the way up, I look 
at the scanned photograph. On the wall, in the photograph, 
hanging slightly above Emma’s head, I see, for the very first 
time, Juliane’s painting. 

Juliane Hammer was a landscape painter. She depicted her 
surroundings. As the title clearly suggests, her oil paint-
ing, Enligt Træ på en Mark ved Jyderup (Solitary tree on 
a field in Jyderup, undated),26 shows a lone tree on a field. 
The surroundings depicted in the painting appear  delicately 
sensitive, and the tree’s dark green, almost black colour  
poses a striking contrast to its surroundings. The landscape 
is charged with an unsettling presence. 

Juliane exhibited her last painting in 1895 at Kunsthal 
Charlottenborg in Copenhagen. For this work, she received 
an award from the academy, becoming the first woman to 
do so. Shortly after this, she died of tuberculosis; she was 
thirty-four years old. For a significant portion of her short 
life, she lived on an estate near Jyderup, on Zealand, in 
 Denmark, where she painted the surrounding landscapes.  
It is here that she painted, among other works, Enligt Træ 
på en Mark ved Jyderup. This environment was damp, 
and it apparently exacerbated her tuberculosis, forcing her  
to relocate again and again, to more elevated landscapes 
in other countries where the humidity would not encroach 
into her lungs. However, she had fallen in love with a  motif, 
and continued to return to it. The landscape she loved 
would come to be the cause of her death. 

Landscape painting is not something I have ever had any 
particular interest in, but the abridged story of Juliane 
draws me to it. I borrow Juliane’s eyes when I look at her 
paintings, and I look for similarities and discrepancies in 
our eyes. In spite of everything else, they do share the same 
space inside a genetic world. There’s a feeling of moving 
headlong into a tale, and I assume that my steps are in 
present tense. The further I move into Juliane’s story, and 
the more steps I take forward, the more the distance grows 
between my steps. The back foot slides farther and farther 
away from me, and I start to wonder whether its steps have 
suddenly slipped into past tense. 

From time to time, I search for information about Juliane 
on the internet. I find very little about her there. After all, 
the timeline of her life wasn’t particularly long. Once in a 
while, a new bit of information turns up. Recently, I chanced 
upon a scanned exhibition catalogue from the year 1920. 
The exhibition was held at Den Frie Udstillingsbygning in 
Copenhagen under the title Kvindelige Kunstneres Retro-
spektive Udstilling (Retrospective exhibition of female art-
ists). The pages of the catalogue contain the female artists’ 
names, artist biographies, and descriptions of the artworks. 
The pages appear to be hermetically sealed with text right 
from top to bottom, until you arrive at page nineteen: 

Juliane Hammer, born in 1861. Exhibited landscapes
from 1888. Raben Lewetzauske Foundation and 
the Danish Academy. Died in 1895.27

The text breaks off abruptly, high up on the page, and is fol-
lowed by a blankness. On the empty page, however, I sense 
a presence. It itches, and I try to mirror myself in the paper, 
to see if the itching will subside.

Im
ag

e 
co

ur
te

sy
 o

f Y
ou

ng
ja

e 
L

ih
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1 Rainer Maria Rilke, “Eingang,” in The Book of Images, bilingual ed., trans. Edward Snow (New York: North Point, 1994), 26.
2 Rainer Maria Rilke, “Entrance,” in The Book of Images, 27.
3 Ed Atkins, A Seer Reader (London: Koenig Books, 2014).
4 Mike Sperlinger, “Close without Saving,” in A Seer Reader (London: Koenig Books, 2014), 111.
5 Marguerite Duras, Writing, trans. Mark Polizzotti (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011), 1.
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move, and need to fly from one place to another, they gather together before nightfall in flocks of as many as one million birds, up in the sky, and create 
pulsating patterns and formations.

10 “Breathing together” is the way that Olga Borelli (Lispector’s friend and editor) describes her editorial method when working with Lispector’s texts. 
About the editing of Água Viva, Borelli has also said: “Because there is a logic in life, in events, as there is in a book.”

11 Benjamin Moser, “Breathing Together,” introduction to Água Viva, by Clarice Lispector, trans. Stefan Tobler (New York: New Directions, 2012), xii.
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Caroline Hancock (Graulhet, France: Imprimerie Escourbiac, 2017), 177.
14 Aurélien Froment, The Apse, the Bell and the Antelope, 2005, video, 27:37 min.
15 Hancock, “Variations on Existing Structures in Paradise Valley,” 141.
16 Moyra Davey, “The Problem of Reading,” in Index Cards (New York: New Directions, 2020).
17 Simryn Gill, READER (Helsinki: Academy of Fine Arts, Libris, 2013).
18 In addition to a highlighter pen, I also came up with a comparison of my action with the scalpel to the type of highlighter used in make-up, in order 

to highlight prominent bones, like the cheekbones, for example. The skincare manufacturer Clinique has a highlighter named Chubby Stick Sculpting 
Highlight.

19 Janice Kerbel, “Kill the Workers!,” in LIVE (Belgium: Die Keure, 2018), 28.
20 Miriam Cahn, schlafen [sleeping], 24 November–23 December 1997, 13 paintings, oil on canvas, dimensions variable.
21 Miriam Cahn, heute nacht mein elternhaus überflogen [flew over my parent’s house tonight], 8 June, 2018, oil on canvas, 190 x 180 cm.
22 Moved by her story (2021) is one of the works from my MFA exhibition, consisting of two sculptures. The work is based on a story about a woman  

who gets lost in an infrastructure; the work is made of thin steel structures in the same form as the infrastructure in which the woman gets lost. On  
each construction, a print is fastened with magnets. The prints depict two specific places where something went wrong for the woman, which led  
to her getting lost. I have certain specific memories of the incident, because the woman is my mother and I was along for the ride, sitting in the back 
seat. But, most often, I have revisited this incident through the vehicle of oral storytelling. 

23 Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven, “Teke Heart (Beating of the Heart),” in Body Sweats: The Uncensored Writings of Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven,  
ed. Irene Gammel and Suzanne Zelazo (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2011), 184.

24 Olga Tokarczuk, Flights, trans. Jennifer Croft (London: Fitzcarraldo Editions, 2019), 194.
25 Emma Hammer, the sister of my relative Juliane Hammer, wrote this down in my family’s genealogy book in 1940. 
26 Juliane Hammer, Enligt Træ på en Mark ved Jyderup [Solitary tree on a field in Jyderup], undated, oil on canvas, approx. 83,5 x 121,5 cm, private 

collection.
27 Kvindelige Kunstneres Retrospektive Udstilling [Retrospective exhibition of female artists], exhibition catalogue (Copenhagen: Den Frie Udstillings-

bygning, 1920). Presently located on my computer as a PDF document.
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The Phenomenon of Colour
Colour is a broad subject that can be related to a num-
ber of different sciences. We can talk about it as a physi-
cal phenomenon—about colour as electromagnetic waves 
that bounce off reflective surfaces, strike our retinas, and 
are translated into visual information—but then how do we 
explain the colours we see when we close our eyes? How is 
it that we can see colour in our dreams? Colour can be both 
something physical and something psychological. It is a 
universal phenomenon that the vast majority of organisms 
can relate to, but at the same time it is extremely individu-
al, because of the different meanings and associations we 
attach to it. 

Many attempts have been made through the ages to provide 
generalised explanations of colour. In ancient Greece, the 
philosopher Aristotle understood colour as celestial rays of 
light sent by God, and during the Enlightenment people in-
stead tried to explain it in mathematical terms. In the begin-
ning of the eighteenth century, the physicist Isaac  Newton 
used prisms to demonstrate that colour is measurable wave-
lengths of light that make up a spectrum, a system that ex-
ists independent of mankind. About a hundred years later, 
poet and scientist Johann Wolfgang von Goethe offered  
a critique of Newton’s theory by writing his own Theory  
of Colours.1 In the preface, Goethe compares Newtonian 
colour theory to an old castle that has been fortified through 
the ages to finally become uninhabitable.2 He asserts,  
contrary to Newton, that the colours seen by a person after 
a strike to the eye are just as real as those we can measure  
as wavelengths of light.3 One branch of “objective” col-
our theory grew out of Newton’s work, with followers 
such as the chemist Wilhelm Ostwald and the painter and 
 teacher  Albert H. Munsell, who each developed mathemat-
ical systems to standardise colours. Today we can see how 
 Ostwald’s and Munsell’s theories are applied in design and 
archi tecture, in consumer product design, and in colour 
schemes for office interiors. Goethe’s research is based on 
human recollections rather than on scientific experiments, 
and his Theory of Colours inspired thinkers like  Ludwig 
Wittgenstein to critically examine colour on a philo-
sophical plane.4 Goethe also proposes a subtractive  colour   
model in the shape of a triangle, rather than Newton’s 

additive colour wheel, which proves to be more useful in 
the field of art. This branch, which may be referred to as 
the “subjective” branch of colour, leads to Bauhaus artist 
Josef  Albers’s  theory, which is perhaps the most interesting 
of all. He holds that colour is the most relative medium in 
art: how we perceive it depends on a number of different 
physical and psychological factors, and how we interpret it 
varies from one individual to another. So rather than learn-
ing others’ colour theories, each person ought to construct 
their own.5

In contrast to colour as a phenomenon, colour as an ob-
ject is quite easy to describe. It is liquids and pigments that 
change the appearance of the surfaces they are attached to. 
The description is equally true of an oil painting or of skin 
tones or of food packaging. Nevertheless, it is obvious that 
colours fill different functions and have different origins. 
For example, the black pigment from an ink cartridge is 
chemically almost identical to the black paint in a Renais-
sance painting,6 but they were produced under completely 
different conditions. My keen interest in colour led me to 
the source, and three and a half years ago, I started to make 
my own paints from scratch. In many ways, this has com-
plicated my understanding of colour, but at the same time 
it has opened up many new possibilities for me. I will go 
through some of these in this essay.

Biljetten
I pass by the construction site known as Biljetten in the 
 Sorgenfri district of Malmö a few days after they’ve moved 
all the containers and fencing off the site. What’s left is a 
flat gravel area, framed in by pavements and streets in the 
middle of what is to become a new neighbourhood. The 
name of the site (meaning “The Ticket”) offers clues to its 
former use as a parking lot for buses, and some physical 
traces reveal how the site was used before and after that: 
a reddish-brown gravel surface outlines the shape of the 
containers that once stood there. A wide, greenish-grey 
gravel path links together Road A and Road B, and a much 
narrower desire path has been trampled through the part 
of the site overgrown with grass. In some places there are 
piles of abandoned gravel, earth, and crushed gypsum 
board.  Biljetten is a site that has been shaped by industry 
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and human activity, and on this particular day, I see it as  
a picture surface, as a gigantic abstract composition. It is a 
mix of organic forms and straight lines, and no two colours 
are alike. The infinite potential of the ground washes over 
me. So I bring some bags with me, along with crates and 
a spade, and I start to dig. Each type of soil is collected 
in a separate bag, marked up, and then transported to my 
studio.

Working in Public Space
I’m an anxious kind of person who doesn’t want to cause 
any trouble. That makes it tough for me to work in the 
public realm, where the judgemental gaze is ever-present, 
and because what I’m doing there sometimes conflicts with 
social norms. I worry about someone scolding me. I get 
self-conscious in a way that I never am when I’m working 
in my studio. But the insecurity created by the public eye 
also offers many advantages. It makes me more aware of 
the places, the people, and the objects surrounding me. Is 
this perhaps fundamentally a survival instinct I’m feeling?  
I recognise this state of mind from when I’m about to give a 
talk or go into a job interview—when it feels like time slows 
down. Whatever the cause, I know that in this state of mind 
I notice everything, because anything could be significant. 
And often it is some little detail that ultimately leads my 
work to progress in unanticipated directions.

I can also say that I’m seldom met with animosity; the vast 
majority of people I meet have positive reactions. These 
may be parents of small children out for a stroll, someone 
walking to work, or a child stopping on the way home from 
school to ask what I’m doing. They ask out of pure curi-
osity. This turns public space into such a generous place: 
you get direct access to a wide audience. Not only can they 
help you find out what’s working better or what’s working 
worse in a project, but they can also give you the means to 
develop it further.

I think most people can relate to the following scenario: 
You’re talking to a friend or an acquaintance, telling them 
about something extraordinary that happened to you. Your 
conversation partner then counters with an experience of 
their own—one that is just a bit more cool, catastrophic, or 
absurd than the one you just described. This is a tendency 
I think all people share: we do everything we can to relate 
anecdotes to our own experiences. If, instead, you bring an 
unfinished thought or an art project into the conversation, 
the same principle can be used to give the project more meat 
on the bone. When I tell someone I meet about my colour 
research, they might come up with ideas for materials for 
me to test, suggestions for places for me to visit, or ways 
of applying the resulting paints. These conversations propel 
my work onwards, and hopefully they do something for the 
other person as well.
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Working in the Studio
If working in public space is about being in the present 
moment, about being alert and always prepared for con-
frontations, then the studio might seem like a place free of 
risk in comparison. But I think many artists might object to 
this description. In a drawing, one wrong mark can mean 
you have to start over from the beginning. An oil paint-
ing is generally more forgiving, but can easily turn into a 
sticky mess if you start making changes. Many sculptural 
techniques are reductive rather than additive—that is, you 
carve away rather than add on. As a result, every chip you 
take away is irreversible. And in a conceptually based prac-
tice, the risk of failure lies not at all in the practical execu-
tion of the work, but in the thinking behind it: a bad idea 
gets rejected before it ever gets a chance to see the light of 
day. Both public space and the studio space carry some risk; 
that’s not what separates them. Where they differ, for me at 
least, is more in terms of the pace of work. My studio prac-
tice revolves around some very tedious processes, so I have 
to plan ahead rather than make quick decisions. Perform-
ing repetitive tasks at a slow pace enables me to think more 
freely. And I often find meaningful connections between the 
materials while I’m in the process of organising them.

Making Earth Pigments
After collecting soil samples from the Biljetten site, I filter  
them with water and a sieve. The finest particles run 
through, while the larger gravel, sticks, and bits of junk 
are filtered out by the sieve. I store the filtered liquids in 
 plastic containers and glass jars. A sedimentation process 
follows, whereby the granules of pigment settle out, and 
then I  empty out the liquid and fill the containers up with 
new water. Most of the time is taken up by waiting. I repeat 
the process a couple of times to rinse off the unwanted rem-
nants, and finally filter out the last of the liquid and let the 
remaining pigment dry out.

Unique Pigments 
The procedure can vary a great deal from one material to 
another when you’re making paint. Earth pigments belong 
to the category of mineral pigments, which are more or 
less usable as pigments as soon as they’re collected (thus 
the process I just described is not necessary to produce  
a pigment, but is important to improving its quality). By 
contrast, the production of organic pigments often requires 
chemical processes in order to extract the sap and then  
isolate and refine its colour-giving substances. Sometimes 

Olle Helin, Colour Research, MFA exhibition, 2021. Installation view, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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one and the same material can produce pigments of differ-
ent hues depending on which processes are used. And often 
a given pigment can take on dramatically different appear-
ances when used with different binders. Time can also influ-
ence the paint’s hue, saturation, and transparency. Pigments 
are incredibly rich in that way. And, thus far, I’ve only been 
talking about the pigment’s local colour. Our perceptions 
of pigments are further influenced by external factors such 
as shadows, reflections, and contrast effects, as well as by 
psychological factors in our reading of them. Josef Albers 
uses the example that if fifty people are asked to think of the 
colour “red,” they will image fifty different hues.7

As an artist, Albers is perhaps best known for his abstract 
geometric paintings, in which he examines our perception 
of colour in an almost scientific way, and as an educator 
he helped mould several generations of artists—during the 
time he taught at the Bauhaus in Germany and at Black 
Mountain College and Yale University in the United States, 
but also through his book Interaction of Color, which was 
first published in 1963. Albers’s teaching was about putting 
practice before theory, and he encouraged his students to 
form their own understandings of colour through trial and 
error. He replaced paints with coloured papers so that stu-
dents would focus on the optical aspects of colour rather 
than the technical. And yet I think that many of his ideas 
are equally applicable to material paints. For example, with 
the earth colours from the Biljetten site, I see how the ship-
ping containers coloured the soil beneath them with their 
rust. I can see how one gravel road is a cold green and an-
other a warm red. All of the colours come from the same 
limited area—literally a stone’s throw from my studio—but 
all exhibit unique qualities. In my pigment collection, I have 
yet to find two colours that are completely identical.

A Limited Palette
Biljetten’s colours are brown, perhaps the most useful 
 colour: just as it is said that fertile soil contains all the build-
ing blocks of life, brown as an optical colour is a blend of 
all the primary colours and can “lean” toward yellow, red, 
green, or blue as no other colour can. For example, just try 
to  imagine a greenish red.8 The classically trained painter 
knows how much can be achieved with a limited palette. On 
a picture surface, a local colour space is established in which 
what matters is the colours’ internal relationship with one 
another rather than their verisimilitude. Yellow ochre, terra 
di sienna, burnt and raw umber, green earth, red earth, and 
so forth are all sourced from the earth. During the Renais-
sance, it was common for painters to use earth pigments in 
their underpaintings. They were and still are very cheap and 
accessible paints. 

For approximately forty-five years, the artist herman de 
vries9 has been collecting earth pigments from around the 
world. He digs up the soil, collects it in bags, stores the bags 
in boxes, and later rubs them onto sheets of paper in the 
shape of squares that together form a grid. His collection 
amounts to over eight thousand pigments and demonstrates 
what a broad swath of colours the earth contains—what 
extraordinary potential lies in the ground. But you don’t 
need to visit a de vries exhibition or see his Earth Museum 

Catalogue 1978–2015 I–II (2016) to witness this with your 
own eyes, nor do you have to travel all over the world. All 
you need to do is go out your front door and bring a spade 
with you.10

Artist and curator Carla Zaccagnini often uses a certain 
metaphor to describe the way she works: she cooks food 
but she does not bake bread. She shared that metaphor with 
me during a studio visit in November 2020, and what she 
means is that she combines various prepared ingredients to 
put together a meal (or to compose a work of art), whereas 
someone like me goes back to the raw materials to make 
something from scratch. Later I came to realise that the 
comparison between bread baking and making paint works 
on yet another level: bread can have many varied shapes 
and tastes, but when you start baking your own, you realise 
that all its varieties are made up of the same two basic ingre-
dients: flour and water. I came to a similar fundamental in-
sight through the process of making paint: it’s actually just 
a binder (such as linseed oil) mixed together with whatever 
material you can crush with a mortar and pestle.

Site-Related Paint
My way of working with paint produces a local palette. 
The pigments become bearers of meaning that contain 
the unique experiences and the specific places and materi-
als through which they came into being: the geographical  
area, the societal conditions, the aching muscles the next 
day, and the conversations with passers-by. They are not 
site- specific (in situ), since they have been removed from 
the site. A more applicable term, to which I will return later, 
might be “non-sites.”

The paints I make are the opposite of the paints you can 
buy in a shop—paints that are mass-produced, commer-
cial products and give the appearance of a homogeneous 
material intended to be predictable and reliable, revealing 
nothing of their origins or the conditions in which they 
were produced apart from the name of the manufacturer. 
The methods and knowledge I have written about thus 
far were nothing remarkable to artists in previous eras, 
when the art of painting was much more of a craft. But a 
change occurred with the introduction of tube paint. It was 
invented in 1841 by John Goffe Rand and gave the artist 
new opportunities. When paint became portable, the artist 
was able to paint outside. Pierre-Auguste Renoir once said 
that impressionism would never have occurred if not for the 
aluminium tube. Above all, artists were liberated from the 
tedious manufacturing of their own paints. The tube turned 
paint into a readymade.11

The methods used to make one’s own paint can seem to-
day like a mystical ritual or alchemy, but in my eyes it is 
today’s readymade paints that are bound up in smoke and 
mirrors. Their names become increasingly misleading—a 
good example is lamp black, which might be read as an 
oxymoron but historically was actually produced by gath-
ering the soot from oil lamps.12 And there are many other 
names that are even harder to interpret, such as S 9000-N 
(NCS) and #231F20 (hex). The mathematical systems to 
which these names refer may be seen as attempts to create 
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a universal language for colour, but as a consequence, the 
ties that bind each colour to reality are cut. Material paint, 
by comparison, is extremely down to earth, since it is made 
from readily available ingredients that anyone can combine 
using simple tools. It is what it is.

City Charts
My interest in the Biljetten site is rooted in the potential  
I see in the colours of its soil. The composition of the site is 
interesting—if not necessarily in a visual way, then concep-
tually. It tells us about how the colours came into being in 
the encounter between humans and the earth, and I wanted 
to try to lift that onto a painter’s canvas. The surrounding 
pavements thus became replaced by a stretcher frame, and 
each pigment was to be painted onto its own delimited sur-
face. I filtered and I ground. For a period of two months, 

I transported buckets of water between my studio and the 
sink. On the actual painting, I spent two weeks. The result-
ing work is Biljetten (2021), a painting that represents the 
construction site of the same name and is made up of frag-
ments of actual material extracted from it.

For another work, titled Colour Charts (started in 2020), 
I go out into the streets with a set of tools and a predeter-
mined method. The tools are a pad of watercolour paper, a 
brush, and some water. The size of the pad ranges from A6 
to A4: small enough to be held in one hand. I collect the 
 colours I find—gravel from roads, dirt from windowsills, 
dust, and bird droppings—with my brush and apply them 
to the paper in the same order I found them. This working 
method generates a series of colour charts in which ran-
dom juxtapositions of colour arise, and at the same time 

Olle Helin, Colour Charts, 2020. Aquarelle paper, found pigments, oak frames, 40 x 30 cm each
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the  traces of dirt lead me to the overlooked places where 
the dirt is collected—to liminal places and routes I could 
never have foreseen. My wanderings, like dérives,13 become 
experimental ways of exploring the city.

Both of these artworks can be described as “charts” in 
the dual sense of the word: as systematic arrangements 
of colour, and in the geographical sense as a schematic 
 representation of an area or a route.

Non-sites
In June 1968, the artist Robert Smithson and his friends 
visited a slate quarry between Bangor and Pen Argyl in 
Pennsylvania. He experienced that this place dissolved time 
and the ego, that all boundaries and distinctions lost their 
meaning in the sea of slate. Before they drove off, he filled 
a canvas bag with rocks. He transported the material to a 
 gallery space, placed it in thirty-one metal boxes, and called 

the work Non-site #1 (An Indoor Earthwork) (1968).14 
Smithson made several such non-sites in this way, often 
including photographs and maps that relate back to the 
site. A “site” is the raw reality, and a “non-site” an abstract 
container of it. They may be seen as opposites, and indoors 
and outdoors should not be able to exist in the same place. 
But Smithson insists that they can indeed coexist, through a 
method he calls a “dialectic of site.”15

I can relate to the events in the slate quarry described by 
Smithson. My interest in colour goes far back, and it led 
me to the Falun Mine in Dalarna, Sweden, in December 
2017. I wanted to know more about the particular paint 
they’ve been making there since 1764. On the outskirts of 
this copper-mining area, I found the untreated raw mate-
rial: a yellow-brown pile hiding beneath a layer of snow.  
I filled a paper bag with it and went home. A little while 
later, I tried firing it at 700°C (as they do in the local paint 
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factory, as I learned during my trip), and before my eyes 
this yellow-brown powder transformed into a brilliant pig-
ment with a warm red colour—as warm as the kiln it came 
out of. When I left the workshop, I saw pigments wherever 
I looked in my surroundings: door handles turned to steel 
and rust, and houses turned into masses of hard-packed 
ochre;  printed letters on paper scattered into a tumult of 
lamp-black particles; the yellow flowers on the side of the 
road glowed radiant with luteolin compounds. Smithson 
calls this phenomenon a “sedimentation of the mind.” The 
breaking up of these masses reveals the underlying layers of 
the earth, and you discover the raw materials as they exist 
prior to being industrially refined.16 In an interview from 
1968, he came even closer to my topic: he says that this 
search for the raw materials is like tracing a tube of paint 
back to its source.17

Smithson’s non-sites are boundless landscapes contained in 
small fragments of them, and in the same way, kilos of raw 
material are transformed into a few grams of pigment.

The Pigment Collection
I like the idea of pigments as non-sites, but I don’t believe 
it’s entirely right to call them that. The subtitle of Smith-
son’s first non-site is An Indoor Earthwork—in other 
words, it was not an earthwork until it was brought within 
the walls of the gallery. He also explains that the actual non-
site is constituted by both the raw material and its metal 
container.18 The pigments are themselves containers of time, 
material, and place. Sometimes they become a painting, 
and sometimes I transport them to an exhibition (either 
as paintings or in their raw form). But most of the time, 
they exist in my studio. Here I store untreated materials in 

Olle Helin, Colour Research, 2021. Detail
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bags on shelves, and I have sedimented colours in translu-
cent plastic containers and finished pigments in glass jars in 
 plywood drawers. As my collection grows (lots of material 
is brought into the studio but very little leaves it for good), 
I have been forced to develop systems and techniques to 
be able to navigate these materials. At first it was enough 
to have simple labels on the jars. But in time I realised that 
I couldn’t keep every method and recipe in my head, so  
I started entering all studio activity into a logbook. In this 
way, I can wander back in time, repeating experiments and 
getting a broader understanding of how things are interre-
lated. Likewise, historical references and other information 
that I occasionally need access to could no longer continue 
to be spread out in notebooks and tagged with bookmarks, 
so I started collecting them in a zettelkasten.19 Together they 
form an ad hoc organisational system, and in the same way 
the studio is shaped by the demands of the work. Systems 
are established to create order, but paint and its unpredict-
able nature demands that those systems be continually 
renegotiated.

I now want to return to herman de vries and his soil collec-
tion in order to offer a better sense of what my own pig-
ments are and what they are not. He and I have in com-
mon that we make paints “from scratch”—directly from 
the raw  materials, bypassing industry. Several of my works 
begin with the formulation of a method, such as the  Colour 
Charts, which I described above, or my BFA exhibition 
 Vandring Genom Staden (Wandering through the city, 
Konst fack, Hägersten, 2018), where I decided on a given 
route between my home and my studio, and then gathered 
material along the way. de vries bases his work on a method 
that is simple to formulate: he collects the earth’s colours 
with his hand, and then attaches them in the order they 
were found, using that same hand, to a piece of paper. But 
our colour collections differ in that de vries’s earth colours 
end up as works of art framed on a wall in an exhibition, 
and thus are very close to being non-sites, whereas my own 
pigments can be considered more like tools. Here I feel  
a greater kinship with someone like Tina Jonsbu and her 
colour studies.

Jonsbu is a Norwegian artist who completed her doctorate 
at the Oslo National Academy of the Arts between 2015 and 
2020. As part of her doctoral project, she travelled to the 
Vorma river in August 2018, equipped with a notepad and  
a box full of spools of thread in various hues and values. 
One at a time, she lifted up the spools and held them against 
specific objects and surfaces. When she found a colour 
match, she entered it into the notebook and then moved on 
to the next object. She then uses these notes as the basis for 
embroideries. The notes determine which thread she should 
embroider with, and the geographical location determines 
where in the piece she is to apply it. Slowly, the long, narrow 
strip of linen becomes filled with different coloured stitches.

To me, de vries is clearly a conceptual artist, while I see my 
own practice as both conceptual and process based, even 
if this may seem paradoxical. In one, the idea comes be-
fore the execution; in the other, the making is absolutely the 
most important aspect. 

Jonsbu perhaps has a similar relationship to these terms.  
To me, she is in many ways process based. When she em-
broiders, the action seems more important than the result. 
And in her doctoral thesis, she examines the work of the 
artist as a production rather than as a product. She also  
emphasised the importance of process in her 2019 exhibi-
tion at Edvard Munch’s Ekely, in Oslo, where she displayed 
works in various stages of her process, from research mate-
rials to in- process and completed embroideries. The works 
were laid out on tables and shelves rather than put on 
 pedestals or hung on walls. But, at the same time, Jonsbu 
also  employs strict rules and structures that seemingly be-
long to a conceptual tradition, and a chapter in her book  
6 texts and pictorial essay in book (2019) is about one of the 
foremost conceptual artists, Sol LeWitt. But in this chap-
ter, and throughout the entire book, the focus nevertheless 
remains on the artistic work rather than on the underlying 
concept.

Perhaps the combination of conceptual and process-based 
art creates a paradox—but could it be that it is precisely 
this paradox that is interesting? We are reminded again of 
Robert Smithson. He believed that everything is two things 
that converge: for a site to exist, there must also be a non-
site, and in the clash between them emerges a fantastically 
speculative space.

A Dialectic of Colour
I can see how colour, like so many other things, contains 
a number of opposing concepts. Colour is both universal 
and individual. It is physical waves of light, and at the same 
time it is something psychological—a material substance 
with abstract qualities. The contradictions are what make 
colour so interesting to me, and this interest has led me  
to go beyond the industrial readymade to arrive at paint 
as a raw material. But at the same time, my work exists in 
a post-industrial society—and so another exciting contrast 
effect arises in the paint.

Raw paint opens up new possibilities. It shifts the focus 
from product to process. It’s about going back to the under-
lying methods in order to reach fundamental truths. And in 
the process, a dialogue is established between me and the 
surrounding world, and it is here that a space opens up in 
which unexpected things can happen.
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Olle Helin, Colour Research, MFA exhibition, 2021. Installation view, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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1 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Theory of Colours, trans. Charles Lock Eastlake (London: John Murray, Albemarle Street, 1840; Project Gutenberg, 
2015), http://www.gutenberg.org/files/50572/50572-h/50572-h.htm.

2 Goethe, Theory of Colours, xxii.
3 “Objects are often seen by sick persons in variegated colours. Boyle relates an instance of a lady, who, after a fall by which an eye was bruised, saw all 

objects, but especially white objects, glittering in colours, even to an intolerable degree.” Goethe, Theory of Colours, 54. 
4 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Remarks on Colour / Bemerkungen über die Farben (Oxford: Blackwell 1977). 
5 This history of colour is based on several sources. Lots of authors, artists, theoreticians, and historians have dealt with colour. See the Further Referenc-

es list for some of them.
6 “Carbon Black,” Pigments through the Ages, accessed 7 April 2021, http://www.webexhibits.org/pigments/indiv/overview/carbonblack.html.
7 Josef Albers, Interaction of Color, 50th anniversary ed. (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2013), 3.
8 This has long been cited as an example of an “impossible colour,” including by Ludwig Wittgenstein in his Remarks. But the fact is that, in a 1983 

experiment, engineers Hewitt D. Crane and Thomas P. Piantanida managed to get certain test subjects to see this impossible colour when they looked 
at red and green stripes through an apparatus made up of mirrors and an eye-tracker device. The apparatus caused the eye to see both colours simulta-
neously—they blended together to make a new colour that could not be called either red or green. Some of the test subjects reported that several weeks 
after the experiment they could still recall the colour. See Hewitt D. Crane and Thomas P. Piantanidam “On Seeing Reddish Green and Yellowish Blue,” 
New Series 221, no. 4615 (1983): 1078–80, https://www.jstor.org/stable/1691544.

9 herman de vries writes his name using all lowercase letters to “avoid hierarchies,” as he puts it.
10 I don’t mean that de vries always works at a global scale. A piece like 16dm²—an essay (1975), which critic and curator Cees de Boer considers one of 

his most important, shows the opposite: here the artist has collected all 473 plants from a 40 x 40 cm grass patch. The samples have all been affixed to 
their own papers and expanded to form a herbarium that, when framed, covers a wall surface of about 2.1 x 12.8 m. See Cees de Boer, “herman de vries: 
my poetry is the world,” Antennae: The Journal of Art and Nature (Summer 2020): 105.

11 Marcel Duchamp (who turned “readymade” into an art term) talks about tube paint in a 1961 interview with radio broadcaster Georges Charbonnier. 
He says that painting is choosing a tube of paint, choosing a brush, choosing where on the canvas to put the paint, and so forth. It’s the choice that’s 
the main thing, and the paint and brushes might just as well be exchanged for a readymade—something created in a factory or by another person’s 
hand. But aren’t tube paints and brushes exactly what Duchamp describes as readymades? In another interview from the same year with art historian 
Katherine Kuh, he confirms precisely this: “Let’s say you use a tube of paint; you didn’t make it. You bought it and used it as a ready made.” These 
excerpts are taken from Thierry d Duve, “The Readymade and the Tube of Paint,” Artforum, May 1986, https://www.artforum.com/print/198605/the-
readymade-and-the-tube-of-paint-35050.

12 Nicholas Eastaugh et al., The Pigment Compendium: A Dictionary of Historical Pigments (Oxford: Butterworth-Heinemann, 2005), 222.
13 Guy Debord describes the dérive in his “Theory of the Dérive” as a fundamental technique for the Situationists in which, during a limited period of 

time, one abandons everyday routines and scenes to instead allow oneself to be guided by the gravitational forces of the terrain and the encounters that 
arise. Guy Debord, “Theory of the Dêrive,” Les Lèvres Nues, November 1956, Situationist International Online, https://www.cddc.vt.edu/sionline/si/
theory.html.

14 Robert Smithson, “A Sedimentation of the Mind: Earth Projects 1968,” in The Collected Writings, ed. Jack Flam (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1996), 110–11.

15 Robert Smithson, “Fragments of a Conversation 1969,” in The Collected Writings, 187.
16 Smithson, “A Sedimentation of the Mind,” 106.
17 Robert Smithson, “Fragments of an Interview with P A Patsy Norvell 1968,” in The Collected Writings, 192.
18 Smithson, “A Sedimentation of the Mind,” 111.
19 A zettelkasten is essentially a system of index cards developed by sociologist Niklas Luhmann. Its purpose is to bring together ideas and information, 

arranged not in chronological order but according to content, and with links that weave together the collection to form a kind of network of knowledge. 
For more, see Johannes F. K. Schmidt, “Niklas Luhmann’s Card Index: Thinking Tool, Communication Partner, Publication Machine,” in Forgetting 
Machines: Knowledge Management Evolution in Early Modern Europe, ed. Alberto Cevolini (Boston: Brill, 2016), 287–311.
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Fanny Hellgren, Collapse 4, 2021. Packed sand, 300 x 60 x 30 cm. Installation view, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2021

Fanny Hellgren, Terra Incognita, MFA exhibition, 2021. Installation view, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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Terra Incognita

 “Det finns de landskap vi har rest igenom och bott i och 
som sällan har varit de samma samtidigt.
 Det finns medvetandets transport av dessa landskap och 
deras förvandling till ett förnimbart rum där vitt skilda 
trakter växer samman.
 Det finns vårt arbete med bilderna orden för att föra alla 
ting tillbaka till det landskap de kommer ifrån. Det som 
hela tiden har varit det samma samtidigt.” 

 (There are the landscapes we have traveled through and lived in, 
which have seldom been the same ones at the same time.
 There is the way consciousness carries those landscapes forward,
and their transformation into a perceptible space where vastly 
different places grow together.
 There is our work with images, words, to bring all things back 
to the landscape they come from. Which has been the same one
at the same time all along.)

—Inger Christensen1

Fanny Hellgren

the vast rainforest. The soil in the Amazon is thin, poor in 
nutrients, and lacking essential soluble minerals. The rain-
forest depends on these fossil winds, and without the fertil-
isation they provide, the largest forest on the  planet would 
not exist.2 This demonstrates how distant parts of Earth are 
tightly connected, and how fragile the system of relation-
ships that maintains our existence really is.

I think we need to regard the world and ourselves as the 
matter we consist of, which is part of an interwoven web 
of material processes, rather than to divide the world 
into subject and object, or dead and alive. In her book 
 Vibrant Matter (2010), political theorist and philosopher 
Jane  Bennett theorises the notion of a “vital materiality,” 
which takes matter as something alive and active, rather 
than passive and dead.3 She demonstrates how this vital 
 materiality acts around and through us in phenomena such 
as storms, minerals, electricity, stem cells, waste, and fish 
oil, and she reflects on what consequences this might have 
for politics, ecology, and everyday life. The reader is chal-
lenged to escape their anthropocentric views in favour of a 

The year before I was born, in March 1991, orange snow 
fell and covered the landscapes of the north of Sweden. 
What caused the snow to be this colour turned out to be 
sandstorms that had raged across the Sahara desert a few 
days earlier, and the wind had subsequently carried parti-
cles to this distant location. The phenomenon is not that 
uncommon. Sandstorms whipped up in the Sahara by the 
trade winds are referred to as simoom. They can carry great 
quantities of dust into the atmosphere, which later falls 
to the ground with precipitation, often hundreds of miles 
away. This weather phenomenon is called blood rain or 
blood snow.

The Bodélé Depression in Chad used to be a lake, but it 
dried out about one thousand years ago. The soil in this 
region of the Sahara is rich in minerals, thanks to the fossil 
deposits from the snails and fish that used to live in the lake. 
Each year, several million tonnes of dirt are carried away 
from this area by sandstorms, travelling five thousand kilo-
metres west before falling over the Amazon. This represents 
more than half the nutrition-rich mineral dust that feeds 
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material understanding of the world. Bennett claims that 
we would take better care of our planet if we understood 
that everything is interconnected and acknowledged the  
active participation of material forces in events.

For artists, the idea of living matter doesn’t seem too 
 outlandish. I think artists, including myself, often have 
an intuitive appreciation for this. Bennett’s idea of a  vital 
materiality that flows through and constitutes human  
and non-human bodies alike is reminiscent of what Ana 
Mendieta expressed in an artist statement from the early 
1980s: “My art is grounded on the belief in one universal 
energy which runs through everything: from insect to man, 
from man to spectre, from spectre to plant, from plant to 
galaxy.”4 Mendieta’s oeuvre is multifaceted and difficult  
to reduce to a specific genre, just as her individual artworks 
defy definition in terms of any single medium. Her practice 
is founded in the conceptual and body art movements that 
emerged in the 1960s and ’70s, as well as in the land art that 
began to appear around that same time. Silueta Works is 
a series of performative works Mendieta created between 
1972 and 1985, using her body to make temporary impres-
sions on the ground. She would often fill in the silhouettes 
with natural materials such as rocks, twigs, flowers, fire, 
and water, and focused on achieving a spiritual, immediate 
connection to Earth. 

There is something about Mendieta’s art that moves me. 
Perhaps it’s the personal dimensions of the works that give 
them such emotional impact—they have an immediate, in-
timate quality. Her land art pieces differ from those of her 
male colleagues, like Robert Smithson and Michael Heizer, 
who also produced works that involved sculptural inter-
ventions into the landscape using natural materials.  Unlike 
them, Mendieta did not work on a monumental scale,  
opting instead to base her work on the scale of her own 
body—its ties to and experiences of the landscape, in an 
ephemeral, immediate way. Considering the insights we are 
currently coming to regarding our anthropocentric way of 
life and its consequences, I feel that her works about the 
human footprint remain topical.

Since 2009, a group of geologists and researchers known 
as the Anthropocene Working Group has been attempting 
to determine whether we’ve actually left the geological era 
of the Holocene and entered the Anthropocene. The group 
points to several effects associated with this new era, such 
as the accelerated erosion and relocation of sediment that 
follows increased urbanisation and agricultural exploita-
tion. The human race is moving more dirt, gravel, and sand 
around the planet today than the total amount moved by 
rivers, winds, the sun, and the planet’s own geothermal forc-
es. Increased levels of greenhouse gases have been detected 
in measurements taken from ice cores, and clear evidence of 
the nuclear weapons tests carried out from the 1940s to the 
1960s has been found in the geological layers. Other effects 
include global warming, sea level rise, and rapid changes to 
the biosphere, both on land and in the oceans. For animal 
and plant life, human presence has caused loss of habitat, 
the extinction of many species, and the emergence of inva-
sive species. Many of these changes will remain in effect for 

millions of years; they will alter the trajectory of our global 
system, and some of them will never be reversed.5

This situation calls for a re-evaluation of our views, both of 
ourselves and of our environment. Sociologist and philo-
sopher Bruno Latour is among those who claim that the 
very concept of “nature” has lost its meaning. Nature can 
no longer be said to be external to us, an object of our 
claims and conquests. Rather, human civilisation appears 
to be an ecological process among countless others, insep-
arable from a context that is too expansive and complex  
for us to fully grasp. Acting forces are everywhere: in 
 animals, plants, matter, and Earth itself. Latour claims 
that the concept of nature is fundamental to the modern 
notion of a separation between the human and the natural 
domains, and that it must thus be replaced. 

In his book Facing Gaia (2017), Latour resurrects the “Gaia 
concept” as a replacement for our outdated views of  nature. 
The Gaia theory was formulated by physicist James Love-
lock in the 1970s, and today it carries unfortunate conno-
tations as a result of its extensive popularity in the New 
Age movement.6 Latour is somewhat critical of Lovelock’s 
ideas, but remarks nonetheless that “Gaia” more aptly de-
scribes us and our environment than the words “human” 
and “nature” do. He emphasises the secular nature of the 
Gaia concept as an idea of Earth as a complex system 
 comprising several indivisible living elements evolving in 
mutual dependence. 

In my artistic practice, I explore these new ideas of nature 
through an experimental approach that incorporates the 
will of the material. My work is the result of a dialogue 
wherein the materials respond to my actions and exposure 
to natural forces such as the sun, evaporation, and gravity. 
The juxtaposition between control and chance is at the core 
of my practice, where control represents human action and 
chance represents non-human influences. I consider this 
way of letting the materials guide the process a critique of 
the anthropocentric world view that places mankind at the 
centre of all relations. 

Through a variety of mediums, including sculpture, draw-
ing, painting, installation, and photography, my work is in-
spired by natural processes such as the hydrological cycle 
of water and the geological forces that shape the landscape. 
These transformative aspects of the world are translated 
into my work in different ways, for instance through the 
inherent qualities of the materials I work with, such as sand, 
paper pulp, pigments, cement, and rust. The cyclical move-
ment of water is a recurring subject in my practice, as is its 
ability to both dissolve and bind matter. 

Water is a necessary condition for life. This fundamental, 
fleeting material, which both builds and erodes, can be de-
scribed as eternal yet constantly in flux. I am inseparably 
connected to the world around me through water, which 
circulates around the planet through its hydrological  cycle. 
The surface of Earth is 70 percent water, and this water 
cycles not only through the planet’s oceans, atmosphere, 
and land masses, but also through the plants, organisms, 
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and bodies that dwell there. The water that moves through 
and around me is the same water that has moved through 
everything that has ever lived on Earth, since the dawn  
of time.

My body is 60 percent water. Water constitutes about half 
the blood that carries oxygen and nutrients to my cells. My 
lungs are 83 percent water. When I inhale air, a small quan-
tity of humidity is added to it as it passes through my lungs. 
When I exhale again, some of this moisture exits with my 
breath. 

Water is formless, but finds a form by enclosing, pene-
trating, or being enclosed by its environment. Despite  
its ephemeral nature, it can reshape some of the toughest 
materials. Given enough time, water can reshape stone. 

My ongoing series of drawings Sediment Drawings, which 
I started making in 2020, is the result of a process where 
I bring together water, sand, earth pigments, and sun on 
paper. I make the drawings outdoors on sunny summer 
days, on a patch of grass in my mother’s garden. I place 
a sheet of paper on a board and wet it with a hose to sof-
ten it, make it fragile, and make it stick to the board. Next,  

I pour sand and water onto the paper, and tilt the board 
back and forth to let the mud find its way and shape while 
the sun heats my sweating neck. The sand mixture on the 
paper floats around, changing from one second to the next. 
I splash some drops on it from the hose, forming puddles 
in the sandy landscape. I carry on like this until, at some 
point, I decide to leave the sand as it is. This is an intui-
tive decision, a snap judgement made in the moment. Next,  
I pour water, graphite powder, earth pigment, and binder 
into a bottle, which I proceed to shake forcefully before 
spraying the mixture onto the paper, which becomes buried 
under the paint-covered sandy muck.

I stand in the shade, washing my hands off with the hose. 
They are grey with graphite, which has stuck to my cuticles 
and knuckles, where the skin is dry and rough. I drink a big 
glass of water and watch the drying paper buckle as the sun 
evaporates the water. After about half an hour, when the 
paper is completely dry, I pick it up and shake off the sand. 
I use a soft brush to remove any stubborn grains that refuse 
to budge. This is when I get my first look at the drawing. 
The graphite and pigments remain on the paper, plotting 
out the traces of the sand, becoming an instant recording 
of the event.

Left: Fanny Hellgren, Sediment Drawing 7, 2020. Detail. Graphite and pigments on paper, 75 x 52,5 cm 

Right: Fanny Hellgren, Sediment Drawing 3 (Red Soil), 2020. Graphite and pigments on paper, 75 x 54,5 cm 
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There’s something about these materials. The depth of the 
silvery graphite. The green earth. The red pigment, pro-
duced by the corrosion of iron hydroxides. The wet and the 
dry. The fundamental.

The artist Vija Celmins primarily relates to drawing in  
a material way. In her meticulously executed drawings of 
ocean surfaces, deserts, rocky moonscapes, and night skies, 
she explores the infinite. She uses images found in maga-
zines and astronomy books as starting points. According to 
her, the muteness of these scientific specimens adds an extra 
layer of distance to the works. About the galaxies she draws, 
she has said: “Even though you may think they came from 
lying under the stars, for me, they came out of loving the 
blackness of the pencil. It is almost as if I was exploring the 
blackness of the pencil along with the image that went with 
it.”7 The drawings are two places at once: the depicted loca-
tion and the physical location of the paper itself—the matte, 
dry landscapes of graphite or charcoal that her drawings 
are. In this regard, although she may draw ocean surfaces 
and night skies, the subject that best reflects her material 
and medium is the desert landscape.

As I see it, Celmins’s works present a concentrated mode of 
seeing, an examining gaze directed at the world that engen-
ders creation and is in turn engendered by it. Her method is 

repetitive and time consuming. She works in series, taking 
on one subject at a time. The drawings of the ocean sur-
faces, for instance, preoccupied her over a ten-year period. 
Vision—both her own and that of the viewer—is a core as-
pect of her practice. The work To Fix the Image in Memory 
(1977–82) consists of twenty-two rocks, eleven of which are 
genuine rocks Celmins found in the desert of New Mexico, 
and the other eleven being replicas she cast in bronze and 
then carefully painted to mirror their originals. In a 2004 
interview, she described the origin of this work: 

I just went back to looking, which I guess is a theme 
that runs through my work. Looking at stuff and sort 
of regenerating something in me that keeps wanting 
to live—something that sustains me that I’d forgotten 
about. Going back to looking in such a thorough way 
reaffirmed something about the business of “making.”8

Looking and making—these two fundamental artistic activ-
ities are both things I associate with the medium of drawing. 
Perhaps this is because that was my entry point into art. At 
my first art school, we were encouraged to practice drawing 
what was in front of us, mainly through croquis and still 
lifes, or by going into nature or a greenhouse and depict-
ing our impressions. We were taught different methods for 
drawing not what we thought we saw but rather how reality 

Fanny Hellgren, Terra Incognita, MFA exhibition, 2021. Installation view, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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actually appears to our vision. For example, we would focus 
on depicting light and darkness, or on drawing the spaces 
in between in order to capture the subject. Later I discov-
ered other mediums and forms of expression. When I was a 
student at the Valand Academy in Gothenburg, the phrase 
“Too much to unlearn” was written in large type on a wall 
facing the school’s courtyard. Somehow, this encapsulates 
my whole experience of a long education in fine arts: you 
have to forget everything you think you know, and learn  
to see all over again. 

As a result of the work I have done with sculpture and in-
stallation over the last few years, I’ve been brought back 
to drawing through my interest in material imprints. The 
Sediment Drawings are nature studies, but not portraits of 
nature in the conventional sense. Instead, I let the natural 
materials depict themselves, while the paper takes on the 
role of the site where the lives of the materials are brought 
into view. I can relate to the repetitive nature of Celmins’s 
approach, to her practice of working in series, and to her 
focus on the materials and the landscapes they form on the 
paper. However, I don’t go about my work as  meticulously 
as Celmins does. For instance, the process to produce the 
Sediment Drawings is quick—each work takes only a few 
minutes to make. What makes producing these works time 
consuming is the fact that I make a large quantity of them, 
many of which end up being discarded. Most of the draw-
ings don’t turn out well in my opinion, but each one leads 
the way to the next, in a way that I could never plan. I have 
limited control over this process, and each work is a re-
sponse to the way the materials reacted in the previous one. 
There is a meditative aspect to how I immerse myself in the 
materials I work with. 

The life and art of Agnes Martin serve as good counter-
weights in a time when it’s hard, if not impossible, to ignore 
the constant stream of information that vies for our atten-
tion. Her paintings have a meditative quality and evoke 
states of subtle, pure emotion, which might otherwise easily 
be drowned out by the noise. Stillness, solitude, and silence 
were all vital to Martin, and she was deeply influenced by 
Zen and Taoism. She spent the last thirty years of her life in 
isolated, spartan conditions, living in a clay house in Taos, 
New Mexico, where she received very little input from the 
outside world. She had no electricity, no radio, no TV, and 
no newspapers. In an interview she gave towards the end of 
her life, Martin said, “I paint with my back to the world,”9 
which is also the title of Mary Lance’s 2003 documentary 
about the artist.

Few of Martin’s early paintings remain in existence today, 
as she destroyed the ones she didn’t consider successful, 
and she was a harsh critic of her own work. It wasn’t until 
the 1960s, when she was approaching the age of fifty, that 
she began to paint the works that would come to form the 
core of her legacy. Six-feet-square canvas paintings, covered 
from edge to edge in pencil lines and grids, filled in with 
pale hues of blue, pink, and orange. Because of the geomet-
ric grids and muted colours she used, Martin’s practice is 
often associated with minimalism, but she described herself 
as relating more strongly to abstract expressionism, since 

the creation of her paintings was guided by her emotions 
and her intuition. She believed in the transcendental powers 
of painting and regarded her works as expressions of uni-
versal emotions like happiness, inspiration, and innocence. 
She often referred to nature, but claimed that the lines 
in her drawings did not in any way represent landscapes, 
only abstract emotions. According to Martin, painting  
is “a world without objects, without interruption, making 
a work without interruption or obstacle. It is to accept the 
necessity of the simple direct going into a field of vision as 
you would cross an empty beach to look at the ocean.”10

Martin called her creative source “inspiration” and claimed 
that her paintings resulted not from an intellectual process 
but from the absence of one. She once wrote that “when 
you look into your mind you find it covered with a lot of 
rubbishy thoughts, you have to penetrate these and hear 
what your mind is telling you to do.”11 She waited for inspi-
ration to strike before painting, and when it did, it came as a 
 vision. An image presented itself with great precision to her 
inner eye, with the rhythm of the lines and the hues of the 
colours already in place. Martin simply followed this vision, 
and scaled it up to six feet squared, a format that invokes in 
the viewer the sense that the painting can be entered, both 
physically and mentally. If she failed to recreate her inner 
image, she simply started over. She discarded whatever 
didn’t please her, that is to say, whatever wasn’t in line with 
the internal visions that her inspiration had given rise to.

Martin is fascinating in many ways. Her paintings depict 
bright, harmonious moods, but in her personal life, she suf-
fered recurring psychological anguish and was diagnosed 
with schizophrenia. She felt an urge to pare down her ex-
istence to the greatest extent possible, just as she eventu-
ally reduced her paintings to nothing but lines, grids, and 
pale colour fields. The experience of standing before one 
of  Martin’s paintings is one of witnessing lines and colours 
that seem to throb with life. They aren’t minimalist reduc-
tions robbed of any emotion or subjectivity; the emotion is 
there, it’s just expressed subtly, quietly. The large format of 
the paintings naturally necessitates some distance if they are 
to be viewed in their entirety. At this distance, they  appear 
soft, seemingly perfect, but from closer up, their perfection 
is less convincing. The thin pencil lines that mark the bound-
aries between the fields look to have been made with a ruler. 
They waver somewhat, and there are places where you can 
see how the artist has paused in the middle of a line, perhaps 
to change her grip or shift her weight, and then returned to 
finish the line with a centimetre or so of overlap. The paint-
ings are rife with skewed details of this subtle  variety, which 
point to the works’ humanity. They possess an emotive 
force that I’m convinced they could  never have had with-
out the vague unsteadiness of these lines. As  Martin her-
self has put it: “I hope I have made it clear that the work is 
about perfection as we are aware of it in our minds but that 
the paintings are very far from being perfect—completely 
 removed in fact—even as we ourselves are.”12 

Martin’s lines bring to mind another artist I admire: the 
poet Inger Christensen. Just as Martin’s structures of re-
curring lines are plotted according to calculated distances, 
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Christensen lets mathematical systems determine the form 
of her poems. Although mathematics and calculation might 
seem to be antithetical to spontaneity and emotion, both 
artists manage to create a sense of urgency in their works 
by uniting these polar opposites. Where Martin does it 
with wavering lines, Christensen does it by allowing her 
language to be organic and spontaneous within the struc-
ture it inhabits. The relationship between order and chaos 
strikes a contrast, lending the text a certain rhythm. Both 
artists were also inspired by music, and their works display 
musical qualities. Many of Christensen’s poems have been 
set to music, and according to Martin, music is the primary 
art form, because “it’s completely abstract and we respond  
to it emotionally.”13

In my own practice, I too seek frameworks and guidelines 
within which I can work freely and intuitively. I often ap-
proach this method by using a technique that gives me less 
than total control of the results, and letting the materials  

I work with guide the progress by repeating an action. 
 Engaging fully in the work is a way to transcend myself,  
to enter into a dialogue with the materials in order to seek 
understanding of some aspect of the world, and my place 
in it. I could never have deliberated my way to these works; 
they are the results of the process. The thoughts, the impres-
sions, and the act of making are inseparably intertwined, 
like mind and body.

The first time I opened a book by Christensen, it was a copy 
of alfabet (alphabet, 1981) that I found among my mother’s 
poetry books. The way the words grow into an increasingly 
grandiose gesture, page after page, resonated with me im-
mediately. I felt that I could understand everything I was 
reading, as though she were putting my own most inde-
scribable, sublime experiences into words. I was so  willingly 
swept away by this book, by the world that Christensen 
portrays in a stream of words—our world. Although I had 
no knowledge of the background of the poem at the time, 

Fanny Hellgren, Sediment Drawing 9 (Memory of Blurry View), 2020. Graphite and pigments on paper, 150 x 107 cm
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it moved me. It’s what art does, ideally: make you feel less 
alone by giving form or words to your most existential and 
least describable experiences.

In the 1970s, Christensen suffered a crisis brought on by 
her awareness of the existence of the atomic bomb. She be-
gan to write alfabet in response to the question of whether 
writing poetry even made any sense at all in the face of a 
looming threat—a threat not only to all human existence 
but to all forms of life, full stop. The poem is composed 
around a structure that combines the letters of the alphabet 
with the Fibonacci sequence, in which each number is the 
sum of the two preceding ones. These numbers describe a 
variety of natural phenomena, such as the spiral shapes of 
Romanesco broccoli, shells, and galaxies. Christensen feeds 
these numbers into her work by using them to determine 
the number of lines for each letter poem, thus providing a 
structure that raises tension between the alphabet and the 
language of mathematics. 

In alfabet, an inventory of the world is carried out, in alpha-
betical order, and covers basic elements, plants, landscapes, 
and human artefacts. The poem begins with “apricot trees 
exist, apricot trees exist,”14 and continues harmoniously 
past bracken, cicadas, and chicory—all wondrous crea-
tions. As we witness the universe unfolding through the 
letter  poems’ increasing numbers of lines, the destructive 
forces of the world enter the poem, and the idyllic scene 
turns dark. First, in the “D” poem: “doves exist, dreamers, 
and dolls; / killers exist, and doves, and doves; / haze, dioxin, 
and days; days / exist, days and death; and poems / exist; 
poems, days, death.”15 Later, the atomic bomb enters the 
scene, and total dystopia takes hold.

I think that what moved me, and still does, is Christensen’s 
organic way of capturing a sense of wonder over the earth-
ly, including a diverse array of phenomena like ice ages, 
chrome, pollen, dioxins, the roots of the hazel, the chrome 
yellow sun, defoliants, the cerebellum, vinegar, streets, guns, 
horticulture, groundwater, earthquakes, chromosomes, the 
heliocentric haze, the oxygen we breathe, the hydrogen in-
side the stars, traffic-worn doves, and the mysteries of salt. 
However, along with this wonder, there is a sense of dis-
comfort over the destructive human race that we belong to, 
which is ruining the nature we are all a part of. I can relate 
to this ambivalence. 

When I moved to Malmö to study at the Art Academy, 
the beach at Ribersborgsstranden became a place I would 
return to whenever I needed to get some perspective on 
things. A long, wide beach to walk along, where the city 
gives way to sand, the sand gives way to the ocean, and 
the ocean meets the sky at the horizon. I’ve always sought 
out places I can enter into dialogue with. It’s been every 
bit as important to me as any dialogue with other people. 
These places grant me continuity, something to return to. 
The time scale of the landscape helps me view my life more 
objectively, and frames my problems in a way that helps 
me think more clearly. From my own human point of view, 
the city has always existed, and always will, even though it 
undergoes constant change as houses and neighbourhoods 

are torn down and built up, and the outer limits of the city 
keep shifting. However, from another point of view, all that 
separates the city from the beach is time. From a geologi-
cal perspective, our cities and our human civilisation exist 
for just a brief moment before eroding into ruins, crumbled 
heaps of sand added to the surface of the planet as  another 
layer of time follows the sequence of Triassic, Jurassic, 
 Cretaceous, Paleogene, Neogene, and Quaternary. The art-
ist Robert Smithson writes:

One’s mind and the earth are in a constant state of 
erosion, mental rivers wear away abstract banks, brain 
waves undermine cliffs of thought, ideas decompose 
into stones of unknowing, and conceptual crystalli-
zations break apart into deposits of gritty reason. … 
Slump, debris slides, avalanches all take place with-
in the cracking limits of the brain. The entire body is 
pulled into the cerebral sediment, where particles and 
fragments make themselves known as solid conscious-
ness. A bleached and fractured world surrounds the 
artist. To organize this mess of corrosion into patterns, 
grids, and subdivisions is an esthetic process that has 
scarcely been touched.16

Earth has been taking shape for 4.5 billion years, ever since 
it was formed from the dust and gas of the solar nebula 
—a remnant of the formation of the sun. At first, it was a 
glowing mass, but then water began to accumulate in the 
atmosphere, and rain began to fall, causing Earth’s crust 
to form and later producing oceans. Continents have drift-
ed and collided, volcanoes and ice ages have compressed 
rock tightly, and the rock has undergone metamorphoses 
as a result. In the bedrock, crude oil is produced from un-
mouldered plants and animals, through a process that takes 
hundreds of thousands of years. Today, these resources 
are being consumed at a frenzied pace by the human race.  
We excavate the carbon deposits of the Jurassic period and 
using them to fuel our factories, ships, and households.  
Humans have always exploited the land, but never before at 
such a pace, or in such a systematic fashion.

The part of Earth’s environment that is made or modified 
by human activities can be defined as the “technosphere.”17 
It is a human-generated equivalent to the biosphere. The 
technosphere comprises the combined mass of all human- 
generated systems, infrastructures, technological artefacts 
that support energy, material flows, trawling tracks on 
ocean floors, cities, roads, buildings, plastics, electronics, 
ballpoint pens, and many other things. Unlike the bio-
sphere, the technosphere has poor degradability. We leave 
behind “technofossils,” such as mobile phones, which con-
tain  various quantities of metals and synthetic materials 
that cannot be easily degraded and recycled. The mass of the 
technosphere has been estimated at thirty trillion tonnes. 
That corresponds to more than fifty kilograms per square 
metre of the planet’s surface.18 It’s a number that’s incom-
prehensibly large. With the presence of human beings hav-
ing this kind of impact on Earth, our conventional divisions 
between culture and nature, living and dead, and  geology 
and archaeology become insufficient, to say the least.
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The force of gravity attracts my body to Earth, the celes-
tial body. It is one of the four fundamental forces of the 
universe, an attraction that is in effect between any body 
possessing mass, granting it its weight. The building blocks 
of the world reside under my skin: iron, zinc, carbon, salts, 
magnesium, sulphur, and calcium. Inside the vestibular sys-
tem within my ear canal, little calcic crystals sit on top of 
hair cells. These crystals collaborate with gravity to provide 
me with a sense of balance and direction on Earth. 

Like the inside of the planet, the inside of my body is an 
unknown world to me. I think of my body as a single  entity, 
but it actually consists of an estimated hundred trillion 
microbes, which play essential roles in my body’s func-
tioning. This means, then, that the number of microbes  
I carry around is ten times the number of my own cells.  
Or perhaps these microbes are actually part of me? In any 
case, I couldn’t survive without them. Like the poet Jonas 
Gren writes: “Ninety percent of the cells in a human be-
ing belong to the microbes / I’m in the minority inside my-
self.”19 What actually permits me to be me is the fact that 
I’m not me. Jane Bennett writes: 

My flesh is populated and constituted by different 
swarms of foreigners. The crook of my elbow, for ex-
ample, is a special ecosystem, a bountiful home to no 
fewer than six tribes of bacteria. … They are helping 
to moisturize the skin by processing the raw fats it 
produces. … The bacteria in the human microbiome 
collectively possess at least 100 times as many genes as 
the mere 20,000 or so in the human genome. … We are, 
rather, an array of bodies, many different kinds of them 
in a nested set of microbiomes.20

In her essay “Vi dödar mer än vi tror. Om ödeläggelsens 
alfabet” (We kill more than we think. On the alphabet of 
destruction, 2019), literary scholar Sofia Roberg reflects on 
the poems about the nuclear bomb in Christensen’s  alfabet, 
and how this apocalyptic-ecological element relates to the 
current age of the Anthropocene.21 She references an article 
by another literary scholar, Isak Winkel Holm,22 in which 
he analyses the seventh section of the poem, which is based 
on the letter “G” and the final two lines of which describe  
a crime scene that is “bathed in a whitewashed, godfor-
saken light, / this poisonous, white, crumbling poem.”23 
Winkel Holm claims that this “whitewashed, godforsaken” 
quality of the light suggests that while it has been created, 
it was by human beings, not by God, and that the descrip-
tion is a reference to the nuclear bombings of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki. When the bombs exploded, they bleached 
their surroundings (“whitewashed”) and left shadows be-
hind where people, animals, and objects had been. Winkel 
Holm claims that the “poem” mentioned in the closing line 
can be partially interpreted as a metaphor for the nucle-
ar bomb, which is after all a work created by the human 
 imagination. However, it can also be interpreted as the  
actual poem itself—alfabet. Here we see a reflection of 
the crisis that moved Christensen to create the work: Why  
bother to create when human creativity has invented some-
thing that can eradicate so much life with the mere press  
of a button?

This uncompromisingly dystopian image of an atomic 
bomb that bleaches its surroundings brings to my mind a 
series of pencil drawings that Roj Friberg made in the 1970s. 
The drawings depict haunting, post-industrial landscapes 
viewed from above, at an angle, in which a black apoca-
lyptic light spreads through the images, seeming to almost 
consume them from within.24 Friberg made these drawings 
in the presence of the threat of nuclear annihilation, and, 
like alfabet, they speak directly to an age of environmental 
catastrophe that is no less topical today.

Friberg was born outside Uddevalla and attended the 
 Valand Academy in the 1960s—fifty years before I stud-
ied there myself. The subjects of his paintings are surreal 
and nightmarish landscapes, decrepit housefronts, alarmed 
crowds, and people whose body language appears distorted 
and dissolved. He developed his own techniques for mak-
ing these pictures, such as his method for negative draw-
ing. Instead of drawing the subjects on white backgrounds, 
he dyed his large pieces of paper (often 150 x 120 cm) with 
graphite powder and turpentine, and then erased the sub-
jects into existence using a dentist’s drill tipped with erasers. 
When Friberg later developed an allergy to turpentine, he 
replaced it with purified gasoline. This technique is what 
gives the figures in his images their vague expressions, 
 almost like motion blur. Literary critic Lars Nygren once 
wrote the following about Friberg:

When Roj Friberg writes in a catalogue about how 
darkness is merely the absence of light, he is not simply 
repeating what might be perceived as a poetic truism. 
For decades, in front of the paper, he has been engaging 
in the experience of delivering the light, the whiteness, 
from the dark.25

I’m thinking of Christensen’s and Friberg’s disintegrating 
landscapes. I’m thinking of the atomic bomb. I’m think-
ing of how it has been suggested that the introduction of 
 nuclear arms can be taken as the historical event that marks 
the beginning of the Anthropocene. Starting in the 1940s, 
and continuing well into the 1960s, hundreds of nuclear 
weapons tests were carried out, leaving behind chemostrati-
graphic traces in the soil. The detonations produced 
 radioactive debris, which spread throughout the atmos-
phere, and subsequently came to be embedded in sediment 
and glaciers. 

“Anthropocene” means “the age of humanity,” but is it re-
ally accurate to say that humanity as a whole has left these 
deep geological imprints, rather than just a subset of the 
species? Geographer and environmental historian Jason W. 
Moore has proposed instead the term “Capitalocene”—a 
more apt name, as he sees it—and claims that the environ-
mental challenges we’re facing in our time are better seen 
as the results of capitalism than as something caused by 
our species per se.26 In her book Staying with the Trouble 
(2016), feminist theorist Donna J. Haraway suggests the 
need for yet another term, and introduces “Chthulucene” as 
a counterpoint to Capitalocene—a world in which  human 
and non-human organisms are inseparably connected 
through symbiotic networks.27 In the Chthulucene, it is of 
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vital importance that we recreate and broaden our notions 
of kinship, which in this context describes the formation of 
new relationships between human and non-human beings. 
To characterise the network of relationships that constitutes 
our world, she uses the word “sympoiesis,” an evolution  
of the sociological concept of “autopoiesis,” which refers 
to systems that are capable of self-creation and self-preser-
vation.28 She writes: “Sympoiesis is a simple word: it means 
‘making with.’ Nothing makes itself; nothing is really auto-
poetic or self-organizing. … Sympoiesis is a word proper to 
complex, dynamic, responsive, situated, historical systems. 
… Sympoiesis enfolds autopoiesis and generatively unfurls 
and extends it.”29

Haraway claims that what we have previously thought of 
as single species are actually unions of macro-organisms 
and the microbes that live on and off of them. Individual 
species are more akin to ecosystems, in the sense that they 
are symbiotic compositions. Homo sapiens is a composi-
tion that includes all the bacteria and microbes that play 
a part in making us what we are. All plants, animals, and 
fungi are created through complex unions of and between 
microorganisms. Multicellular life forms evolved from such 
unions, and depend on them. Microbes play a vital role in 
maintaining the balance of the planet. We do not interact 
with or depend on nature; nature is, rather, the interaction 
itself. We are simply a phenomenon.

In my art, I highlight these sympoietic relations by allow-
ing the material to participate in the process on equal 
terms alongside myself. I follow them, they guide me, and 
we interact with one another. The works result from this 
dialogue, or sequence of events, rather than from a purely 
intellectual process that I orchestrate with some particular 
outcome in mind. 

One artist whose work I admire, and who seems to me to 
 address the notion of material entanglement, is Katinka 
Bock. Her sculptures and installations appear as temporary, 
transient situations in space. By combining natural materi-
als like clay, wood, water, and metal with objects and frag-
ments found in her surroundings, such as fruits, ribbons, 
and basketballs, she gives rise to a continuous movement be-
tween indoor and outdoor spaces, the exhibition space and 
the production site. Her works focus on the transformative 
processes that shape materials, such as oxidation, heating, 
exposure, and evaporation. Her visual idiom is clear and 
playful, and the gestures she uses in her work are immedi-
ate and physical: she folds, bends, and rolls clay, or drops 
it from the ceiling of the exhibition space to allow the fall 
to shape it, as a means of commenting on the dimensions 
of the space. Her 2019 monumental sculpture  Rauschen 
(Noise) deals with the historical site of the headquarters of 
the newspaper Hannoverscher Anzeiger. The outer skin of 
the sculpture consists of the copper tiles that served as the 
publisher’s roof in Hanover from 1928 to 2019, and these 
panels have a minty green colour as a result of all the years 
of oxidation due to exposure to the weather.

I can relate to the interest Bock takes in material process-
es, where weather, time, place, and movement play vital 
roles. For my piece Yesterday’s News (2018),30 I spent a year 
taking photographs of newspapers that I found left in the 
streets in various stages of disintegration. I compiled the 
photographs into a tabloid-format publication and print-
ed an edition of 1,500 copies at a newspaper printer. The 
cover is left blank, and no text appears inside apart from 
some information on the second page. The insert consists 
of twenty photographs, one on the right-hand page of every 
spread. The photos appear in the order they were taken, 
thus documenting a passage of time that includes different 
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seasons and weather. The trampled, wet newspapers stick 
to a variety of urban surfaces: asphalt, cobblestones, and 
pavements. Some of them seem to have only recently end-
ed up on the street, and fragments of articles can be made 
out, while others are no more than barely visible remnants. 
When I exhibit this publication, I install it in one or more 
stacks, making the pile itself an object—a sculpture within 
the space—for the viewer to interact with and from which 
they can retrieve their own copy. After being shown  several 
times, the light-sensitive paper has been yellowed by the 
sun, and the stacks thus present gradients of colour that 
further emphasise the temporal aspects of the work. 

Roni Horn is an artist whose works often manifest as books, 
along with the other mediums she works in, such as draw-
ing, sculpture, installation, photography, and text. In her 
book work Weather Reports You (2007),31 she compiles 
stories about the weather that she collected from people in 
Iceland. About the book as a medium, Horn has said: 

The book is a unique manner of address. Of great  
importance is the fact that the book is an intimate 
form; it mostly engages the individual individually.  
I can think of no other form so inherently private. …  
A book is not a simple object: within its particular 
 identity it harbors the path of its assimilation into soci-
ety. The book is distributed. As a mass-produced port-
able object that is financially accessible, the book goes 
out into the world, ultimately locating itself where it is 
most desired.32

Horn’s works often revolve around geological changes, 
and Iceland has been a constant presence in her practice 
ever since she first visited the country in the early 1970s, 
when she was twenty years old. She is fascinated with the 
country’s youth in geological terms, and the expressions of 
creation and change that the landscape presents through its 
volcanic eruptions and geysers. 

Drawing is a core aspect of Horn’s practice, and she has 
stated that the act of drawing functions as a kind of breath-
ing in her process—something she must perform daily in 
order to ventilate and get started. She starts with sheets 
of paper on which she paints swirls of varnish mixed with 
 pigment, cuts these into pieces, and then recombines them 
in new constellations. In other words, these works are col-
lages of destroyed drawings. Horn’s term for the original 
sheets is “plates”—which brings to mind the tectonic plates 
that the land masses of our planet rest on. She spends a 
great deal of time rearranging the pieces. Occasionally, she 
will work on individual pieces for more than a year. The 
result is a kind of deconstructed map, with broken lines that 
only appear more confusing the more effort you put into 
following their logic. 

Horn’s monumental, solid cast-glass sculptures are sublime, 
like natural phenomena. Their sides have a misty, matte sur-
face, while the clear tops permit the viewer to peer down 
into their insides, like illuminated bodies of water. The in-
dividual sculptures have various subtle, evanescent hues. 
Their shades appear differently depending on the lighting 

conditions at the time and place of their viewing, which sit-
uates them in a constant state of flux, as they refuse to take 
on any fixed visual identity. They shift, like the weather. 

What I particularly appreciate about Horn’s works is their 
commitment to openness, the kind of openness that philo-
sopher and cultural critic Umberto Eco describes in The 
Open Work (1989).33 Something is left unanswered for the 
viewer, who in turn completes the artwork based on how 
it resonates with them. This openness to interpretation is 
something I always strive to maintain. I don’t want to lock 
my works down by claiming that they are about one spe-
cific thing. That would be to reduce them. My experiences 
influence my views, and my understanding of the world is 
subject to constant revision. This is also why my process 
sometimes requires me to seek, to the best of my ability, to 
disengage my rational gaze and understanding of what I’m 
doing, and to instead work intuitively with the materials. In 
order to reach an interesting place, I need my work to take 
me beyond what I’m able to explain in the moment. I want 
to keep the process open, to make room for the unexpected 
or unfamiliar. 

Terra Incognita is the title of my master’s exhibition and of 
this essay. The phrase is Latin and means “unknown terri-
tory.” While it mainly serves a metaphorical role today, as a 
designator of the unknown, the term was first used in carto-
graphy to denote the unexplored regions of the world that 
were presumed to exist but, according to the cartographer, 
had yet to be discovered. In our times, the term takes on 
another meaning, as we are gradually running out of places 
untouched by human activity. All of Earth has been chart-
ed by satellites now, and it can all be viewed in detail on 
 Google Maps. The crust of the Earth, as it exists today, is, 
demonstrably, a product of human activity. Its layers con-
tain pollution, cities, technofossils, and all the other things 
we leave behind. Polluting toxins are also stored in our 
 bodies. For instance, chemists have found dioxins in the 
breast milk of women who have eaten fish from the  Baltic 
Sea. If there’s no longer anywhere left that’s untouched  
by humanity, does that mean there’s nothing left for us to 
reflect ourselves in besides that which is human? And, if so, 
what does this imply for us?

Journalist and essayist Rebecca Solnit writes about the  
regions marked as terra incognita on old maps in her book 
A Field Guide to Getting Lost (2010): 

Between words is silence, around ink whiteness,  
behind every map’s information is what’s left out, 
the unmapped and the unmappable. … But the terra  
incognita spaces on maps say that knowledge also is 
an island surrounded by oceans of the unknown. They 
signify that the cartographers knew they did not know, 
and awareness of ignorance is not just ignorance, it’s 
awareness of knowledge’s limits.34 

The human quest for meaning has taken us far: we have 
burrowed deep into the smallest components of the uni-
verse, and yet, the more we learn about the structure of 
the world, the more enigmatic it seems to us. The world is  
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a mystery, and will so remain. As we learn more about the 
limits of our knowledge, we will hopefully gain respect for 
all the things we can never fully understand—the non- 
human life that comprises the world we are a part of.

In my master’s exhibition I showed nine of the Sediment 
Drawings mentioned earlier, together with four temporary 
sand sculptures. Like the drawings, the sculptures were 
snapshots, reflective of their execution, but this time with a 
spatial dimension created in the exhibition space. I packed 
the sand in square-shaped moulds of different sizes and  
dimensions. The biggest sculpture consisted of five hundred 
kilos of sand and took me two days of physical labour to 
make, through packing the mixture of sand with a little bit 

of clay and water, layer by layer. The moment I opened up 
the mould was the moment I lost control of the formation, 
and nature took over. The sand block immediately collapsed 
due to gravity, and it kept its shape from the fall throughout 
the whole exhibition. The sculptures were temporal, but the 
material can be reused and become new sculptures in new 
situations, as a way of emphasising the inherent cycle of the 
material. These sculptures embody the act of letting go of 
control and allowing nature to take over. 

I am in the gallery, sitting my exhibition. Visitors come and 
go. I make a cup of coffee, with milk, and stir it. The froth 
of the milk swirls around, forms a cyclone in my cup. I take 
a sip, and I feel the warm liquid seep into my body.
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Close to Home

through a sort of double exposure, without knowing which 
of the images is overshadowing. The sensory impressions 
that arise from my movements seem at times to be out of 
sync with what it was I had anticipated—I get in my own 
way, so to speak, as when the reflection of my face lights 
up in windows at night and blocks the view of the outside.

In 1942, Jorge Luis Borges published the short story “Funes 
el memorioso” (“Funes the Memorious”). The text is about 
Ireneo Funes, who already at the beginning of the story is 
described as an unusual boy, one who doesn’t need a watch 
to know what time it is, down to the exact minute. This, 
nonetheless, is not the central point of the story, which is 
rather that after Funes has a horse-riding accident, he wakes 
up with the ability to recall every single thing he sees. Since 
he can remember everything he’s experienced down to the 
slightest detail, he can also do things such as mentally con-
struct a horse’s mane in all its detail in the same way most 
people can understand simpler forms such as a circle or a 
square. This seems at the outset to be a useful skill, but it 
turns out to be a drawback for Funes, because it prevents 
him from generalising. “To think is to forget differences,” 
Borges writes, and Funes cannot forget anything at all.1 

For instance, he cannot understand how the word “dog” 
can refer to so many different, individual creatures of such 
varying shapes and sizes.2 It is as though concepts are use-
less to him. Where most see general forms, such as a few 
clouds in a photograph, Funes would see specific events, 
such as the sky one particular morning in 1882. The only 
places in Funes’s inner universe that are not like echoes of 
the outer world are the places he has neither been to nor 
read about before. These places, such as an unfamiliar part 
of town, become vital to him, because it is the act of con-
templating them that enables him to keep a mental distance 
between himself and the world at large—something that, 
for instance, makes it possible for him to sleep. If he lived 
in my building, Funes would not mistakenly take an extra 
step into thin air at the top of the stairs, the way I some- 
times do. 

My memory is quite ordinary, and perhaps even a bit 
poor. When I read this short story, I nevertheless took note 
of Borges’s phrase “to forget differences.” What I think  
I recognise in this notion of “not forgetting differences,” of 
suddenly not being able to think, is the experience of slip-
ping out of a general pattern and into something that lies 
outside definitions and constructs. Unlike Funes, I’m often 
unaware of where exactly it is I am, and I often think only 
in approximate terms in relation to something in the past or 
the future—on my way either from or to somewhere. Still, 
unexpected events do sometimes occur, and sometimes they 

There are certain kinds of darkness where I can only feel 
where my feet are stepping. At my parents’ place in the 
countryside outside Oslo, I often took our dog for a night 
walk during the summer—usually just a quick stroll before 
going to bed. Oftentimes, the sky would be just partially vis-
ible beneath all the trees, which resembled hands clasping 
each other across the road. Lately I’ve found that I like to 
turn off my torch, as a challenge, and let the darkness swal-
low the road ahead of me. This is a new inclination—I don’t 
think I would have liked to do this before. I’ve wondered 
whether this might be a sign that my imagination is becom-
ing less active, that previously the vacuum would have been 
filled by my assumptions and projections. There is, never-
theless, a limit to all this. For example, I wouldn’t have gone 
into the woods that way, just standing there alone, without 
light. I stick to the road. 

Even though we can see less in the dark, we are still able 
to see. My field of vision seems to be devoid of warmth. 
The world at large, limited to my immediate surroundings, 
looks paler and more homogeneous than it does during the 
day. There are certain places where the surroundings dis-
appear down into fields, which are utterly dark, like voids, 
or dry paper that absorbs ink. What I can see is covered by 
tiny grains in my vision that crackle silently. They resemble 
silver particles in an analogue photograph. This lack of in-
formation is compensated for by the imagination. I see less 
and imagine more. Locating myself in the dark requires me 
to fill the emptiness with a mental model.

Sometimes, when I get home and don’t turn on the light—
and I just walk straight up the stairs—my conception of the 
staircase is that there is yet another step when I get to the 
top. Outside my mind, however, there are in fact no more 
steps, and so my foot just slices through the air when I step 
forward. This feeling may be compared to when silence is 
disrupted by an abrupt sound, and you suddenly jolt be-
cause you were on the verge of falling asleep without realis-
ing it. The weird feeling that the world is pulling you back, 
shortly after you had left it, without being aware that you 
had in fact done so. It always surprises me how blurred this 
divide is. It surprises me that whenever you misjudge some-
thing, or are fooled or dreaming, you can’t perceive from 
the inside that you are in fact in an alternative conception 
before you’re reunited with common reality. It escapes my 
notice whenever I veer off course onto a side path.

The lack of visual information at night gives added weight to 
the fancies of my imagination and the things I think I know, 
as when the main road becomes less apparent, so that false 
tracks and backroads seem just as viable. It’s like perceiving 
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cause me to free myself from this pattern and to go out of 
interior space and enter the exterior world—like looking at 
a word until you see only the syllables it consists of. If you 
recognise this feeling, you probably recognise how you can 
become aware that you are in one specific location, such 
as a particular supermarket, at a specific point in time.  
In such situations, I often have insights that might well  
be commonplace, but that at that very instant seem to be 
temporarily rather significant. Among the shelves of a shop, 
it might suddenly strike me that I am one of many people. 
As I see it, this mode of thinking is comparable with the 
way Funes himself thinks—to not forget the differences be-
tween things, but to only be able to see them as distinct and 
without any connection. It’s not hard to sympathise with 
Funes. It’s as though he has become banished from human 
constructs—his extreme mnemonic virtuosity has caused 
his inner and outer worlds to merge into one. His mind has 
come to resemble a computer, one that is effective but that 
as yet has trouble differentiating between generic objects. 
He must encounter everything without being able to catego-
rise it, without being able to participate in language.

In her book The Life of the Mind (1978), the political   
theo rist Hannah Arendt describes the ways in which we 
think and highlights what she regards as the importance 
of stopping to think. She describes the thought process as 
something that demands that we withdraw from the world 
such as it appears. When we think, Arendt contends, our 
minds nevertheless continue to be focused on  appearances, 
although these appearances might emanate from within. 
The physical and the mental worlds are bound together by 
the way we use the physical world as a basis of thought when 

we use metaphors. Arendt also distinguishes between ap-
pearances and causes. She suggests upending the  hierarchy 
between the underlying cause and the appearance, where 
the former is often regarded as being truer than the latter. 

Someone else who challenges this hierarchy is the zoologist 
Adolf Portmann, whom Arendt cites.4 Portmann highlights 
the visual differences between what we usually see and the 
parts of an organism that are often hidden, for example, 
under the ground or inside a body, behind the cover of the 
skin. He claims there must be a connection between the eye 
and what can be seen—that the two aspects have developed 
in tandem, similar to how the digestive system has devel-
oped in accordance with the food we eat. 

An argument corroborating this hypothesis is the difference 
between what Arendt, borrowing Portmann’s concepts, 
calls “authentic” and “inauthentic” appearances. In this 
context, whether an appearance is authentic or inauthentic 
refers not to whether the appearance is genuine or fake, but 
rather to whether it’s an appearance that takes place on the 
organism’s terms. Inauthentic appearances are those you 
can see only if you ruin, change, or defy something in order 
to expose the parts that are usually hidden, for example, by 
digging up a plant’s roots. Inauthentic appearances, which 
typically spend most of their time in the dark or in back-
rooms, are characterised by a lesser degree of visual vari-
ation, in addition to often being more unsymmetrical and 
disarrayed. If you accept Portmann’s conjecture that vision 
and the visible world have developed in tandem, it makes 
sense that the parts of the world that have detached them-
selves from this mutual influence will also appear different 

Karl Eivind Jørgensen, Longing for Certain Letters, 2021. Melamine covered chip board, solar film, and Not All Here, 2021. Painted wood, solar  
film, metal washers, tarp clips, string, variable dimensions
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to our eyes. Something that is usually not visible has not 
been honed by sight, and throughout the evolution of the 
eye, these appearances have likewise not had any effect on 
its development. From an evolutionary standpoint, since 
the eye and inauthentic appearances so rarely come into 
contact with one another, it would be a waste of energy. 

Roots, organs, and the insides of our electronic devices all 
appear in ways that are not adapted to the eye to the same 
degree as their visible counterparts. It’s harder to differen-
tiate between the organs of a person and those of a pig, or 
between the inner components of an iPhone and a Samsung 
Galaxy, than it is to differentiate between how these beings 
and objects look on the outside. What makes these under-
lying elements meaningful are what they produce on the 
surface.

If we accept this idea that the appearance of the world and 
the functioning of our senses mutually affect each other—
and if we furthermore accept the notion that metaphors 
are what connect the physical and mental worlds, and that 
our minds are geared towards appearance even when we 
have withdrawn from the sensual world in order to think—
then we can understand how this “honing of the eye” that 
Arendt and Portmann discuss is also a process that the 
mind has participated in, through metaphor linking mind 
and matter. In other words, there are perhaps quite a few 
material configurations that can be read as resulting from 
mental connections that have been sensorially expressed via 
a metaphorical or symbolic logic. 

In Close to Home, my graduation exhibition at Malmö Art 
Academy’s KHM2 Gallery in February 2021, the light was 
softened by the same type of dark plastic film used in car 
windows. Such solar film is used to, for instance, conceal 
the inside of a car, so that bystanders see either only dark-
ness or their own reflection in the window. From the inside 
of the car, conversely, the solar film prevents you from be-
ing blinded and unable to see. The film removes an over-
whelming sensory experience—the sun blinding you—and 
thus enables you to perceive other phenomena, such as the 
light being reflected from other cars on the motorway. By 
adjusting the brightness and governing which rays reach 
our eyes, the solar film also modifies our experienced reali-
ty by removing some of it. Some of the light rays that would 
have reached our eyes are converted into heat, and some 
are reflected. Regardless of what motivated the use of such 
a film—whether privacy or road safety—the material itself 
is one that creates absence. It is a type of presence that pro-
claims that there is something that we are not experiencing. 
If you stand in front of the film, you experience a reality 
where something has been removed; if you are behind the 
film, you see a reality where you yourself are invisible.

I used this plastic film in my work Not All Here (2021), and 
the use of this material seemed to be a way to put viewers 
in an imaginary or incomplete situation. KHM2 Gallery is 
usually highly illuminated. Not only did the sheets of solar 
film transform the lighting conditions, but this altered state 
was given a physical presence through them. Viewers knew 
that they were seeing the room through a filter. The way the 

film was hung also follows a logic of treating materials in a 
way that conceals other parts of the world, such as putting 
a tarpaulin over a stack of firewood, or like how my skin 
makes my organs foreign to me, no matter how essential 
they are. One surface is stretched across another, turning 
it into a secret, something you can only envision in your 
mind’s eye. 

The solar films in Not All Here are punctured by grommets 
that admit unfiltered light. These holes depict various con-
stellations and asterisms that are used for navigation, such 
as Orion, Scorpius, the Southern Cross, and the Plough. I 
was interested in how the use of these constellations relates 
to reality—how they are a way of approaching reality by 
projecting fictitious images onto the night sky. A fictitious 
relationship to celestial bodies is frequently used as a kind 
of lifeline between assumed reality and actual reality, both 
when navigating at sea and when we’re on the phone and, in 
order to make ourselves feel less distant from the one we’re 
speaking to, we look at the same moon from afar. Like a 
solar filter, constellations are useful because they slightly 
limit reality. If we were to remember each and every star, 
we would have to function like Borges’s Funes, but trans-
forming these stellar points into familiar artefacts and be-
ings such as ploughs, crosses, scorpions, and hunters makes 
it easier to get our bearings in the night sky. Not All Here 
is also in a limbo of sorts, like an object you can’t entirely 
see until you choose to not see other parts of it. The work 
requires a kind of willingness to fictionalise it in order to be 
activated. In addition to the work itself softening the light 
in the gallery space, I also removed many of the fluores-
cent tubes from the overhead lighting, so that part of the 
gallery was shrouded in semidarkness. The darkness of this 
half of the gallery helped create a scenography, or a double 
exposure. Softening the intensity with which the gallery ap-
peared seemed to be a way of making space for other under-
standings of the room, and it became possible to imagine 
that the exhibition was taking place sometime at night, or 
in the twilight.

In the first part of philosopher and activist Simone Weil’s 
book The Need for Roots (1949), titled “The Needs of the 
Soul,” Weil discusses not only our responsibility to one 
another but also the very foundation of these responsibil-
ities.5 She is critical of the notion of rights, believing that 
those who need rights the most fall between the cracks, 
since these rights necessarily have to be enforced by some 
type of power. Rights are significant only if people follow 
their obligation to respect them, meaning that obligations 
are more effective, since they wield power over anyone who 
recognises them.

Weil contends that what is good can only be manifested by 
people acting in accordance with the needs of the bodies 
and souls of those around them.6 She holds that this need to 
manifest the good is rooted in an attention towards a reality 
outside this one, and that the sometimes absurd results of 
this focus cannot always be explained through a logic of this 
reality. Some might prefer terms other than “the soul,” and 
Weil offers another definition for this concept—a definition 
that made an impression on me: 
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At the bottom of the heart of every human being, from 
earliest infancy until the tomb, there is something that 
goes on indomitably expecting, in the teeth of all ex-
perience of crimes committed, suffered, and witnessed, 
that good and not evil will be done to him. It is this 
above all that is sacred in every human being.7

I find it a bit difficult to cite Weil in this way, because—
like many others, I presume—I can see that I do not always 
live up to my obligations. Nevertheless, Weil’s texts have 
been important both to me and to my thinking about art, 
because I feel they underscore the sacrificing tendency in 
much of what is good. Much of what is important perhaps 
does not make financial or material sense, because it is not 
necessarily motivated by these concerns. What Weil writes 
is that, just as we should respect a cornfield because it offers 
nourishment to our body, we should also respect the things 
that sate the needs of our souls. 

Weil’s way of thinking about responsibilities, and about 
how we should respect what nourishes the soul, is also a 
way of examining what I believe can be significant in mate-
rial contexts. Things that might otherwise seem trivial can 
be seen as providing the soul with something it needs, and 
should thus be taken seriously. Most of our creations do 

aim to meet some need that we have or that we think exists. 
The space that this way of thinking opens up is one I feel 
art can work within. It opens up an understanding of why 
things need not always be of practical use in order to be 
meaningful: some things give the soul what it needs.

Longing for Certain Letters (2021) is a work consisting of 
four sculptures made of melamine-covered particle board, 
which I showed in my graduation exhibition at KHM2. 
In their form, the sculptures resemble castles or fortresses 
made of this relatively cheap material, which is  frequently 
used in IKEA furniture. I was attracted to the idea of  castles 
because of their transition from having both a practical 
and a symbolic purpose to having mostly a symbolic one. 
It seems to me that, today, we largely relate to castles and 
palaces by envisioning another reality: we use the castle 
to imagine the past, as a backdrop in video games, and as 
sceno graphy for the many medieval-themed fantasy series 
that are accumulating on various streaming platforms. 

Another context where castles frequently crop up is when 
they are built of sand on the beach. I have wondered a good 
deal about why we typically build castles in such contexts. 
Why do we return to the exact same form, given the wealth 
of possibilities inherent in the plastic qualities of sand?  

Karl Eivind Jørgensen, Longing for Certain Letters, 2021. Melamine covered chip board, solar film, variable dimensions
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I initially imagined it was related to an idea of providing 
defence against the ocean. But I’m no longer as sure about 
this theory. I have begun to feel that, whatever the reason,  
it is linked to how I work with sculpture. 

To build a sandcastle is to install a type of existence into the 
world that subjectively seems separate from the rest of its 
surroundings: you take the sand and create a form. There is 
room for manoeuvring in this distinct existence, in the same 
way that we can fill silence with words. At the oceanside, 
the broad horizon evokes the size of Earth, the visible result 
of what is something I usually only know but do not per-
ceive. There is also something about the temporal horizon 
of the beach, which can be dizzying—the ocean’s ceaseless 
disintegration of hard rock into billions of grains of sand. 
Creating an existence that is separate from this endless real-
ity, by converting the sand into a distinct and familiar form, 
seems understandable. A castle is also a choice of form I can 
sympathise with in this interpretation, as the castle—which 

is so frequently used to escape reality—becomes some-
thing I have begun regarding as a defence against a certain  
silence. It’s a defence not so much against the ocean’s phys-
ical threats as against what it represents: symbol versus 
symbol. This is not a matter of originality or self-expression 
but of creating something familiar, of being able to turn the 
unfamiliar into part of a repetition. 

When detailing how she treated a patient known as Tim, 
psychoanalyst Joyce McDougall uses the metaphor of 
an impregnable fortress to describe Tim’s unconscious 
tendency to redirect affects.8 She covers this case in her 
book  Theaters of the Body (1990), where she explores 
and recounts her treatment of psychosomatic symptoms 
from a psychoanalytical perspective, explaining the link 
between body and mind. What I find so intriguing about 
 McDougall’s approach is how she formulates the ways in 
which different symptoms arise and what functions they 
have: somatic symptoms are not necessarily just expressions 

Karl Eivind Jørgensen, Key, 2020–. Inkjet print on paper, 110 x 146 cm
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of a problem that the person’s conscious mind has avoided, 
but also attempts at solving this problem. Somatic symp-
toms can, in McDougall’s view, thus be seen as communica-
tive, and she often offers symbolic or metaphorical inter-
pretations of these manifestations.

I took note of McDougall’s explanations, both about the 
body as a stage and about Tim’s redirecting of affects as 
a fortress, because they describe these expressions as in-
formed both by a certain degree of fiction or symbolism 
and by a form of defence. In an article in the Journal of 
Psychopharmacology, titled “Human Hallucinogen Re-
search: Guidelines for Safety” (2008), three researchers 
outline guidelines they suggest should be followed when 
clinical trials are conducted with hallucinogenic substances 
in, for example, the treatment of depression.9 The guidelines 
concern various aspects for setting up a clinical trial with 
these substances, ranging from the study design to practical 
issues related to how, for instance, the participants should 
only meet the therapists, and not anyone else, during the 
clinical trial. One issue reviewed in the article concerns the 
trial’s physical surroundings. The researchers note that if 
these surroundings resemble a medical office too greatly 
(e.g., if their appearance is too antiseptic), the recipients 
might become frightened during the treatment. To create a 
relaxing and safe environment, the trial administrators are 
therefore advised to set up the site in a way that evokes a liv-
ing room.10 The article includes a picture of such a room at 
the Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore, Maryland, where 
clinical trials have been carried out with psilocybin, which 
is the hallucinogenic compound in magic mushrooms. The 
room in the photo could be part of somebody’s home.  
The only giveaways are the typically institutional cable con-
cealer running along the wall and a surveillance camera in 
one corner of the ceiling. I am uncertain whether I myself 
would feel comfortable in this room: what is considered to 
be an “ordinary living room” seems to be a matter of who 

has the power to define reality. In the middle of this room is 
a large white sofa with decorative pillows. Behind the sofa 
is a lamp and a small sculpture of Buddha. There is also an-
other sculpture that resembles an exaggerated stone mush-
room and a painting that shows a dramatic landscape with 
a waterfall and precipitous mountains. 

What the elements in this picture have in common with 
my own practice is the dual role these objects are playing. 
They are medical instruments that appear to be only stat-
ues, flowers, and pillows. Given the explicit motivation of 
“not scaring the trial subjects,” I assume that the property 
making these objects useful in this context is their ability to 
mimic other objects that evoke more positive associations 
among the participants than things that look more like 
standard hospital inventory. It perhaps goes without say-
ing that furnishing a room in a cosy way is something that 
can make it more comfortable to occupy. Still, it makes me 
wonder why it’s not enough to verbally convince the trial 
participants that there’s no reason to be worried. Why is 
it more effective to construct a diorama that instils a sense 
of safety through association? McDougall says that those 
who somatise do so in order to shield their psyches from 
being overwhelmed,11 and in my opinion this scenography 
may be viewed as a similar mechanism of protection. For 
me, there is something unnerving about the idea of being 
manipulated in that way—but there is also a form of agen-
cy in it. If our surroundings affect how we think, there is 
perhaps much that can be done precisely by changing our 
surroundings. In the case of clinical trials, this change is 
made by creating a kind of image, a way of relating to space 
that brings to mind the “memory palace” techniques that 
were important before the invention of the printing press,  
as detailed by historian Frances A. Yates in The Art of 
Memory (1966). Perhaps this room at Johns Hopkins can 
be seen as a room in someone’s memory palace, conveying 
their concept of comfort. 

Left: Karl Eivind Jørgensen, Longing for Certain Letters, 2021. Melamine covered chip board, solar film, variable dimensions

Right: Karl Eivind Jørgensen, Longing for Certain Letters, 2021. Detail
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The act of processing painful events can often involve ele-
ments of unreality. Artist and curator Alejandro Cesarco’s 
description of regret, in his doctoral dissertation for Malmö 
Art Academy, felt familiar to me: “To be regretful is to ex-
perience under the influence of a different chronology: it is 
a mode of suspended time and agency. Regret is perhaps a 
transitional moment, an in-between station (although not 
always a moment of stagnation).”12 I think that what I my-
self feel most powerfully during encounters with regret is 
what Cesarco describes as “suspended agency”—that my 
impulse to fix things collides with the fact that time cannot 
be reversed, potentially leading to an unreal sense of being 
in the wrong timeline. Essayist and novelist Joan Didion 
describes something similar but also different, given that 
she delves into sorrow in her book The Year of Magical 

Thinking (2006). She writes of how the loss of her husband 
sent her out into a quasi-fictive reality, and throughout the 
book she provides examples of how we may experience a 
double sense of time after suffering such a loss. The bereaved 
person constantly finds themselves comparing the currently 
ongoing time to where they were on the same date a year 
ago.13 When you’re grieving, it’s as though you’re caught 
somewhere between these two points in time. A painful ex-
ample of the physical component of this mode of thinking 
is how Didion is unable to throw away her husband’s shoes, 
because part of her thinks he will surely need some footwear 
when he returns.14 I interpret Didion’s decision to put off 
throwing away the shoes as expressing a desire to delay an 
aspect of the merging of the external, physical reality and 
her internal, emotional experience.

Karl Eivind Jørgensen, Not All Here, 2021. Painted wood, solar film, metal washers, tarp clips, string, variable dimensions

Karl Eivind Jørgensen, Not All Here, 2021. Detail
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Our senses are what we use to obtain information. We 
look at a given material and imagine its past. Novelist Olga 
Tokarczuk writes: “In winter, the prints in the snow docu-
mented every move. Nothing could escape this register—as 
diligently as a chronicler the snow recorded the footsteps 
of Animals and people, and immortalized the infrequent 
tracks of car wheels.”15 In line with Tokarczuk’s description 
of the snow as a chronicler, the tracks it records are merely 
like words in a sentence—and truth is not a necessary pre-
condition for meaning. For even though material tracks are 
meaningful, the information they express does not have to 
be true. “Error is the price we pay for truth, and semblance 
is the price we pay for the wonders of appearance,” Arendt 
writes.16

The artist Janice Kerbel’s works often express an expecta-
tion that something is going to happen, as they continuous-
ly build up to some promised event. Even though she often 
creates her works with a high degree of presence, each holds 
firm by referring to its potential to become something  other 
than what it is in its current state. Through things such as 
posters, plans, choreographies, and manuscripts, Kerbel 
employs the visual language that has evolved around com-
municating that there is something else that is to take place 
in the future. Her series Brawl (2018) features large-scale 
silkscreen prints depicting collections of terms that describe 
specific fight movements, such as UPPERCUT, SLAP, JAB, 
and SLAM. The terms appear in different fonts to indicate 
who is carrying out the given action. These works seem to 
be in a sort of stationary midpoint between being a record 
of a choreography that never happened and bringing to 
mind commands from an engaged crowd of spectators who 
are trying to see the words manifested in a bodily move-
ment—like how we shout “backflip!” to someone about to 
jump off the diving board. Merely uttering this phrase cre-
ates a kind of expectation of how the diver’s body will move 
through the air. Even though Kerbel’s works are often full 
of promises, the visual language she uses is apt and precise 
in a way I admire. Because of this precision, what I perceive 
is limited to, precisely, the suggestion of something, some-
thing that has not yet occurred but that the work suggests 
either might happen or indeed will happen. They create  
a kind of gravitational pull.

Something I have frequently returned to in my practice is the 
idea that changing an object’s appearance is often a way to 
fictionalise its past, since we so instinctively read traces and 
vestiges as records of the past. One of my works that turned 
out to be important to my later practice was  Costume, 
which I showed in 2019 at a sculpture park in a former 
stone quarry outside Malmö. While making this work, I be-
gan to think of the sculpture as a kind of actor: the role the 
sculpture played was that of the quarry’s permanent state of 
incompleteness, as a hole in the ground formerly occupied 
by a large mass. A sculpture can merely imitate incomplete-
ness, since I declare that it is complete when I choose to 
put it on display. I hoped that by looking at the sculpture 
with a gaze people often use when encountering actors, we 
would be able to set aside certain conventional patterns of 
interaction and instead pursue new ones. I felt that the work 
could be like a kind of alternative cognition, where we think 

that an object performs the state of its surroundings as a 
role, and that we can therefore interact with this place via 
this object that has a beginning and an end and the ability 
to remain stuck in this state of incompleteness. 

The sculpture’s appearance is the result of an associative 
process—similar to how a play can be given form by the 
actors relating to the scripted events through their own 
personal experiences. The instruction to read a sculpture as 
an actor is an instruction that, in my view, makes us ignore 
or overlook certain parts of the sculpture, and we borrow 
the object’s physicality to give voice to an otherwise silent 
role. The way the sculpture is performing, then, is similar to 
Tokarczuk’s snow, which through the footprints it records 
stages the past for us along with the various intentions of 
the people from that past, even as this is just as much an 
image that we ourselves project ahead of us. Costume con-
sists of a foundation of concrete with upright iron rods, as 
typically seen during the initial phase of a building’s con-
struction. Attached to these rods is a wooden structure 
of painted veneer sheets with plastic strips holding four 
 welded iron components, which rusted as the exhibition un-
folded. Changing the sculpture’s surface—by painting it so 
that it looks older than it really is—was like changing how 
the sculpture’s past is read, and when I exhibited the work 
in the sculpture park, it looked like it had been abandoned 
there. The work remained there for two weeks and, depend-
ing on the given viewer, looked variously like a sculpture, 
a newly commenced construction project in a nature area, 
or an actor performing the role of incompleteness. Viewers 
who did not know about the sculpture park, and who were 
only out for a walk, would perhaps interpret it as a sign 
that the area was about to be developed, since the sculpture 
looked like the beginnings of a larger building. The sculp-
ture served, so to speak, as an imagined groundbreaking.

The readymade artist known as Claire Fontaine, who got 
her name from a French manufacturer of writing supplies,17 
has explored keys in several of her works. Throughout her 
career, Claire Fontaine has copied the keys of various work-
places and buildings, and on several occasions has made 
keychains with the set of keys needed to enter the various 
galleries currently exhibiting her works. She names these 
works after the gallery’s address, such as 371 Grand, (The 
keys open the Reena Spaulings gallery) (2006), and they are 
typically mounted by just hanging them on a hook in the 
gallery in question, as if to tempt visitors to take them. The 
keys seem charged with possibility, but in a way that’s all 
it is—you can buy the key, but it’s not merely the physical 
possibility to gain admittance that normally makes people 
decide whether or not to enter a gallery outside its opening 
hours. 

Some objects travel through the world for non- material 
reasons. For instance, a certain piece of jewellery may 
have been inherited: it may have belonged to a family for 
generations, as a relay race spanning centuries, or it may 
have followed other lines of transfer, perhaps ending up in 
its current whereabouts because of successive acts of gift- 
giving over time. Even though frequently undetected, 
mental factors and the interpersonal relations we humans  
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develop throughout our lives play an important role in 
shaping the world, similar to the ocean’s currents, the wind 
that blows leaves and sailboats, or the geological forces 
that shift Earth’s physical matter. And like the currents 
that guide driftwood around the seas, a piece of jewellery 
is transported throughout its existence from one person to 
the next; in the same way that the air someone breathed 
in one place flies up to Malmö and is breathed by me, or 
is transported around in car tyres and swim rings, a song 
will flow on the back of the feeling it creates from person 
to  person. In my view, an object can be defined as a singu-
lar existence that is seen distinctly from its surroundings, 
and some  objects have the ability to travel, to flow on these 
 currents. On the other side of this back and forth between 
mind and matter are certain physical entities that cause us, 
or our minds, to move. Caverns, for example, have been 
used as a tool to achieve a sort of hallucinatory condition, 
brought on by their darkness and the ensuing sensory dep-
rivation. Such caverns have been seen as gateways to the 
world of spirits, and the mural paintings therein can be 
seen as fixed visions, conveyed by the underlying pigments 
across  thousands of years.18

Last autumn I began making keys. I was attracted to the 
idea of keys because they are objects usually connected to 
both a lock and a person. In other words, it sometimes hap-
pens that the key remains close by the room and the lock, 
while the various people who have access to the room will 
have the key for only short periods. Given the link between 
the human psyche and physical space, the key becomes an 
important object because it reflects which rooms you have 
access to. Keys are what we use to both create and dissolve 
a separation from the world. Something keys have in com-
mon with my works is the duality of keys’ typically ana-
logue nature—as a rule, they are simply pieces of metal—
and the often highly immaterial differences they symbolise. 
In addition to providing access to a given space, keys are 
often a sign of trust, or affiliation, between the giver and 
the recipient. This says something about the great impor-
tance we invest in both keys and the different divisions of 
physical space. This is what makes Claire Fontaine’s keys so 
intriguing: they are metal pieces, but their talismanic qual-
ity is such that simply taking them off their hook endows 
you, in theory, with an ability otherwise reserved for trusted 
individuals, and that otherwise may have taken you quite 
some time to achieve, if ever. 

The key, like the castle, is perhaps on its way to becoming 
primarily symbolic rather than functional. Two years ago, 
the entrance systems in the building where I live switched 
from using physical keys to orange-coloured radio-frequen-
cy identification fobs. The Academy has also undergone 
the same transition, and we now exclusively use cards to 
unlock doors. This transition from keys to digital systems 
has likely been motivated by the fact that plastic cards are 
cheaper to manufacture and maintain than keys, but anoth-
er crucial difference is that the agency invested in each key 
is now more readily controllable from afar. Key cards are 
not synonymous with the ability to open a door in the same 
way physical keys are; rather, they can either lose or sudden-
ly acquire this ability without the card in itself changing in 

any perceptible way. With the transition to digital systems, 
determining whether the object you hold in your hand is a 
key or merely a thing is no longer possible to perceive with 
the senses. When we still used only physical keys, it could 
be said that, except for in rare circumstances, you had to 
return the key or else the lock had to be changed for you to 
lose your access. With digital systems, however, access can 
be granted and withdrawn via radio frequencies, meaning 
that such access belongs to a sensory range we usually do 
not operate in, and that possessing a certain physical object 
is no longer of decisive importance, because different prop-
erties can be added and removed from a distance. 

This transition also binds us ever more strongly to moni-
tors, which are for many of us our most common way of 
translating these frequencies to a range we can understand. 
The screen becomes the appearing part of these systems, 
and the infrastructure becomes an inauthentic appearance. 
Even if I were able to see the infrastructure behind such a 
system, I probably would not understand it in any meaning-
ful way. When I look at pictures of Facebook’s server farms 
in Luleå and Odense, the images of the inside look like any 
other server farm, while on the outside the buildings ap-
pear anonymous and remote. The material manifestations 
of these systems do not appear to be readable to people who 
lack expert knowledge of them. In this context, a concept 
that seems relevant is “nomadalgia,” as used by the  writer 
and cultural theorist Mark Fisher to describe how the 
 monotonous and homogeneous appearances of cafés, work-
places, and nightclubs makes it possible to forget where in 
the world you are: “What I have called nomadalgia is the 
sense of unease that these anonymous environments, more 
or less the same the world over, provoke; the travel sick-
ness produced by moving through spaces that could be 
anywhere.”19

I myself have never experienced not knowing which city  
I’m in. But on those occasions when I begin to become  
uncertain about where exactly I am, it seems  noteworthy 
that I check my mobile phone to ascertain my where-
abouts—as though this knowledge cannot be gained by 
examining my surroundings. If we again draw on Arendt’s 
theories of appearance in the world, I think that one of the 
dangers of immaterialising and homogenising the ways in 
which we interact with what was formerly a more physical 
reality is not only that it deprives us of an intuitive, physical 
room for manoeuvring, but also that limiting what it is that 
appears becomes easier, meaning that many now immateri-
alised things will no longer be able to be honed by the eye in 
the same way, and hence neither by the mind.

The artworks of Trevor Paglen often seek to get a closer 
look at what governmental authorities and the military are 
concealing and keeping secret. In his ongoing photographic 
series Limit Telephotography (2005–), Paglen takes pictures 
of covert military bases by using the type of powerful tele-
photo lenses usually reserved for astronomy. These bases 
are often kept secret by something as analogue as geograph-
ical distance, as they’re encircled by enormous forbidden 
zones; for civilians, they are landscapes the naked eye  
usually cannot see. Paglen takes his pictures from as far as 
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thirty-two kilometres away, meaning that air currents and 
disruptions cause the buildings to look wavy and melted 
together, even with all his advanced equipment.20 In Open 
Hangar, Cactus Flats, NV, Distance ~ 18 miles, 10:04 a.m. 
(2007), for example, the title indicates that the photo is of 
a hangar in Nevada, but the distance has made this hangar 
appear more like three diffuse fields of colour. It’s as though 
what we’re seeing is the very fact that we cannot actually 
see these places—that the lacking information is expressed 
through Paglen insisting on looking all the way until the 
very act of looking becomes dissolved.

The keys I create have no capacity to open doors, but, in 
my view, they still allude to opening doors in the same way 
that the email icon on my computer is designed to look like 
an envelope, thereby referring to one connection as a met-
aphor for another. The difference is that the keys I create 
are not icons on a monitor but actual, physical objects that 
wander from person to person. Perhaps one of them might 
disappear at a flea market or be discovered in a geocache 
box,21 or else be handed to you by a stranger. Even though 
the function of these items is not purely practical, and is 
created more through individual interpretations of sensory 
impressions, I believe that such objects’ properties function 
largely by virtue of them being physical materials. My keys 
function as something tangible as a substitute for some-
thing ephemeral. In a way, the fact that the item is only a 
piece of metal is what gives it its function. By virtue of the 
keys being with you, whether on your keychain or in your 
pocket, they are objects that—if you so choose—can pro-
vide a kind of focus by being interpreted symbolically. They 
become filters, if you allow them to be. I have myself expe-
rienced giving them to people and trying to think about how  
I read this object and how it interacts with the various lives 

of the people I know—I’ve tried to think about where the 
key might fit. In this way, I’ve noticed that possessing the 
keys, which is a function of their physical objecthood, gives 
me a perceived ability to influence whatever it is I interpret 
the object to be referring to. In my view, the continuing 
journeys these keys take, as documented by the pictures I 
receive via email, are the outcome of a host of tiny decisions 
and changes. A useless gift, and a preordained focus.

I have chosen to not define what the keys are supposed to 
mean or how they should be understood by their recipients. 
For example, one person I spoke with referred to one of 
the keys as a “break-up key,” which is an interpretation I’m 
happy with and can see the purpose of. Where the key goes 
no longer depends on me but follows other people’s experi-
ences and interpretations of their sensory experiences.

Through email, I receive pictures of the various keychains 
these keys have been on, and it was these pictures that  
I displayed as part of my exhibition at KHM2. The photos 
are all the result of the same instruction: take a picture of 
the key on your keychain and send it back to me. The key-
chains thus seem to become portraits of the different lives 
the keys travel through, like literal snapshots of someone’s 
various accesses in the world. We also see the different 
images and symbols that are allowed to travel with them, 
through  different key rings and other objects on the chains. 
We don’t always know why we have a certain key ring on 
our keychains—perhaps they’ve fastened themselves to a 
certain memory, or a wish. What I think is important is how 
these symbols could be said to travel by virtue of perform-
ing roles for the key-holders—as though the keychain is a 
stage. These objects travel through an ability to hit close 
to home. 
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Turning snow white

Morgan (UK)
Fake Sashiko or (Fake) Hand quilted stitch look, by machine
on: October 05, 2017, 01:42:08 AM
time for Playtime—
It’s all about taking advantage of unbalanced tension and 
wanting the bottom thread to come up onto the top.
Use any of the quilting/sculpture stitches …
This is a different way to fake it with a straight stitch …
hope you enjoy playing with it
elephun and b15erk like this1

Double Standardisation I found the above message 
on a forum about imitating hand stitching with household 
sewing machines. Through the incorrect adjustment of the 
thread tension, an imbalance between the upper and  lower 
sides of the seam is brought forth. An artificially produced 
irregularity of the mechanically imitated hand. A few years 
ago, I heard of industrial machines that are even pro-
grammed to generate faulty hand stitches: falsified hand 
seams with mistakes in order to make them appear more 
authentic. The fake hand stitch as mass-industrial mimicry. 
Here the fault—which in mass production stands for lower- 
quality goods, and in the case of handmade products is 
 considered an expression of human insufficiency—becomes 
a deficit that paradoxically upgrades the industrial product. 
It makes the machine-sewn suit look hand tailored. 

The semiotic value of this missed stitch, a quintessential 
human error, is technologically imitated by the machine 
and draws on a romanticised image of handcraft. At first 
glance, it appears unjust; however, there is something inter-
esting about the false programming that seems to provide 
deeper insights. 

Maybe it has something to do with the fact that technol-
ogies can alter our actions, goals, and values, and within 
this feedback loop there is rarely room for irregularities. 
Thus it appears to be also about a longing for something 
that is symbolised by the missed stitch. It is the point that 
stands out from the perfect seam that sets itself apart and, 
through its visibility, takes on meaning for us. At the same 
time, it’s a problem that we continually try to solve. Hence 
the fake missed stitch marks the memory of a problem that 
no longer exists and yet is programmed to remain. 

Residue  A number of my works integrate leather 
scraps that have been discarded during the manufacture 
of various products, such as fashion accessories and furni-
ture. For me, this material harbours a special circumstance: 
it embodies the organic excrement of mass production— 
a homogenising machine that eliminates irregularities in 

the manufacturing process in order to generate a uniform 
 result. However, leather hides are heterogeneous, varying 
according to the body and the body part. Animal skin is 
irregular and marked by the traces that life has left on it. 
This contradiction is embedded in the material of the leath-
er scrap and thus becomes a metaphor for the non-integrat-
able remnant following an existential transformation: from 
being to commodity—a thing and a value within a system 
that negates its immanent character.
 
This conflict seems to have a lot to do with people, not just 
as the executors of these processes but as if we are ourselves 
confronted with similar existential challenges within our 
systems and structures. 

“Organic matter is like the sculptor’s clay or marble: it pro-
duces its refuse and scraps. But these organic evacuations 
are absolutely necessary for the realization of living form, 
which ultimately appears, in all its density, at the cost of 
their disappearance. Again, this type of destruction in no 
way contradicts positive plasticity: it is its condition. It 
serves the neatness and power of realized form. In its own 
way it composes the life force. In psychoanalysis, as in 
 neurology, a plastic brain or plastic psyche is one that finds 
the right balance between the capacity for change and the 
aptitude for remaining the same, between what is to come 
and memory, between the giving and receiving of form.” 2

Standardised production processes, however, are not  plastic, 
but constant and based on an either/or logic. Instead of pre-
serving the clarity of the existing form of the material to 
be processed, creating space for its whole form, the com-
plexly structured material, the skins of the animal bodies, 
are  reduced to their most regular parts. They become an 
anonymous material that operates as a sign and a value. 

To restrict our material basis to the immediate difficulties 
that we encounter and to declare these solutions “hastily to 
the ideal”3 creates the illusion of a chaotic imperfection of 
this basis, whose organisation and completion makes our 
lives useful and productive. Through this misunderstanding 
we attribute to our material base the same powers, which 
we employ in order to process it and overlook, in this thirst 
for action, its pre-existing totality.4

“Beyond our immediate ends, man’s activity in fact pursues 
the useless and infinite fulfillment of the universe.” 5

The already fulfilled completeness of our material basis 
fundamentally questions the meaning of work, and thus the 
meaning of humankind. 
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“That which is created through work is the negation of the 
naturally given.”6 

The activity that brings forth the objects negates the pre- 
existing, consummate basis of the goods it produces and 
establishes a reverse hierarchy; the world of praxis subordi-
nating its material base.

That part of the naturally given that cannot be appropriated 
by and made servile to our productive systems, but rather 
resists the order of things in the world of praxis, illuminates 
a threshold. It brings to light its merely apparently univer-
sal character. This non-integratable part has “the capacity  
to destroy the coherence generated by work.”7

The leather scraps are similar—they’re effectively free and 
sovereign from the system they escaped. Hence I have no-
ticed a contradiction in my work with the scraps: their use 
and integration within a work instrumentalises something 
that is free in order to recall freedom, thus destroying it.  
If one integrates the error, its incoherence, into a higher  
order system, one deletes it in this process, breaking it down 
into a monument of itself. 

“We could not reach the final object of knowledge without 
the dissolution of knowledge, which aims to reduce its ob-
ject to the condition of subordinated and managed things. 
The ultimate problem of knowledge is the same as that of 
consumption. No one can both know and not be destroyed; 
no one can both consume wealth and increase it.” 8 

“You can’t have your cake and eat it.”9 This type of double 
standard is also that of the missed stitch. The mistake, as 
conspicuous irregularity, has an authority over the mass of 
regularities, and is simultaneously its deficit. It is precari-
ous. The mistake that the machine imitates is reminiscent 
of disorder within an ordered system, and thus confuses 
neither and both. 

I am interested in this nexus, a threshold somewhere be-
tween insight and foresight, where solution and problem 
jump back and forth and oscillate around a point. 

Maybe the non-integratable scrap of leather points to an 
already fulfilled, essential completion, which our produc-
tive actions call into question. Or it is rejected because the 
defined flaws in its specificity, its physicality and figuration, 
remind us of ourselves and illuminate a limitation and fini-
tude that we continually attempt to dissolve through our 
actions—a universal desire that makes even that which we 
think we know unrecognisable, masking it in abstraction. 

What determines this desire for alienation, or even self- 
alienation, for abstraction? What is it within us that always 
attempts to veil the figure prior to our perception? Where 
are figuration and abstraction connected—where are they 
dependent on one another, and when does one area tip into 
the other?
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Dagmar Kestner, Field Study, 2021. Molten carpets, marker, 1200 x 1000 cm.  Installation view Burning Fields for Blossom, MFA exhibition, KHM2 Gallery,  
Malmö, 2021
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3’ In the video work 3 Minute Wonder (2008) by 
Mark Leckey, one sees the artist in his apartment forming 
the figure of a cat from wet clay. The viewer can only sense 
his presence, and while the hands shape the body of the clay 
cat, Leckey explains in voice-over: 

So I am working on a sculpture here. … I’m making this 
statue of a cat, ’coz I get to produce something that’s 
tangible and physical … It’s a job I can do with my 
hands. … But even though I get something out of mak-
ing this, it is not actually until I see an image of it that 
I can really get into it—that’s when it starts to come to 
life. Then I get to that something that I was looking for. 
And it is always out of reach, always around the cor-
ner. So it’s only when I’ve got it as an image that I can 
connect with it, I can consume it, absorb it, have it!10

There is something strange about it—with the simplest 
means, the artist makes the accessible inaccessible. Instead 
of looking at the sculpture, Leckey prefers the camera’s 
gaze, and thus consumes his own work. It appears as if  
he is acting out of compulsion, the desire for something 
that should become or remain unreachable. Holding on to 
a desire that awakens a stronger feeling than its fulfilment 
would. 

Leckey distances himself from his object externally, al-
though he appears to get closer to it as a result, drawing 
it more intimately to him. It is also a matter of control—a 
protective glass between himself and his object, regulating 
their contact to an indirect relation. 

In addition to this, the image is also intensified, through 
the demarcation of the sculpture from a continuous exte-
rior. The technical body of the camera concentrates and 
condenses the image in its frame. The screen becomes a 

magnifying glass, which, instead of enlarging, is immateri-
ally adding to and intensifying the image, turning it into  
a window onto another sphere, even though it’s just around 
the corner. 

Brainchild A camera is installed on a toy tank that moves 
by means of two conveyor-belt mechanisms operating in 
parallel. The camera is directed forward, facing the ground. 
Similar to the Mars rover, the tank traverses the terrain, 
filming its surroundings. It registers and scans the ground 
outside through the camera lens. 

A mini computer mounted under the camera controls the 
movement of the motorised apparatus; it is programmed 
according to the milled pattern of an aluminium plate. The 
plate is a mechanical component that I found in a scrap-
yard. It looks like a type of labyrinth, with deep channels 
that served a specific function within the machine for which 
the part was built. Without this context, the channels be-
come a trace and a memory of a process—almost a fossil. 

The plates have a specific intelligence. They are practical 
entities that stem from some higher-order system. Outside 
it, they are abstract shapes and the ominous legacy of their 
original idea. Without having found out any more about 
the origin of the aluminium elements as of yet, all that I’m 
left with is imagining how they were used, and my associ-
ations are connected to their appearance. I feel the need to 
reactivate the preserved intelligence of these parts, to recon-
textualise them. But not as built into something, but instead 
as exposed, visibly expanding their operational area. 

The seeing tank is designed to operate in different ways 
throughout space. There, where it is, something is tempo-
rarily stacked, momentarily animated and condensed. 
At the same time, that which is in front is replicated and 

Dagmar Kestner, Tool Becomes Pun (punpumpun), 2021. Molten carpets and carpet fibers, tag, steel rail, plastic coins, coins, extra-virgin olive oil, hair gel,  
400 x 200 cm. Installation view, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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dismembered by the animatronic eye, before it is traversed. 
Like Leckey, I imagine transmitting the image next door; so, 
depending on the position of the tank, the image is relent-
lessly bent and contorted. The gaze of the observer is thus 
supplemented by the external perspective of the film equip-
ment and shifts to the projection, or, through simultaneous 
viewing, is layered. An experience of distance that becomes 
an experience of proximity, and vice versa.

The work establishes a connection with the surface it makes 
contact with and generates a circulation within space. It is 
based on this exteriority, needs it, and exists fully through 
and in its environment. It also makes the space it travels 
to a time window, extracting images from the ground. It is 
an image-search machine, a wandering eye, which produces  
a further work. 

Turning Snow White  In the studio I have 
been working with carpets for some time. They are primar-
ily used carpets, floor coverings from apartments,  offices, 
and galleries, as well as carpets from flea markets and 
second- hand shops. They are objects that have landed in 
the rubbish after a renovation or a move.

Carpets are the soft coverings with which we have lined our 
homes since time immemorial. They increase comfort and 
surround us with something that we like, something want to 
see and feel. Carpets somehow satisfy needs associated with 
our inner life. The used carpets remind me of the leather 
scraps. They are like sloughed-off skins of past interiors and 
inner lives.

The first mats were made by nomadic peoples out of pressed 
wool felt, a complex fabric of fibres without a specific 
structure. Later rugs were more robust, made of knotted 
threads. Following the introduction of spinning and weav-
ing techniques, the material became parallelised, ordered, 
and systematised and became much more durable and resil-
ient. Through weaving, rugs also became early information 
carriers: patterns and figures could be woven into the grid 
structure of warp and weft. From that moment on, they be-
came information carriers and consequently could be more 
than merely functional items. As a result of the web motifs 
used from ancient times onwards, carpets were assigned 
value and also became prestigious representational objects. 

The punch-card technology of the Jacquard machine, in-
vented at the beginning of the nineteenth century, antici-
pated the later binary code of computer technology. Hence 
the archaic practice of weaving is related to most of today’s 
technologies and effectively founded them. 

The majority of the carpets I find in my surroundings  
are mass-produced, everyday objects. Their motifs are ma-
chine woven and feature virtually anything—pictures and 
patterns; abstract, figurative, ornamental. 

There is one carpet in particular that caught my interest.  
It is a children’s carpet with a picture of Snow White sitting 
by a well, in front of a tree. It is the Disneyesque version 
of Snow White. The colours are garish. It was probably 

designed to be a girl’s carpet. I find it strange, but it also 
appeals to me, makes me feel ambivalent. This object has 
something to do with me, even though it’s not mine. 

The Snow White carpet is also an information carrier. The 
visible section of the cartoon awakens all the Disney refer-
ences simultaneously, including numerous other fairy-tale 
associations; the original tale, of which everyone knows 
other versions; and the fairy tales by the Brothers Grimm, 
which are based on pre-existing stories by anonymous 
 authors. There’s something about these stories we’ve been 
spoon-fed from our early childhood days on. The sheer fact 
of their remembrance makes me wonder how they figure 
into our own narratives.

I turn Snow White over. The label on the back states that 
the carpet was produced in Turkey and is made from 100 
percent polypropylene. To all the fairy tales are added 
 narratives around politics, chemistry, and economics.

The object is located somewhere within an endless carpet 
genealogy. It is folded into it, together with all the carpets 
that have ever existed, including their manufacturers, pro-
cesses, materials, their different times and different places. 
All this is directly and indirectly in this carpet, which is itself 
a copy of thousands just like it.
 

PAINTING FOR KUBLER 
THIS PAINTING OWES ITS EXISTENCE TO
PRIOR PAINTINGS. BY LIKING THIS SOLUTION,
YOU SHOULD NOT BE BLOCKED IN YOUR CONTIN-
UED ACCEPTANCE OF PRIOR INVENTIONS. TO
ATTAIN THIS POSITION,, IDEAS OF FORMER
PAINTING HAD TO BE RETHOUGHT IN ORDER TO TRAN-
SCEND FORMER WORK.  TO LIKE THIS PAINTING, YOU
WILL HAVE TO UNDERSTAND PRIOR WORK.  ULTIMATE-
LY THIS WORK WILL AMALGAMATE WITH THE EXISTING
BODY OF KNOWLEDGE.12

John Baldessari’s Painting for Kubler (1968), in which 
the above text is painted on a canvas, is an homage to the 
art historian George Kubler, whose thought influenced 
 Baldessari and many other contemporary painters. About 
Kubler, art critic Jennifer Higgie writes:

He considered the art of different periods to be linked 
by different versions of the same action, which he de-
scribes as “the transmission of some kind of energy.” 
Kubler recognized history to be both linear and looped; 
it changes direction, stalls and re-starts, describing a 
story built on both connections and detours, is both 
a reflection of its period and relevant to the here and 
now.13

Objects of utility do not behave in the same way as works 
of art, but there are similarities. The objects of a particular 
time reflect the conditions under which subjects lived and 
provide insights into the circumstances, wishes, and values 
of the people of that certain moment. Our needs and in-
clinations are oriented towards the accessible: the available 
knowledge, common beliefs and values, practical aspects 
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of life, industrial means, and used materials of a time and 
place, which bring forth certain kinds of goods for us to 
choose from. In this way, the infrastructure in which we live 
also shapes us, automatically making us into an interface 
between the inside and the outside. 

“The external lines of force and social determination thicken 
into meat and circulate as movement back into the world.”14

Patterning In 1976, the art historian Joseph Masheck 
published The Carpet Paradigm: Critical Prolegomena to 
a Theory of Flatness. This was a first, albeit rather late, at-
tempt to thematise the connection between design theory 
and modernist painting. The 2010 paper “Rethinking the 
Carpet Paradigm: Critical Footnotes to a Theory of Flat-
ness” is one of several publications that revisit Masheck’s 
exploration of this link, tracing the continuous influence  
of the carpet on painting, sculpture, and installation, and 
declaring it to be a tool for contemporary image theory.  
Art historian Merel van Tilburg writes:

The carpet paradigm was developed around the time 
of Post-Impressionist painting, where it signaled the 
awareness that a painting appears as one of many 
deco rative flat surfaces in a bourgeois interior. Interior 
design of that time can be characterized as accumula-
tive, multiplying mostly soft surfaces with decorative 
abstract patterns, resulting more often than not in a 
veritable visual cacophony. There is no discussion in 
Masheck or elsewhere of the perceptual  consequences 
of this accumulative interior design for the human 
 figure. The effect of the layering of ornamental surfaces 
in painting is clear: with the diminishing of the illusion 
of space, figure, and ground become confounded.15

The real connection between that image phenomenon and 
the design of interiors and clothing from the end of the 
nineteenth century was “the uncanny exchangeability of the 
human figure with the interior”16—an objectification that, 
however, applied only to women. Contemporary women’s 

fashion dictated dress patterns that resembled the patterns 
of the interiors they inhabited and into which they disap-
peared like chameleons. By contrast, the standard costume 
of the man was the black suit, the “uniform of industrial 
capitalism” (for which, by the way, the fake-hand-stitching 
programming is employed—).

Through this type of design, the gendering of space became 
even more divided than before: “The outside became the 
man’s territory, the interior the woman’s territory.”17 This 
fusing of the woman and the domestic interior reached its 
zenith in the design practice of the turn of the century on-
wards. However, patterned surfaces in the interior, inspired 
by fabrics, existed well into the twentieth century. 

The simultaneous viewing of Christina Ramberg’s Plates 
(1971–82) and the paintings of Fernand Léger, which were 
made at the beginning of the industrial age, provide a vir-
tual illustration of these opposite relationships. Ramberg 
captures the emerging industrial and aesthetic norms of her 
era, which arose out of both new and already existing social 
and cultural conventions. She redeploys these in her paint-
ings—material surfaces, fashion details, fabrics, united with 
the body silhouette. Her motifs are hybrid beings, early 
cyborgs, in a field of tension between body, object, mate-
rial, and environment. They describe the female body as en-
closed and condensed within its framework conditions. Her 
figures resemble material surfaces: they are metallic, wood-
en, shiny, plastic-like, and so on, but they are also ruptured, 
have openings, and are fragmentary.18

In the case of Léger, who is one of Ramberg’s early inspira-
tions, his paintings depict workers, men on building sites,19 
erecting the infrastructure of the “New World.” One can 
sense the bustle and almost hear the buzzing of the “sim-
ultaneity of events”20 of his time. In contrast to Ramberg’s 
figures, Léger’s are in motion and full of purposeful activity. 
A movement that gained momentum during Léger’s time, 
one full of promise and carried out under the open sky, 
 appears, years later, in Ramberg’s Plates, congealed into 

Dagmar Kestner, Tool Becomes Pun (punpumpun), 2021. Detail
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an apparently hermetic space. Léger’s open sky becomes a 
dense, monochrome background in Ramberg’s work. It’s  
a bit like a ball that, as part of a game played outside, flies 
through the air, and after being passed back and forth for 
a while, smashes through a windowpane and rolls into the 
corner of a room. Cause and distorted, latent effects. 

That which we see, look at, what takes place around us, real-
ly does merge with us and influences us. But what precisely 
is it that regulates this exchange and how?  

Through the comparison with painting, I recognise what 
I perceive, echo-like, in the standard motifs of the carpets. 
They still bear traces of old stories, which have passed 
through endless processes within the carpets. These stand-
ardised images are both old and new, shallow and deep, 
invisibly weaving countless layers into themselves, folding 
them in, masking and distorting them. They are familiar 
and direct, yet at the same time mystically distant. Their 
historical starting point is still contained in these carpets. 
However they are also already something else, are them-
selves beginnings for other stories, as well as the starting 
point for my working process. 

And in fact the motifs—just like in the historical design 
tradition of the end of the nineteenth century—are still 
 strongly gendered. IKEA’s paisley is dark blue, the polka 
dot a playful pink, and Snow White bright pink. The ab-
stract carpets could be related to archaic patterns, but their 
kinship is probably rather an external, chance relationship. 
However, aside from their motifs—pseudo-orientalist,  
antique, pop, modernist-inspired—I can find some aspects 
in all these carpets that seem more truthful and direct, 
and of which I can be certain: they are made of plastic—
engineered, crude-oil based, raw material—and they are 

available at little cost. None of them ever had the value of  
a prestige object; they are considerably more commonplace, 
more democratic. Their materials and production process-
es are completely mechanical, and all these characteristics 
 position them in a highly specific structure of circumstances 
(historical, economic, social, etc). That is what I most clear-
ly understand about them. 

“Plastic is the very stuff of alchemy. It’s raw, telluric 
matter.”21

Snow White’s material body is polypropylene, a standard 
plastic manufactured through petrochemical processes. 
Polypropylene was first synthesised in 1954 by the Farb-
werke Hoechst company in Germany, and simultaneously 
at the Politecnico di Milano in Italy. Large-scale indus trial 
production began in 1957. Today, polypropylene, after pol-
yester, is the second most important plastic worldwide.22

The material of an artistic work (even a readymade indus-
trial material) is already similar to Kubler’s definition of 
an “amalgam”: the accessible material of an age. Thus the 
work becomes a kind of further mixing of these amalgams, 
brought forth by the artist. It is influenced by the artist’s 
psychology, social status, origin, and community, as well 
as specific sociocultural semiotic agreements, the indus-
trial capabilities of a certain time, geographical location, 
and much more. An artwork attempts, in equal measure, to 
override and to open up the framework conditions within 
which it emerges and is formed. 

The materials I use effectively form the fundamental prem-
ise of my work. I try to use them in a way that makes space 
for their agency, as active forces that act upon the work. 
In my attempt to establish a working process through the 
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medium of the carpets, my aim is to position the work with-
in the specific circumstances of the materials and to place 
my actions in an intermediate zone, between my own pos-
sibilities and perspectives in regard to the materials I work 
with and the time in which the work is made. Choosing these 
objects and materials intuitively seems, after all, to signify a 
kind of relationship I perceive myself as having with them.

Through the material, I am also searching for methods to 
activate that which is already immanent to the material it-
self. With the carpets, my intentions vary and depend on 
the respective object. I generally seem to begin by looking 
at the most obvious aspects of the object, and then to ob-
serve and question it in order to see what else is present in 
the object as a “minor” aspect.23 To find that which hides 
in plain sight, the something quiet being overlaid by some-
thing loud, and to then open up the space that the former 
already silently, invisibly occupies.

There is something disturbing about the soft, plush car-
pets—objects that evoke the comfort of an interior but that 
harbour countless processes of an industrial outside. Some-
thing enters the interior along with them that I don’t un-
derstand, and that is not revealed by their billowing texture 
and abstract representations. 

The material origin of industrial plastics is raw fossil fuel, 
oil. Oil forms over millions of years from the fats of dead 
animals and plants.24 After the drilling of a borehole into 
the ground, the oil first erupts and then, following a drop 

in pressure beneath the surface, is extracted with oil pumps. 
These pumpjacks come in different sizes, from 1.5 metres  
up to 18 metres high. They all look alike: mosquitoes that 
repeatedly bore their sucking proboscis deep into the earth’s 
skin. The blood that they extract is viscous and black-yellow. 
It’s called “black gold” due to its rarity. A complex mixture 
of thousands of chemical compounds. Plastic manufacture 
begins with distilled raw oil. 

Through the oil pump, I enter the extensive production 
process of the carpets from its beginning. They’re the  
figure closest to the raw matter from down below, and  
hence somehow that which brings the abstract material to its 
different figurations, its further productions aboveground. 
The pump is a motif immanent to the material and a rep-
resentation present in the carpets. 

Through the window of my computer screen, I look at 
different pumpjacks, random representations of an exte-
rior linked to the carpets inside my studio. In addition to 
countless photos, advertisements, and stock images depict-
ing pumpjacks on endless fields against romantic sunsets,  
I come across a rendering: a 3D scale model of an  industrial 
pump. I visit it on the screen and take close-up pictures  
of its virtual-mechanical body. 

Figure in Carpet Henry James’s novella The Figure in 
the Carpet (1896) is about a literary critic’s search for the 
 hidden “secret” in the work of a famous author. According 
to Merel van Tilburg, “The novella gives form to an artistic 

Left: Dagmar Kestner, Brainchild’s Brain, 2021. Milled machine component, rubber egg, approx. 40 x 30 cm

Right: Dagmar Kestner, Field Study, 2021. Detail
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concern for the truth of the nineteenth century and perhaps 
for every beholder of art—the desire to unravel a hidden 
truth, to unlock the ‘secret’ of an artwork, to discover the 
‘something’ that might enlighten, transcend, transform,  
or fundamentally affect our lives.”25

 
I have developed multiple methods that employ a variety of 
melting devices and irons. I use these tools to melt close-up 
snapshots of the virtual pumpjack into the different carpets 
and also to iron the remains of 3D-printed objects, such as 
print bases and faulty prints, into the composition. A do-
mestic accident (“hot iron on plastic carpet”) here becomes 
a brush to thermoplastically activate the carpet. 

Method is also the destruction of something pre-existing. 
Through polypropylene’s properties, I use the material 
against itself, to enact its deformation. I activate a potential 
inherent in the material, returning it for an instant to a state 
similar to its fluid origin as raw oil, and in the next step  
I let it solidify into a form. At the same time, through the 
warming and cooling of the open, fluffy fibres, I also set 
an end to something. By means of hardening, I remove the 
carpet from its circulation as an utility object and petrify  
it into an artwork. 

Painting the pump onto the carpet with the aid of the mate-
rial itself is like the opposite of applying make-up: instead of 
concealing, I unmask a hidden picture of the material pro-
cess. And this thing that is implicit within the field of these 
cosy carpets appears cold and distant within the orbit of 
their comfort. The material’s mechanical midwife appears 
as a sign, turning the floor covering into a picture carrier  
of its process: past and origin visible, like a scar. 

Transparent  In February 2014, the fashion designer 
Wali Mohammed Barrech showed a unisex collection at 
Copenhagen Fashion Week. The show was sponsored by a 
Danish fur producer and presented a kind of “transparent 
design” that overshot, ad absurdum, what is intended to 
be an ethical sales pitch through literalness.26 The collec-
tion placed emphasis on complicated fur coats and details, 
and used its visual universe to unveil the implicit violence 
that conditions these luxury goods. The fur details in red 
and black, which were crafted in a dynamic diagonal and 
irregular manner, appeared as if the blood of the animals 
was literally still clinging to the luxury coats, or as if it had 
been splashed onto them in a painterly manner. The collat-
eral damage that determined these products, and a violence 
that in the fashion industry is usually overlaid with beauty, 
was made present as design. Maybe it was cynical, but it 
is seldom that design undermines its own foundation and 
the solution-mindedness that generally keeps the practical 
fields busy. Barrech’s collection introduced the feeling of  
a brief pause—the instant in which one sees the invisible 
circle into which a problem is continually displaced.  

Skin Graft The autografting of human skin has similar-
ities to a furrier’s tailoring of a multicoloured coat from 
 various pieces of fur, whose seams disappear in the fleece. 
The difference with grafting is that the seams are closed by 
the body itself. Skin grafting is a plastic surgery technique 

for repairing damaged skin. The skin from one part of the 
body is transferred to another part, where it grows together. 
A reintroduction into itself. 

I process my carpets like collages, employing a method from 
clothing manufacturing that reminds me of grafting. In this 
cutting technique, I first incise a surface into segments and 
then push it apart on one side. The negative areas generated 
between the cut parts are then filled in through a redraw-
ing of the outermost contour. The entire process disappears  
in the closed surface. In this way, for example, a figure- 
hugging skirt is turned into a full skirt, like Snow White’s. 

Using this process, I slide one picture into another, one car-
pet into another, combining the motifs and extending their 
stories. This additive process does not produce any more 
material, only a potential increase in meaning. The motifs 
either fit flush against one another and, merge  s eamlessly, 
apparently intentionally, or collide and contradict one 
 another. The method links the picture sections randomly. 

Automatic In the book Rich Texts, I find a diagram that 
simplifies Albert Oehlen’s collage-painting technique, pre-
senting it in a playful manner. It shows a circle composed 
of two semicircle-shaped arrows. The starting point of one 
arrow is the end of the other, and vice versa. A line divides 
the circle into two halves. This dividing line, the equator 
between the two hemispheres, is the canvas. On the centre 
of the line is a drawing of a pipe with smoke, and to the top 
left of it, a question mark. 

The diagram reminds me of the toy tank with the camera, 
its circulation on the ground, extracting new images from 
below, as well as the extracting, up-and-down motion of the 
oil pumps. 

In many of Oehlen’s works, the painting base is a structure 
composed of magazine clippings, newspaper cuttings, and 
other ephemera puzzled together. John Kelsey writes:

It has already been said that collage plays a  primary 
role in the artist’s process—as the starting point or 
foundation of almost every one of his paintings.  
But what kind of foundation is it? Is it a structural base 
giving rise to towers of paint, or a false bottom, ensur-
ing that the painting will always already be confused 
with and undermined by something else, and never  
totally itself?27

“Already confused,” “undermined,” “not totally itself”  
are also terms that I would ascribe to the standard motifs 
of the carpets. Or rather to my understanding of standards 
on the whole: generalisations that, on closer inspection, 
are often composed of contradictions, that are not univer-
sally valid, that rarely hit the spot, that are contradictory, 
and that are often in need of adjustment or require one to  
adjust them. They are simultaneously the sum of truths and 
falsehoods, and thus enjoy almost unlimited applications. 
Kelsey further describes:
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Collage could be defined as a guerrilla occupation of a 
pre-scripted readymade field, where it sets itself up as  
a machine for reprocessing the idea of painting in terms 
of so much programmed information. Our diagram 
 depicts a cycle, whereby collage appropriates ready-
made images that might serve as the foundation for a 
coming painting, while painting returns as a readymade 
material in another collage. What remains unknowable 
about painting, sometimes calling itself abstract as it 
arises like a zombie from a collage, but entirely unsure 
of its own status now, is indicated by a question mark.28

Somehow this is also a standard problem, a chicken-egg 
problem. However, as clear and simple as this aphorism 
appears, it is actually complex and entangled. It is based 
on existential problems that we encounter everywhere, but 
whose solution we never find. 

Oehlen’s game integrates the exterior—home to the adver-
tising and picture snippets—into the interior of the picture, 
makes references to it, extrapolates it, or comments on it 
in sometimes painterly ways. A chaotic web of different 
layers and, intermittently, something completely differ-
ent; through the propensity for method (collage-painting 
 dialogue), the deviation from it also appears—spontaneity, 
chance, arbitrariness—but fails to resolve itself. Oehlen de-
lineates a field in order to repeatedly jump in and out of it. 
The abstract appears through the recognisable structures, 
the intended or chance figuration of other parts. 

Through the motifs on the carpets I use, the materialised im-
ages, I can make compositional decisions, determine where 
something belongs, where something is to be separated.  

A sequence of processes are condensed into the picture and 
the material surfaces, which I attempt to open, to dissect,  
to reassemble in dismembered form or to simply leave as is. 
It is a reciprocal raising and letting fall.

I use methods with the aim of somehow escaping the 
 method. I attempt to trick myself29 in order to create circum-
stances that provoke an automatism, similar to  Oehlen’s  
oscillating, extractive, repeating process: When does it hit 
the target, establishing an actual connection, condensing 
an image in a fashion that we read as meaning, and when 
does it confuse the picture? When is the arbitrariness deter-
mined, when is it random, and when does something gener-
ate purely by chance? 

Are standard motifs subject to similar processes? When 
does something appear and for how long? Do standards 
emerge due to an inherent strength or due to the repetition 
of something unconscious? 

Like Oehlen, I attempt to develop methods that emerge 
from the picture ground itself, to make the surface the cause 
of the picture. Simultaneously, I try to activate the material 
surface, to emancipate it over picture and form, and I try to 
find ways “to give voice to the innateness of the objective 
material.”30

There has always been such a wealth of stories. Which ones 
do we tell over and over again? Through my decision to 
work with an object—or more generally by using, buying, 
consuming something—I automatically reactivate and re-
produce the antecedent.

Dagmar Kestner, Burning Gaze 1–2, 2021. Digital images. Image sampling damage on chipped-off piece of 3D-printed Eiffel Tower souvenir 5k x enlarged 
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Cut Pile Through the raw surface of the fluffy plastic  
fibres, I see the associatively charged picture of Snow 
White. Somehow I would like to free myself of the pic-
ture associations that encumber the object. They create an  
unequal relationship to the other aspects also collected in 
the object: its material and process. I want to change the 
balance, to initiate something, to set something in motion, 
but without relinquishing the responsibility of confronting 
the associations of the image that I use. How is the picture 
embedded in its material? 

When I do an image search for “Snow White,” I get 
countless hits. Cartoons, trinkets, and photos of people in  
costume. A flood of tattoos of Snow White as a zombie— 
the literal incarnation of a horror fairy tale. Manifold ver-
sions whose role model is Disney’s figure. A fake of this, 
 pictured on my carpet. Which Snow White do I refer to when  
I work with this object? Whose image is paying refer-
ence to  another representation, with Disney’s figure being 
 merely the most successful version of an original that I will  
never find? 

I select seven Snow Whites from the internet and make cut-
outs of the areas around their faces. I trace their outlines 
with 3D-printing filament, a plastic related to polypropyl-
ene, and turn both the photos and images of Snow White 
objects into their cartoon analogy. In hand-drawn anima-
tion, the outline was used to make the figure stand out from 
the background, and thereby enable the manual  animation 
of cartoon films.31 Instead of passing the filament through 
the 3D printer, I process it directly, intentionally misun-
derstanding its machinic materiality, using it instead for 
handcraft. I am melting it to form masks, which I place 
on the carpet. All at the same time, one above the other, 
to blast apart the figure and to explode it through its own 
representations. Pretty Snow White faces merging into an 
anonymous grimace. 

How much information can an information carrier carry 
and still be readable? How long does a standard remain 
generally valid, and when does it leave this general space? 
Can I use standardised objects and images as anchors to re-
tain a work through their prescripts within a space of reada-
bility? Does this automatically generated meaning also then 
serve as a meaningful link to connect through and depart 
from? And when does an image leave this zone of legibility 
and become something unrecognisable, something specific? 
 
When working with the carpets, I want—similar to the 
screen of Leckey’s video work—to create a concentration 
within the material, a crystallisation of intensity. I want 
to draw the material disposition out of the carpets and 
 attach it to their surface. To make the surface a passage into  
the material. 

Collider The Lund Nano Lab is an open research insti-
tute that is part of Lund University. Its “clean room”  facility 
is equipped with modern nanoscopy devices, with which 
materials can be viewed at nanoscale. The lab is used for 
research and development in the fields of material science, 
microelectronics, bioscience, and quantum technology.32 

On a smaller nanoscope model, which enlarges up to a scale 
of 1:10,000, I record images of materials that I work with: 
leather, plastic, various fibres, silicone, and so on. I want to 
see the materials in my studio, to perceive, penetrate, and 
disturb them. I want to understand them on another scale. 
What is invisibly present in them and what it is that I con-
nect to through their use.

The nanoscopic device does not operate optically, as the 
box that holds the samples is completely dark. Before 
 organic materials are placed in the device, they are coated 
with a thin layer of silver or gold. The sample in the box 
is then bombarded with electrons. The silver or gold film 
prevents the electrons from penetrating the sample itself; in-
stead, they bounce off it and are thrown back onto the walls 
of the box. The detailed picture that builds on the screen is 
based solely on these measurement data—visualisation by 
way of collision. 

Inorganic materials like plastic do not require a metal 
 coating. Through repeated image sampling, an accident 
happens: the electron bombardment eats itself into the 
 material. The measuring process has generated a heat, 
 melting the screen frame, my frame of vision, onto the plas-
tic specimen inside the dark nanoscope. Through the scien-
tific apparatus, I burn my gaze into the material, and the 
divide between what is perceived as material and immate-
rial suddenly dissipates. Two spheres that exist in parallel 
suddenly link up. It feels like making contact. 

Looking at things through any sort of magnification de-
vice always has the effect of opening up that which appears 
closed and cohesive. This chaos that resides in the cohe-
sive can evoke an eerie feeling—cracks, canyons in clean 
 surfaces, little monstrosities living in the things we wear 
closest to our skin.

Most images of the materials I sample in the nanoscope 
 generate this effect and, under magnification, reveal them-
selves to be intensely textured. What is most striking, 
though, are the enlargements of silicone. These images are 
quiet and display virtually no surface structure at all. All 
that is to be seen is the enlarged dust and other debris lying 
on the silicone’s surface. 

Snow-white white Silicone is a material that reminds me 
of conveyor belts—it is everywhere and in everything, part 
of those things that constitute the foundations of our en-
vironment, but that is rarely directly perceived as such. 
The name is derived from silicium; two-thirds of Earth’s 
crust is composed of silica sand and pebbles: silicon oxide.  
At the beginning of the twentieth century, chemists around 
the world almost simultaneously discovered a process that, 
through a small chemical change, turned sand into sili-
cone. It happened by chance: in 1932, the German chemist 
 Richard Müller set out to invent an artificial fog to conceal 
cities, so that bombers, which at that time were not equipped 
with radar, could not target them. Müller’s experiments first 
produced a snow-white gas, which probably never would 
have fulfilled the purpose Müller intended it for. And then, 
in 1941, it produced a viscous white paste: silicone.33
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Thanks to its heat resistance and stability, silicone has a 
broad range of applications. During World War II, it com-
pensated for the shortage of rubber, and silicone grease 
protected and lubricated the war machines. Today it is in 
almost everything, from furniture polish, sealant, fireproof 
paint, and insulation materials of all types, to electronic de-
vices and power cables, through to baby’s dummies, contact 
lenses, and all kinds of cosmetic products. In medicine, it is 
used in plastic surgery as implants and for prostheses. 

Silicone is coagulated sand, looks body-like, and is in fact 
stone-like. It is inert; almost dead, viscous, and decomposes 
slowly. Its characteristics are so distant from those of the 
body that, when sterilised, it can exist inside the body with-
out causing reactions. Silicone is inside and outside. 

It is a processual material that appeared suddenly and fun-
damentally shaped human developments, triggering a type 
of automatism in which the material continually reproduces 
itself in its applications, enabling new inventions, generat-
ing new needs.

“In addition to the correspondences between need and 
things, other correspondences exist between things and 
things. It is as if things generated other things in their own 
images by human intermediaries captivated with those 
 possibilities of sequence and progression. … The illusion of 
reproductive powers appearing to reside in things.”34

I am once again reminded of Oehlen’s oscillation between 
prescript and chance operation, undead painting. Silicone 
appears to me to be a type of zombie that wanders between 
chance and arbitrariness, and then, under specific condi-
tions, through intention and method, awakens to become 
an infrastructure. When does a process begin to reproduce 
itself as if by itself? When does something result from a 
stringent process, and when do we just have the impression 
that this is the case because automatism fills a hollow space 
somewhere with structure? 

“What we learn and represent in machines is that the will is 
basically only what circumstances permit. We want some-
thing only if the things around it put up no resistance. 
Otherwise we call it a dream, a desire that vanishes as it is 
born.”35

Stable Crisis  I attempt to work with silicone, but not as 
a process material, for example as a casting mould, but 
for the work itself. It can only be glued to itself, does not 
absorb any colour, and cannot be used as a carrier materi-
al. But silicone can be easily mixed with everything that is 
not silicone and then disappears in the composite material. 
With its durability, silicone could become a new material 
for monuments; its lifetime is similar to that of bronze,  
but without its reversibility. 

“The decay of the materials is their triumph, their 
being-for-another.”36 

I feel the need to reverse the silicone, to disturb it somehow. 
Its stoic passivity gives me the chills. It is a monument that 
has already achieved its infinitude in the process. 

An acquaintance who is a chemist confirms for me that 
silicone is almost impossible to break down. He gives me 
a couple of suggestions as to how I could attempt to in-
fluence it, though. The means he suggests all approximate 
the building of a bomb: activating silicone out of its stasis 
appears to be a life-endangering undertaking—a monument 
that never turns into a ruin. 

“This destruction is a fantasy, crushed by reality.”37

Cornea Near the entrance to a shuttered bar in Copen-
hagen, there are two broken windows that have been re-
paired in a makeshift fashion. Someone patched them with 
silicone sealant, used to glue a further layer of glass over 
the openings in the window from the inside. The sealant is 
spread around the broken edges, but also unevenly on oth-
er parts. Probably to stabilise the sheet of glass. The dabs 
of white silicone mass have formed an arbitrary composi-
tion around the holes and cracks, which is oriented around 
the random form of the break and serves the sole purpose  
of sealing. 

Windows are like the transparent sections of a building’s 
skin, or like its eyes—here, the silicone has blinded these 
frames of vision at distinct points. However, the breakage 
lines have also now made the glass, which is incessantly 
looked through, visible from the inside. Through its inju-
ry, the glass has become like a bodily organ that suddenly 
makes itself felt as the result of a disturbance. 

I take pictures of the windows. They have something to do 
with the toy tank’s camera eye. It is as if the cornea—the 
 callus though which we view the outside world—has become 
simultaneously, continually visible; an inside that interferes 
with the impression of the outside world. Or perhaps it is 
like our consciousness, whose invisible filter always places 
itself between us and the environment, rarely noticed but 
always unavoidably influencing what we see, feel, say. 

“What [consciousness] does not see it does not see for rea-
sons of principle, it is because it is consciousness that it 
does not see. What it does not see is what in it prepares the 
 vision of the rest (as the retina is blind at the point where the 
 fibers that will permit the vision spread out into it). What 
it does not see is what makes it see, is [its] tie to Being, is its 
corporeity, are the existentials by which the world becomes 
 visible, is the flesh wherein the object is born.”38

How can I see something else, see differently? Here my 
concern is to activate something that has been pushed to 
the outside, to make visible something that we overlook, 
something that is outside our perspective—an impossibility 
that perhaps can be illuminated through the representation 
of the relativity of the main perspective, supplemented by 
other perspectives. I am interested in the selection process—
what separates us from that which we see, the inside from 
the outside—and how this dividing line functions. Is it a 
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continuous line, or is it dashed, porous, plastic, or even an 
area in its own right? 

When does an idea become a picture? And when does an 
image materialise through a longing that potentially  elicits 
it? When does it become an object, and what imaginary  
figures does this object produce?

With my work, I attempt to create something that  emerges 
from within its own infrastructure, but that through the 
 materials and means employed in the interior of the work 
references their external relationships, activating them 
within the exhibition situation. 

The flat carpets, which occupy a border region, a liminal 
space oscillating somewhere between picture and object, 
are activated as information carriers. They are machines 
that externalise their multilayered materiality, and in this 
process they provide information on how their immanent 
characteristics are coupled with external circumstances and 
change within them—oscillating in an intermediary zone 
between picture and object, value and worthlessness, arti-
sanry and machine work. Somewhere in this intermediary 
zone, I look for a point where both sides open up and the 
medium fluctuates freely. 

End of Surface  The skin is the dividing line between 
inside and outside, the layer that regulates their exchange 
and connection. It is a common reference point between 
two areas, the layer that both sides share and that divides 

them. Depending on the two sides’ characteristics, the skin 
can be an integral transmission space, mediating between 
the two sides. It can be porous or permeable. The skin is a 
living membrane with a variety of layers and spaces. It is  
a tactile sensory organ and the ultimate point through 
which a person occupies the world. 

“The skin shapes self-awareness and determines contact 
with the world and thus, while being a surface, it is in reality 
the deepest thing of all.”39

The skin is furthest from the centre of the body, it is its out-
ermost edge, and thus a field of extremity, the battlefield—

“To contemplate life is to contemplate with your skin,  
because the skin is in the most direct possible contact with 
life. Its depth absorbs the highs and posits man in the world 
even before he has been constituted.”40

For me, Henrike Naumann’s exhibition 2000, held at Muse-
um Abteiberg in Mönchengladbach, Germany, in 2018, also 
displayed the traces of a skin that is shed. Naumann em-
ployed domestic furnishings to act as a mirror of the psyche 
of German society after the fall of the Berlin Wall. From 
today’s perspective, the aesthetic language of the interior 
fixtures, which at the time were unanimously approved, is 
astonishing. The material culture after the fall of the Wall, 
above all in East Germany, was the expression of a reaction 
of shock and an abrupt rejection of the traditional legacies 
of the East/West divide. 

Dagmar Kestner, Turning snow white, 2021. Hand-molded and machine-printed 3D filament, marker, 50 x 40 cm. Detail
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The awakening from a collective trauma transforms into 
overcompensation. The objects are too much—too loud, 
too crass—but were precisely what was needed to satisfy the 
need for the reinvention of a collective self- understanding. 
The redesign of 1990s German interiors was a materialised 
emergency measure required to shake up the inner life with-
in the most intimate sphere, showing “the desire to start 
from ground zero and reorganise life.”41 

The neurologist Detlev B. Linke’s essay “Logarithmic 
 Parallelism” makes me think of this: “Without lengthy iso-
lation of genetic variants, there would be regression in the 
genetic pool, hampering further development and particu-
larities.”42 Naumann shows the consequences of a toxic iso-
lation, caused by the impermeable East-West partition, and 
how the German Democratic Republic, precisely because 
of its particularities and special features, was incompatible 
with the outside with which it attempted to mix following 
the end of this separation. In Naumann’s exhibition traces 
of a communal experience under the pressure of a closed 
space became tangible. An outward striving that can explo-
sively turn into self-alienation (for better or worse).

There is that dizzying feeling when the resistance of a wall 
suddenly relents following the continual application of 
pressure against it. And even though the resistance has 
disappeared, the repeated movement that was necessary 
to break down this limiting construction has stamped itself 
into an inner organisation. Its traces now mistake the in-
side for the outside, and the subject loses their footing and 
 orientation, becomes skinless.43

“The schizoid subject loses the ability to feel the  boundaries 
of his/her body; the senses of the skin die off and the 
 apprehension of the selfhood becomes impossible because 
the criteria for distinguishing between the inner and the 
outer events of the body are lacking. The schizoid person is 
a skinless person.”44

In the works that I developed for my exhibition, I am con-
cerned with the sudden becoming conscious of a default, 
which in the moment of recognition already begins to dis-
sipate. The opening of a former, seemingly closed form,  
a coherence that was never lost because it was never there. 
Something that one never saw, never experienced, but nev-
ertheless remembers. 

It’s like turning snow white, white like a wall, or becom-
ing pale—a sudden reaction as after a shock. When the skin 
pulls together, growing goosebumps, because something 
outer has struck the inner—an instant contact between the 
visible, tangible with its opposite, rippling out, surfacing.

In an interview titled “These Are Not Ideas; These Are 
Things,”45 artist Liz Magor speaks of how the comforting 
effect of the things we surround ourselves with on an every-
day basis can suddenly flip over through a small change  
in the circumstances within which we place them (a com-
monplace move can suffice). This change leads to a dis-
concerting recognition of the gravity of these same things: 
they suddenly appear in a different light, and we become 
estranged from them. 

The straight, linear-looking surface, on closer examination, 
becomes an area—multiple layers in one layer, a wandering 
between the layers, the alteration of a first impression. Like 
suddenly waking up and knowing that one is still sleeping.
 

Dagmar Kestner, Field Study, 2021. Detail
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Dag Kewenter, Untitled (Cornette 3), 2021. Chromogenic print, 65 x 48,5 cm

Dag Kewenter, Untitled (Cornette 1), 2021. Chromogenic print, 65 x 48,5 cm

Dag Kewenter, Untitled (Cornette 12), 2021. Chromogenic print, 65 x 48,5 cm
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Shadowing a Foreign Language1

Image. I saw an image of Maurice Blanchot’s old summer 
house, overgrown and wreathed in smoke. The image van-
ished into a book on the brink of autumn. I spent the next 
few days frenetically searching for it. In the end I gave up.
 The image changes imperceptibly when I think about 
it. We don’t need to wait for the image, just document it. 
The smell of smoke in the air, the image senses it for us. 
Small pitch-black spots from the roof dance before our eye-
lids. Chairs are lifted in and out through the open window, 
out into the sun in front of the gable. The sun stands very 
high in the sky.

(The chair where I am sitting and writing this, 
the table with the open book on disasters,
in spite of everything, I like the view from that window, 
a building site with excavated masses.)

It is harder to avoid meaning than to get an image to say 
certain things. (I have to see an image in order to know what 
I am going to say, so for now I am saying nothing.)

Every image represents a choice:
to enter into it     1
to not be there    2
to obliterate that within you that cannot be an image 3

1. We never know what situations and relationships have 
the potential to tear down everything around them: how 
everything seems to be coherent and then suddenly collaps-
es. We walk around each other, brush up against something 
that is torn, something is missing now. (They would find 
it immediately if they looked. I do not know what they 
would be looking for, but it would be in a small box marked 
“legacy.”)

2. We have to know how much we can cut out and where 
from. There is a lot to cut ourselves on: a home is never safe, 
we return to it.

3. Demolition by controlled explosion. There are not so 
many buildings left to demolish. The explosion itself is a 
movement that cannot be predicted, but which we suspect 
does not diverge too far from the cliché. Art, talk of tear-
ing things down, disappears into another kind of talk about 
cutting, talk that has to forget itself. Once vanished, it is 
still assumed to define us. It would be interesting to have 
a workshop with Blanchot. It would be called “How do we 
forget an image: What an image is and how we forget it.”

Look into the future on the roof of a thrice-moved building.
(If you say anything you might be thrown down by unseen hands.)

Hold the word in your mouth and blow                                 on the lock so that it goes up. Click.

Open all the windows and doors:
write the word on the lock when you go.
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I notice that I remember very little about the journey itself. 
I had two books with me that I had intended to read on the 
plane. One was Cœur de Lion by Ariana Reines, and this is 
what I found there:

If I can’t make this feeling right now
For you more personal2

My other book was written by G.W.F. Hegel. It stayed 
packed away in my hand luggage with my sleep mask, ear-
plugs, and a neck pillow (that, too, unused). I tried to re-
store the browsing history on my mobile. 

Aufhebung (Ger.): to scroll through an endless amount of 
visual material, in a constant search for something else: to 
look for somethings that is already there.

What to wear, what not to wear. Right now, I want to be 
wearing a cornette. That is a kind of folded headwear. More 
specifically, I want to be in its folded form. It is a form that 
allows something to be revealed and concealed at the same 
time. I believe this is possible without losing control. In fact, 
it is all about control. If control is a variable that regulates 
the flow of visibility, we operate with multiple controls. The 
behaviour of those controls also includes their own visibil-
ity. The behaviours of controls sharing a form often corre-
late: some controls are always hidden while other controls 
are visible; some controls are repositioned while other con-
trols are shown; some controls are both shown and hidden 
at the same time.

Wimples. They all look alike on white walls. But not all 
walls are the same. The wimples are the walls and change 
with them. They are their own changeable walls.3

Seam. Or what is in the seam. Fold it with your eyes closed, 
stitch a seam along each fold, like the inside of someone’s 
thoughts. Must you know the answer to everything?4

Fold. Nothing but cloth, folded in layers. The significance 
of the fold. That which is folded in and that which unfolds. 
That which is revealed and that which stays concealed. Now 
we see everything at the same time. Now we see nothing.

Sign. Extrapolate that the sign reveals/conceals itself in a 
form that is oracular rather than ocular. Heraclitus says: 
“The lord whose oracle is in Delphi neither indicates clearly 
nor conceals but gives a sign.”5

A series of variations on two phrases, simple grammati-
cal juxtapositions suggesting different, often conflicting 
temporalities: 

SUNRISE POST
ORACLE POST

POST SUNRISE
POST ORACLE

POST SUNRISE POST
POST ORACLE POST

POST POST POST
POST SUNRISE POST6

Sunrise. When the upper edge of the solar disc begins to be 
visible over the horizon dawn turns to day; that is all we 
see today.

Oracle. One of those distant horizons. The distance to the 
horizon, to live in the distance.

P,OST
The words, as they are arranged in the first example (SUN-
RISE POST / ORACLE POST), are taken from the end 
credits to the sixth season of the American TV programme 
Cops (1993–94). Sunrise Post and Oracle Post are the names 
of the two production companies that did the post-produc-
tion, that is, the processing of the recorded material. The 
first thing to notice is that, in a digital age, post-produc-
tion is a somewhat anachronistic phenomenon. Today, the 
actual production of video or other visual presentations 
to a large extent takes place at the post-production stage. 
Through post-production we (re-)create what we pretend 
to have left behind. In that sense, post-production corre-
sponds to something that has gone before, a phantasmatic 
production that becomes visible retroactively. Something is 
produced in its absence. We are in a terrain that is recog-
nisable from psychoanalysis, above all with regard to the 
structure of the symptom. The symptom articulates some-
thing that has gone before, but is constituted on the basis 
of its difference. Through that difference a continuity is 
established. In this sense, experiences that were previously 
indigestible are postponed. Even if those experiences have 
not taken place at all, they are structurally necessary for our 
understanding of what causes the subject. With the starting 
point in the present a past is determined, which in the sub-
ject’s reality is assumed to determine the present.

PO,ST
We have also talked about the future as if it comes towards 
us. We have said that we meet the future. The implication of 
this is that time’s arrow flies backwards, from future to pres-
ent—and even further back. The allure of this meeting lies 
in its ontological aporia—its implied potentiality and the 
precariousness of total impossibility. How can being come 
from the future, out of something that is not? A meeting 
presupposes mutual presence, but what meets us is never 
really there—hence, it is by definition not the future. Saint 
Augustine attributes this meeting to the difference between 
what meets our sight and what can only be said:

I see the dawn, I predict that the sun will rise. What I 
see is present, what I foresee is future—not that the sun 
will exist (it already does), but that its rise will exist. 
That has not yet occurred, so I could not predict its rise 
without having an image of that event in my mind (as I 
do even now when I mention it). Two things I see—the 
twilight preceding sunrise, which yet is not sunrise, and 
the image of sunrise in my mind, which is also not sun-
rise. Both these things must be seen in the present for 
the future to be predicted—the sun’s rising.7
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The aporia cannot be explained away by internal images 
that presage the future. The future cannot be observed, not 
even through internal images. Such images are present and 
can therefore by definition not be identical with the future: 
“Future things do not yet exist; if they do not yet exist, they 
are not; and if they are not they can in no way be seen.”8 In 
other words we are blind in the face of the future. It does 
not yet exist; it is non-existent. And yet, Saint Augustine 
says, it can be said from “present signs.” What is a present 
sign? A sign is both concrete and general. It is both descrip-
tive and transcendent. It is totally self-sufficient, and yet al-
ways more. Surprisingly enough, I am thinking here of On 
Kawara, the vague specificity of his date paintings. What 
date? Just this date ≠ any date. A sign is something that 
indicates a direction. We detect a direction in the sign that 
points away from it, towards what it no longer is or is yet to 
be. Dawn is a present sign of a future sunrise. The distinc-
tion between seeing and saying here opens up an oracular 
space for action. The oracular act as such makes me speak. 
It is what I see that speaks; the sign speaks through me and 
it says more than sight is able to register.
 When immediate moral and political decisions had to 
be made in the Greek world, they turned to oracles for guid-
ance. As Hegel explains in Lectures on the History of Philo-
sophy: “We know that the Greeks undoubtedly had laws 
on which to form their judgments, but on the other hand, 
both in private and public life, immediate decisions had to 
be made. But in them the Greeks, with all their freedom, did 
not decide from the subjective will. The general or the peo-
ple did not take it upon themselves to decide as to what was 
best in the State, nor did the individual do so in the fami-
ly. For in making these decisions, the Greeks took refuge in 
oracles.”9 Placing our trust in something beyond our own 
control in this particular manner involves acknowledging 
the contingent horizon of our actions. Hegel is sometimes 
portrayed as a champion of a kind of infallible  necessity 
through the teleology of reason, but his understanding of 
the oracular more affirms the necessity of contingency. 
For him, contingency is the aspect of nature that escapes 
the law, but in which all of our actions are embedded—
or, more specifically, the fundamental unpredictability of 
those actions. The dialectical transformation consists in the  
contingent becoming necessary through its own becoming; 
necessity as self-sublated contingency. Contingency is thus 
not only my own, but is inscribed in something external: 
“For the contingent is something that is not self-possessed 
and is alien, and therefore the ethical consciousness lets it-
self settle such matters too, as by a throw of the dice, in an 
unthinking and alien manner.”10 This comparison with “a 
throw of the dice” does not mean that the oracle is regard-
ed as arbitrary; rather, the Greeks saw the oracle more as a 
form of higher authority or a source of divine communica-
tion. But in this figure we mark out the limits of our own 
thinking: where it is turned inside out as unthinking, a state 
of conscious unconsciousness. We rely on something we do 
not fully understand. In a sense, all actions are oracular. 
What comes after the oracle? That “after” seems to sponta-
neously disregard the oracle’s very premise as a trans-tem-
poral entity, freely oscillating between “no longer” and “not 
yet.” The transformation consists in the oracular author-
ity going from external nature to something inherent in 

subjectivity itself. For Hegel, that interiorisation happened 
with Socrates. The post-oracle lives inside him. It is still the 
person who speaks and makes decisions, but it is something 
else, too—something other than Socrates himself: “It is a 
voice, and whenever it speaks it turns me away from some-
thing I am about to do, but it never encourages me to do 
any thing.”11 It is a voice that mainly expresses itself in nega-
tive terms; it clarifies what ought to be avoided:
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(Something—)
someone approaches, turns away, 
is seen through a display window, 
a flicker of signs on the windowpane: 
nobody’s name, names for nothing (—transparency adds 
nothing but weight here, where the glass is very weak, too: 
the reflection seen from inside shatters under a great weight)

The name shines out on you in neon writing, but it is lit-
erally forced out of you. Is desire to sometimes be able to 
disappear?

There are various types of animals on the shields. A blind 
animal with dilated pupils. An eyeless animal that can still 
see.

Consum (Lat.): 1. be together/with, coexist; 2. be, happen. 
Thoughts about consumption, I am consumed by these 
thoughts, consuming thoughts about the excess that has 
to be squandered. Lack and desire: lack of money, lack of 
time, lack of desire, desire for money, desire for time, desire 
for lack. The torrent of capital, goods, prices, discounts, re-
ceipts, inexplicable objects, objects with shelf lives, objects 
with large price tags indicating cheapness. The positioning 
of cash registers, car parks, shopping trolleys. Rows of shop-
ping trolleys chained together, coins for shopping- trolley 
locks, locking chains that rattle, and trolleys that break 
loose. How someone pushes a shopping trolley in front of 
them across the car park, their body’s uneven steps amid the 
rattle of the shopping trolley. The plastic child’s seat, how 
the child swings its legs surrounded by shiny yellow bags. 
The plastic bag as an undesirable, rejected object. The same 
object epitomising the properties that have made plastic 
an emblematic material of late capitalism: flexibility, com-
pliance, multifacetedness. How these properties together 
constitute the form through which capital transforms itself: 
capital as the interplay between form and itself. Capital as a 
procedure not for economic profit but for the production of 
forms. Plastic capital containing form and itself; capable of 
both receiving and giving form.13 The form of a plastic pro-
clamation (hollowing out) as the form of an abandonment. 
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 How the shopping trolley with the child is once again 
set in motion, slowly rolls across the car park, suddenly 
turns and slips into the shadow of a tree near the escalator, 
like the runaway pram on the Odessa Steps. The random ab-
soluteness of this movement, its self-sculpting effect. Being 
in that movement: Is that what it means to wake up? What 
we wake up from. What we wake up to: the deep reversing 
sleep of earlier stages and of things. The body’s history is 
the history of how that body has absorbed and immobilised 
every movement that seemed to threaten its existence. The 
history of every movement is simultaneously the history of 
how this body has carved its automation into the slightest 
gesture, the slightest breath. Every movement transforms it-
self into a totality that reproduces the conditions for its own 
forgetting: the ahistoric telos of history.
 The laws of life are wonderfully simple: permission to 
suffer, command to enjoy.
 (Your voice is never just your own.) 
T.J. Maxx, the name of the department store chain, written 
in the air in red plastic letters, spoken in a voice vaguely my 
own. A social hieroglyph: from here it looks like the letters 
are cracking. K. Marx talking to T. J. Maxx, emphasising  
the commodity’s alluring fetish character: “Later on, we 
try to decipher the hieroglyphic, to get behind the secret of 
our own social products; for to stamp an object of utility 
as a value, is just as much a social product as language.”14 
To fetishise what you really are, to be yourself all the time, 
to become one with that persona. Once again, thoughts on 
consumption, consuming thoughts about language, the idea 
of   consuming language. Consumption’s language, language 
as consumption, magnificently squandering. Meaning pro-
duction and overproduction: the permanent crisis of semio-
capitalism. Signs manufactured on an assembly line, the 
surplus value of words accumulated through their deadly 
actions, think dragonflies, bark beetles, Sargasso Sea. Di-
versifications of meaning-generating mechanisms, and by 
“meaning” we mean the process in which matter is demate-
rialised at one place and recreated at another. Commodified 
syllables, feebly pulsating currents of repetition, abjectly 
teeming bodies. Everything is counted. Recounted. Seven 
receipts as seven receipts. Six plastic bags as six plastic bags. 
Five checkouts as five checkouts. Four shopping trolleys as 
four shopping trolleys. Three prams as three prams. Two 
discounts as two discounts. One lock as one lock. Everything 
is counted. Including what has been lost. The need to lose 
things. That which is lost through new, loss-making tallies, 
new transactions. Check counts, reconsideration, blackouts. 
Turn off the light and count again, count as far as possible 
and then all these movements once again: How many losses 
remain and what is that in words? 

We ourselves speak a language that is foreign. Freud’s for-
mulation, which goes something like that, stipulates that, re-
gardless of which language we speak, read, or think through, 
it is foreign.15 Foreign to whom? To us? To the analyst trying 
to apprehend it? To itself? Unconscious thoughts, desires, 
fears, and fixations turn our consciousness into a text that 
is translated into the language of everyday life. That lan-
guage is constantly subject to corrections, deletions, alter-
ations, retakes, additions, and so on. The foreign elements 
that overwhelm us: names, dates, rituals, bodies, sculptures, 

prehistory, dreams, passions, madness, drugs, and always 
language, too. It is said that there are two ways to lose your 
mind: a) to be absent from language; b) to be absently part 
of it. The relationship between words and things illustrates 
our point. It is infused with a powerful, irresolvable ten-
sion: whether the words are a natural part of it, whether 
the things are independent, how much they counteract each 
other, whether the connection between them was there from 
the beginning or was established afterwards. Substitution as 
a form of madness: the urge to replace things with words, to 
symbolically situate the presence of things, in other words, 
to define things in their absence. How this difference finally 
comes to haunt us. How it threatens to fling gravel in our 
eyes.16 Then our eyes fall out and we can no longer read the 
text we are writing.

The face looks straight at me and without words.17

The situation that the above sentence describes is the same 
situation as the one into which it places its non-reader: an 
omitted reading, a wordless contemplation. What stands 
written is: 

Read as Braille against the substrate, the meaning can be 
deciphered. The raised parts form meaningful characters, 
while the redundant parts remain flat. To begin with, we 
can think of the redundant parts in the picture itself. What 
distinguishes photographs from other visual media, we 
could argue, is specifically their redundancy, the excess of 
information. In this case, we see a person who stands half 
turned away; what goes on beyond that: clothes, individual 
details, sun and shadow. It is late in the day, the shadows 
have lengthened. The body is split into two parts; the face 
completely vanishes into the shadow. The arms catch the 
narrow shaft of sunlight and extend down towards what we 
can assume are plastic bags weighed down by goods. The 
person is wearing a headset: the cable of the right earphone 
traces a diagonal line through the shadowy section. It ends 
in a corresponding cable on the left-hand side, before both 
continue downwards into a common cable. 
 We observed the relief pattern on the cloth of the jer-
sey. It could be made of a rubber material of the type we so 
often see in sportswear. Certain dots             
              shine out clearly, while others  
                                           can only be made out from the  
shadows that they cast on the clothing. It is a tactile state-
ment whose meaning is not immediately accessible to us 
when we view the picture on the wall. The inability to read 
the text is what interests us here. There is a kind of radical 
uncertainty or helplessness inscribed into this very incapac-
ity that takes our thoughts to the unconscious. We do not 
really know whether the message has any recipients, wheth-
er it is trying to say something to anyone. We do not know 
whether the other one wants something. That is why we try 
in advance to reflect that uncertainty. When Freud’s succes-
sors talk about the unconscious, it is specifically in the sense 
of a kind of broken communication:
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We ourselves speak a language that is foreign. Freud’s formulation, which goes 
something like that, stipulates that, regardless of which language we speak, read, or 
think through, it is foreign.15 Foreign to whom? To us? To the analyst trying to 
apprehend it? To itself? Unconscious thoughts, desires, fears, and fixations turn our 
consciousness into a text that is translated into the language of everyday life. That 
language is constantly subject to corrections, deletions, alterations, retakes, additions, 
and so on. The foreign elements that overwhelm us: names, dates, rituals, bodies, 
sculptures, prehistory, dreams, passions, madness, drugs, and always language, too. It 
is said that there are two ways to lose your mind: a) to be absent from language; b) to 
be absently part of it. The relationship between words and things illustrates our point. It 
is infused with a powerful, irresolvable tension: whether the words are a natural part of 
it, whether the things are independent, how much they counteract each other, whether 
the connection between them was there from the beginning or was established 
afterwards. Substitution as a form of madness: the urge to replace things with words, to 
symbolically situate the presence of things, in other words, to define things in their 
absence. How this difference finally comes to haunt us. How it threatens to fling gravel 
in our eyes.16 Then our eyes fall out and we can no longer read the text we are writing. 

The face looks straight at me and without words.17 

The situation that the above sentence describes is the same situation as the one into 
which it places its non-reader: an omitted reading, a wordless contemplation. What 
stands written is: 

⠄⠮⠀⠋⠁⠀⠉⠑⠀⠇⠕⠕⠅⠎ ⠌⠗⠁⠊⠣⠞⠀
⠁⠞ ⠍⠑ ⠯ ⠾⠳⠞ ⠃⠺⠎⠲ 

Read as Braille against the substrate, the meaning can be deciphered. The raised parts 
form meaningful characters, while the redundant parts remain flat. To begin with, we 
can think of the redundant parts in the picture itself. What distinguishes photographs 
from other visual media, we could argue, is specifically their redundancy, the excess of 
information. In this case, we see a person who stands half turned away; what goes on 
beyond that: clothes, individual details, sun and shadow. It is late in the day, the 
shadows have lengthened. The body is split into two parts; the face completely vanishes 
into the shadow. The arms catch the narrow shaft of sunlight and extend down towards 
what we can assume are plastic bags weighed down by goods. The person is wearing a 
headset: the cable of the right earphone traces a diagonal line through the shadowy 
section. It ends in a corresponding cable on the left-hand side, before both continue 
downwards into a common cable. 

We observed the relief pattern on the cloth of the jersey. It could be made of a 
rubber material of the type we so often see in sportswear. Certain dots ⠄⠮⠀⠋ /
⠇⠕⠕⠅⠎ / ⠊⠣⠞ ⠁⠞ / ⠯ ⠾⠳⠞ ⠃⠺ shine out clearly, while others ⠁⠉⠑ / ⠌⠗⠁/ ⠍⠑ /
⠎⠲ can only be made out from the shadows that they cast on the clothing. It is a tactile 
statement whose meaning is not immediately accessible to us when we view the picture 
on the wall. The inability to read the text is what interests us here. There is a kind of 
radical uncertainty or helplessness inscribed into this very incapacity that takes our
thoughts to the unconscious. We do not really know whether the message has any 

⠄⠮⠀⠋ / ⠇⠕⠕⠅⠎ / ⠊⠣⠞ ⠁⠞ / ⠯ ⠾⠳⠞ ⠃⠺  

⠁⠉⠑ / ⠌⠗⠁/ ⠍⠑ / ⠎⠲

⠄⠮⠀⠋ / ⠇⠕⠕⠅⠎ / ⠊⠣⠞ ⠁⠞ / ⠯ ⠾⠳⠞ ⠃⠺  

⠁⠉⠑ / ⠌⠗⠁/ ⠍⠑ / ⠎⠲

⠄⠮⠀⠋ / ⠇⠕⠕⠅⠎ / ⠊⠣⠞ ⠁⠞ / ⠯ ⠾⠳⠞ ⠃⠺  

⠁⠉⠑ / ⠌⠗⠁/ ⠍⠑ / ⠎⠲
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Precisely as an enigma, the symptom, so to speak, an-
nounces its dissolution through interpretation: the aim 
of psychoanalysis is to re-establish the broken network 
of communication by allowing the patient to verbalize 
the meaning of [their] symptom: through this verbali-
zation, the symptom is automatically dissolved.18

The symptom arises when the words are lacking, when the 
meaning has been excluded from the cycle of discourse. It 
constitutes a kind of continuation of the broken communi-
cation, but in encoded form. The goal of the analysis is in 
effect to restore communication through enabling the anal-
ysand to decipher the code, that is to say, to articulate the 
meaning of their symptom so that it can be dissolved. The 
continuity of the subject’s history is restored retroactively 
by creating meaning in the apparently meaningless. In a 
sense, the symptom does not exist without its recipient: in 
analysis, it is always addressed to the analyst, like a targeted 
invitation to decode its hidden meaning. In our case, the 
code is self-reflexive to the extent that it explicitly commu-
nicates its own impossibility: the recipient of the message 
remains mute and wordless. In what sense is the script im-
possible, more specifically? There are two linguistic modal-
ities of impossibility, the first of which deals with linguistic 
(un)consciousness. For reading to come about, understand-
ing is required so that something constitutes language; in 
this case, an array of dots on an article of clothing. Its units 
of meaning can easily be mistaken for decorative additions: 
beads, sequins, rubber textures—quite simply just some ob-
jects among many others, which they also in a sense are. 
In this first stage we encounter the words in a reified form, 
unaware that they bear meaning. The words take off from 
within the language, yet they do not reach the reader; they 
are only accessible specifically as objects. Does this not say 
something about words in general? Words can be read, but 
they can also be looked at: they are disguised objects. Words 
denote objects, but now themselves get object status.
 (The fantasy of reification, of the word-object, could 
be extended to include a moment of mutual transformation.  
A person becomes an object through words, not as a result 
of sexism or linguistic objectification, but due to a profound 
affinity between the word and the person themself. To see 
a word and feel how it moves inside you. To feel yourself 
inside the word, how the word reads you. If you persist long 
enough with the word-object, you become it. You do not 
grasp the message, so instead you are turned into it.)

 The inability to conceptualise the message as some-
thing other than an object recalls the magic realm before 
language, before our cognition of meaning through lan-
guage. We should, however, bear in mind that objects are 
language: objects have syntax and can be read in many dif-
ferent ways. The very fact that we conceptualise something 
as an object indicates a linguistic dimension. The notion of 
a prelinguistic set of objects overlooks the fact that “ob-
ject” is a linguistic event. As Wittgenstein explains: “What 
reason have we for calling ‘S’ the sign for a sensation? For 
‘sensation’ is a word of our common language … and it 
would not help either to say that it need not be a sensation; 
that when he writes ‘S,’ he has something—and that is all 
that can be said. ‘Has’ and ‘something’ also belong to our 
common language.”19 For Wittgenstein, we might add, it is 
only within language that signs signify. Hence, signification 
cannot explain language. This is another way of saying that 
there is no metalanguage. Every syllable is a dot that con-
ceals the movement of its origin. Every dot is a movement. 
Every movement conceals where it is carried out:

What is missing in the encounter with the text is an under-
standing of structure, that the dots create meaning through 
their syntactic relations with each other. Without that un-
derstanding, the words are shut inside themselves. They are 
in this exact sense invisible to us. We are without words, but 
we still do not know that we lack them. We cannot yet read 
the text on the garment, or to put it more correctly: we can-
not yet not read the text. The text only emerges once we get 
to know the linguistic nature of the dots. Epistemologically, 
it is a dialectic situation: knowledge produces an obstacle 
that at the same time is the only guarantee of getting any 
further. I am attracted by the idea that something is mediat-
ed through its own hindrance. Once again, the structure of 
the symptom is reflected as something that is both enabling 
and limiting. More generally, that duality is reflected in all 
knowledge acquisition that is subject to the divisive effect of 
language, which is also the predicament of psychoanalysis.
 The other modality of impossibility in the work with 
the Braille script consists of the act of reading being dis-
abled by its material conditions. Braille is a script that is 
read through tactile contact, but when shut away behind 
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‘Has’ and ‘something’ also belong to our common language.”19 For Wittgenstein, we 
might add, it is only within language that signs signify. Hence, signification cannot 
explain language. This is another way of saying that there is no metalanguage. Every 
syllable is a dot that conceals the movement of its origin. Every dot is a movement. 
Every movement conceals where it is carried out:
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What is missing in the encounter with the text is an understanding of structure, that the 
dots create meaning through their syntactic relations with each other. Without that 
understanding, the words are shut inside themselves. They are in this exact sense 
invisible to us. We are without words, but we still do not know that we lack them. We 
cannot yet read the text on the garment, or to put it more correctly: we cannot yet not 
read the text. The text only emerges once we get to know the linguistic nature of the 
dots. Epistemologically, it is a dialectic situation: knowledge produces an obstacle that 
at the same time is the only guarantee of getting any further. I am attracted by the idea 
that something is mediated through its own hindrance. Once again, the structure of the 
symptom is reflected as something that is both enabling and limiting. More generally,
that duality is reflected in all knowledge acquisition that is subject to the divisive effect 
of language, which is also the predicament of psychoanalysis. 

The other modality of impossibility in the work with the Braille script consists of 
the act of reading being disabled by its material conditions. Braille is a script that is 
read through tactile contact, but when shut away behind glass, the script vanishes into 
illegibility. The sighted, too, are blinded in the encounter with what is written. What we 
see is, to overstate it somewhat, our own inability to see.  

As we notice, a complex of corresponding dichotomies is activated 
(readability/unreadability ↔ visibility/invisibility), in which we go from the linguistic 
level to pondering the relationship between sight and the other senses. Here we can 
think of the tension between optic and haptic vision first formulated by Aloïs Riegl. 
Whereas the haptic level presumes a certain measure of closeness to the object—to the 
extent that we can perhaps touch its surface (haptikos means “ability to touch” in 
Greek)—the optic level entails a certain measure of distance from the object. However, 
drawing this line is—as Riegl himself was careful to point out—not obvious, and later 
thinkers have further complicated the picture by situating the haptic experience within 
the domain of optic vision, when “sight discovers in itself a specific function of touch 
that is uniquely its own, distinct from its optical function.”20 The function of sight is 
shifted from passively receiving visual information to developing its own tactile 
sensibility, or, in other words, a form of embodied perception. The ambivalence 
between sight and touch is also confirmed in various ways by today’s neuroscience 
discoveries regarding the complexity of the cerebral cortex. One example that interests 
us here: when a person who is visually impaired reads Braille, their cerebral cortex is 
activated, the same as when sighted people read a printed book.21 The remarkable 
thing, however, is that the visual cortex is also activated. Neurons that are usually 
connected by axons to the part of the cortex that processes impressions from the 
fingertips deviate in a different direction and instead develop nerve fibres into the 
visual cortex.22 A neuroendocrinologist describes the case of a woman who had been 

Left: Dag Kewenter, F/L, 2021. Detail

Right: Dag Kewenter, Post Sunrise, Post Oracle, MFA exhibition, 2021. Installation view, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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glass, the script vanishes into illegibility. The sighted, too, 
are blinded in the encounter with what is written. What we 
see is, to overstate it somewhat, our own inability to see. 
 As we notice, a complex of corresponding dichotomies 
is activated (readability/unreadability ↔ visibility/invisibil-
ity), in which we go from the linguistic level to pondering 
the relationship between sight and the other senses. Here 
we can think of the tension between optic and haptic vision 
first formulated by Aloïs Riegl. Whereas the haptic level 
presumes a certain measure of closeness to the object—to 
the extent that we can perhaps touch its surface (haptikos 
means “ability to touch” in Greek)—the optic level entails 
a certain measure of distance from the object. However, 
drawing this line is—as Riegl himself was careful to point 
out—not obvious, and later thinkers have further compli-
cated the picture by situating the haptic experience within 
the domain of optic vision, when “sight discovers in itself a 
specific function of touch that is uniquely its own, distinct 
from its optical function.”20 The function of sight is shift-
ed from passively receiving visual information to develop-
ing its own tactile sensibility, or, in other words, a form of 
embodied perception. The ambivalence between sight and 
touch is also confirmed in various ways by today’s neuro-
science discoveries regarding the complexity of the cerebral 
cortex. One example that interests us here: when a person 
who is visually impaired reads Braille, their cerebral cortex 
is activated, the same as when sighted people read a print-
ed book.21 The remarkable thing, however, is that the visual 
cortex is also activated. Neurons that are usually connected 
by axons to the part of the cortex that processes impres-
sions from the fingertips deviate in a different direction and 
instead develop nerve fibres into the visual cortex.22 A neu-
roendocrinologist describes the case of a woman who had 
been blind since birth and who was very skilled at reading 
Braille.23 When she suffered a stroke in the visual cortex, 
she lost her ability to read Braille: the raised dots in the sub-
strate began to feel flat and senseless; meanwhile her other 
touch functions were unaffected.

   •                       •                       •                       •
Dots              shining like         eyes 

   •                       •                       •                       •
  in            the shadow   of      the gaze

The field of art is still surrounded by a certain mystique as 
to how visual perception operates and to what extent the 
rest of the body is mobilised in the process. Attempts to ac-
tivate more forms of perception than the strictly visual will 
be at best understood, by some, allegorically.24 According to 
one such ocularcentric view, the encounter with an artwork 
remains a primarily optic-visual experience. The privileg-
ing of sight occurs, we might object, at the expense of other 
pivo tal factors in the encounter with art. Many works cer-
tainly mean more for a body than simply that which can 
be perceived with the eye. As we have seen, however, sight 
and the other senses are interconnected in a complex, often 
unpredictable network. Sight is in a certain sense touch.25 It 
may perhaps seem strange that a discussion about expand-
ing the senses is prompted by a photographic image that so 
blatantly revolves around sight and the loss of sight. The 
other senses are not involved in any explicit way; on the 
contrary, they are denied access to the work.26 Touch is ex-
cluded. Even if a person does not interact with a work by 
touching it physically, it can, as we have seen, give rise to a 
form of unconscious engagement, which for lack of a better 
word can be described as somatic. The somatosensory sys-
tem detects a multiplicity of impulses, direct touch being just 
one of many stimuli.27 Besides, with regard to touch, there 
is a reciprocity in perception. Even if you yourself cannot 
touch something, it may very well touch you. In fact, these 
reverse impulses can be even stronger than those detected 
by direct touch. Somatosensory mapping of the cerebral 
cortex confirms this.28 In terms of seeing, there also exists a 
type of reciprocity, in that you see yourself in a work. This 
mirroring can just as easily be expressed as the work looking 
at you. The process is maieutic, in the sense that the work 
triggers something in you that was already there, but which 
you can access only through that encounter.
 Once the first wave of enthusiasm has ebbed away, 
the shortcomings of sight gradually become visible. These 
shortcomings are clear, not least to everyone who has tried 
to get close to another human being—or, for that matter, to 
themself. To get close to another person with the aid of sight 
involves measuring out a distance. With the eye as a yard-
stick, the separation from the other is made more profound. 
Much has been written about this shortcoming in the his-
tory of literature. In the French context, there is almost an 
obsessive slander against sight.29 Psychoanalysis’s demoni-
sation of the gaze as a malevolent and alienating force can 
also be seen in this light. Against that background, we can 

Left: Dag Kewenter, Untitled, 2021. Plastic, polystyrene, metal, epoxy, burlap, game tiles, variable dimensions

Right: Dag Kewenter, Set twice, 2021. Flagpole ball, coil, sewing thread, metal, cement, epoxy, variable dimensions
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also understand the long series of anti-ocularcentric ges-
tures in art: examples can be taken from Dada, constructiv-
ism, and surrealism. What the futurist F.T. Marinetti seems 
to suggest in his manifesto “Tactilism” from 1924 is an art 
that denies us sight by violating it: without vision we are 
neither sighted nor blind, which opens up completely differ-
ent possibilities. This sensory reprioritisation paves the way 
for a new aesthetic sensibility in which seeing is replaced by 
tactile exploration through the fingertips. If the sun expires 
and humankind is forced to live in darkness, we will as a 
consequence be living in the realm of the fingertips. In order 
to practice our tactile ability, according to Marinetti, it will 
be necessary to wear gloves for several days, “during which 
the brain will attempt to condense in them the desire for 
varied tactile sensations.”30 Marcel Duchamp also comes to 
mind. His rejection of the artwork’s retinal aspect happens 
not in favour of the conceptual, as Joseph Kosuth thought 
with regard to the readymade, but via a tactile apprehen-
sion of the work. If a work such as The Bride Stripped Bare 
by Her Bachelors, Even (1915–23) marks a move away from 
the retinal, then there is an accentuation of touch in Prière 
de toucher (Please touch) from 1947, more specifically as an 
erotic imperative. Of particular interest from our perspec-
tive is the earlier work (also known as The Large Glass), 
since it expressly incorporates glass as a kind of obstructive 
precondition; a “delay in glass,” as Duchamp puts it. Glass 
is both material support and that which dispels our under-
standing. We see everything—all the materials are visible, 
albeit fragmented—and the viewers themselves have to fit 
the pieces together; nothing is hidden except meaning. The 
obstruction involved in that delay is thus not material, but 
conceptual, and yet it is enacted equally through the mate-
rial. Lightness constructed as obstruction, weight through 
transparency.

X
N and I walk in the park. We talk about the trees that we 
pass; they are tall with bushy, almost totally dark crowns. 
Neither of us knows what they are called.
 She tells me about a game from her childhood. All the 
children sit in a ring. Someone decides on a word that is 
then passed around in whispers. The last child in the ring 
has to say the word aloud. By that stage, the original word 
has been distorted into unrecognisability. The word mu-
tates. It becomes exotic. It is offered around like a piece of 
sliced   fruit, whose innards are chewed and finally spat out 
for all to see. It is her turn to say it out loud. Now she says 
the word. Now it cannot be taken back. Everyone bursts out 
laughing. She hears the word when it leaves her mouth: the 
word hears her. It sticks to her, it’s still there.

 (She will not say the word aloud again, neither to me 
nor to anyone else. She carries it within her like a precious, 
misshapen pearl.)

*

In bed but awake. Only that which never sleeps can be 
traced. The tracks do not stop until you fall asleep. The 
hypnagogic trace, the trace that erases all doubt through 
its impossible relationship with both waking and sleep. The 
long-drawn-out potential of falling asleep: a lingering wake-
fulness that ultimately still fails. Rather than nod off, you 
want to remain in the transition between these stages, in the 
liminal passage. For a mystic like Emanuel Swedenborg, 
the gap between sleep and waking is a state that confers an 
increased receptivity to the intuitions of divine revelation. 
Within the framework of his astral correspondences, he 
strove to induce this state himself.31 Through hypnagogic 
visions, which is what we would call some of these experi-
ences today, we believe we are perceiving obscure figures, 
shapes, patterns, voices, images. These visions do not come 
right away: they wait for us on the threshold; we are led 
into them. In the middle of the nineteenth century, a French 
dream researcher suggested that such visual experiences are 
entoptic, that is to say, they originate in the eye itself: in 
arterial debris and turbidity in the eye’s vitreous humour.32 
This hypothesis possibly explains why thinkers such as 
Bergson, as well as Freud to some extent, overlooked the 
borderline terrain of falling asleep in favour of the world 
of dreams. In an undated note, Walter Benjamin observes 
that “every image is a sleep in itself.”33 Benjamin’s inter-
weaving of the image and subconscious is reminiscent of 
Freud’s characterisation of the state into which the analy-
sand would ideally be put:

What is in question, evidently, is the establishment of 
a psychical state which, in its distribution of psychical 
energy (that is, of mobile attention), bears some anal-
ogy to the state before falling asleep—and no doubt 
also to hypnosis. As we fall asleep, “involuntary ideas” 
emerge, owing to the relaxation of a certain deliberate 
(and no doubt also critical) activity which we allow to 
influence the course of our ideas while we are awake. 
… As the involuntary ideas emerge they change into 
visual and acoustic images.34

The hypnagogic state takes place in the cleft between the 
conscious and the unconscious. It is an aesthetic topos that 
emanates from surrealism.35 The experience that made me 
aware of the hypnotic effect of this condition was a military 
exercise in falling asleep. The exercise involves visualising 
an inner space while obediently repeating the phrase: 

Don’t think. 
Don’t think.
Don’t think.

(The command is, of course, absurd—its negative mantra 
usually has the opposite effect on thinking.) Nonetheless, 
the place gradually transitions into another type of spatial-
ity, one that we cannot defend ourselves against and whose 
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presence can be characterised specifically as hypnagogic. 
This place marks the transition between wakefulness and 
sleep. One thing that stands out as a perfect equivalent to 
it is Kohei Yoshiyuki’s series of photographs       (The Park, 
1971–73). It is not so much a physical location as a point in 
time: the park happens. It is when we are there that consti-
tutes “there.” It is impossible to say how long we are there 
(it could be a matter of minutes or even of years). It is ter-
ribly early: a lustrous stupor. We have been left standing or 
lying somewhere in the dark. We have forgotten everything 
else. Daily newspapers lie open on the morning grass like 
improvised picnic cloths. Handbags, half-smoked ciga-
rettes, carelessly arranged shoes and sandals. An opened 
umbrella serves as a parasol. The flash casts a shimmer of 
summer heat over everything: a colourless radiance, which 
at some points lights up the park, not so that anyone will 
be woken up but so that we will remain half asleep. Clothes 
become ivory white in this light. Plants white or pearl grey. 
Leaf shadows dissolve before tightening again, into sharp, 
black shadows.

Flashes of being that glanced off me, kindling me. 
Lightning-like bursts that came to me: Look! I blazed 
up. And the sign withdrew. Vanished.36

What language does this park speak? From where does 
it speak? From the park’s interior, an unchanging, faintly 
echoing noise is heard. The rustling sound of feet that now 
and then change position. Drowsy touches, no scripted 
lines. The official topography of the city park frames the 
place as a realm of leisure, an urban landscape of fabricated 
wilderness: carefully elaborated environments of artificial 
nature. The park also has an unofficial, “invisible” topo-
graphy: the intricate grid of hidden paths trodden by park 
visitors seeking contact with others, leaving their tracks un-
der the foliage, in bushes and thickets, between leaves and 
branches, on park benches and against tree trunks. Such is 
the landscape in the works of Yoshiyuki as well as of Matts 
Leiderstam. Extras in scattered constellations, an undefined 
number: arm to back, back to back, arm in arm, vigilant like 
the Van Eyck brothers’ angels; not too close, not too far 
apart. Some are turned to face someone outside the picture. 
They stand like statues, petrified as orbs and dust particles 
slowly settle over them. 

The look incited me and also forbade me to enter; I was 
outside, in a state of animal watchfulness. A desire was 
seeking its home. I was that desire. I was the question.37

Who is narrating the space? Whose is the night? It is the 
night of the body, the night of the sign. The reduction of 
the picture space to being the sign of alien bodies, lan-
guage in the bodies, in the disposition of bodies, that is, in 
their location, how they bind themselves to the surface of 
the substrate, how tightly bound they are; how their faces 
stand written, how their gazes write themselves out of the 
place. We are in the place where the bodies are, and at the 
same time somewhere else. We stand in the place and look 
in at it. We stand outside the place and look out from it. 
It is enough, for gaze is action in this night. We move in 
the direction of the people. They are not there. Who were 
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physical location as a point in time: the park happens. It is when we are there that 
constitutes “there.” It is impossible to say how long we are there (it could be a matter of 
minutes or even of years). It is terribly early: a lustrous stupor. We have been left 
standing or lying somewhere in the dark. We have forgotten everything else. Daily 

these people? Where are they now? Are they still there?  
We answer (or think) something about the park lights be-
ing turned off, the indeterminate darkness that they would 
never escape, 

as if it were understood that even if the light were to 
fade away, the things it had illuminated would not dis-
appear, what it had fallen on would stay, not cease to 
be here, to glow, to offer itself up to the act of naming 
again.38

The light names things. It names that at which all the pic-
ture’s eyes are directed. It is also the light of the eyes, the 
light from before we existed, so bright that it is impossible 
to see it. The light illuminates a place where we have not 
been for a long time. At the same time, we seem to recognise 
every single event, if not every single face. We see ourselves 
(in others). It is, of course, pointless to compare ourselves 
with other people, objects, trees, with what we are not. We 
are not them. We are not theirs. We are not where they are. 
They are not inside us, but in front of us. They show them-
selves. Through them it reveals itself. When we sleep it is no 
longer there. It is awake then. Is this what it means to live 
an event as an image?

To live an event as an image is not to see an image  
of this event, nor is it to attribute to the event the gratu-
itous character of the imaginary. The event really takes 
place—and yet does it ‘really’ take place? The occur-
rence commands us, as we would command the image. 
That is, it releases us, from it and from ourselves.39

We have finally got the right not to greet the people we 
know. If we are greeted, it is by the image itself: a ghostly 
embrace. Living an event as an image has something to do 
with nearness and forgetting. The event lives in us. It comes 
to be in us as a forgotten, but still possible, closeness. Some 
part of us is still there in it. The image’s subversive tender-
ness: something soft, not marble. We think of it in terms 
of visibility. The image is now visible, but at the cost of its 
own invisibility. The invisible has to be covered up or for-
gotten. Shyness or forgetfulness in the unseen, in what the 
image appears as, or flees from. The image does not depict 
an event. It constitutes the event itself, the place where that 
event lives and is made possible. The hypnagogic state is 
an intermediary state, an attempt to dissolve the boundary 
between event and image. If the event is what is there in 
the background, and the image is what is there in the fore-
ground, that hierarchy ends up in ruins. It is a collapse that 
does not permit itself to be talked about, but which we can 
speak to.
 The separation that defines the difference between 
foreground and background is what is at stake in two of my 
works: ἀγνωσία (2021) and Yet to be titled (2021). The model 
for Yet to be titled is a found press photograph from 2009. 
The motif is a building site in Tripoli. It is two years before 
foreign intervention in the country. Electricity shortages 
prevail, and the South Korean company Daewoo is in the 
process of building a power plant. We see the construction 
site. Above a pickup truck hangs a large framed mirror. The 
mirror consists of five smaller vertical mirrors that reflect 
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an orange steel structure on the building site. In the original 
photograph, the frame included a large propaganda poster 
depicting Colonel Muammar Gaddafi celebrating the forti-
eth anniversary of the Libyan Revolution. That Gaddafi’s 
place is now taken by a mirror seems to suggest the obvious: 
that the choice between a Western presence and Gaddaf-
ism was ultimately a false, paraconsistent one: the Libyan 
dictator as a sort of distorting mirror. Another observation 
about the picture is that what is seen in the mirror is not op-
tically consistent. The reflective surface does not show what 
is in the foreground. What we see is in fact the surface to 
the left of the mirror, the background, if you will. That sur-
face has been repeated five times through an act of digital 
duplication. Repetition in architecture has typically mani-
fested in duplication. We see it in the steel structure of the 
building site, with its loss of formal lineage. Digitally this 
gesture results in the boundaries between foreground and 
background becoming impossible to hold on to. The gene-
alogy of duplication is a never-ending story comparable to 
the act of cloning. The dilemma, then, is not the risk of los-
ing the original, but rather the predicament of immortality: 
that something can be reconstituted endlessly from leftover 
fragments, and reconfigured in constantly new variants.
 In αγνωσία, a white hand towel lies on a crumpled bed-
spread. A thin white cloud spreads across the picture like a 
thin film. On the hand towel are five objects lying in a row. 
They are not immediately visible, but are concealed behind 
the cloud. (The whole thing is reminiscent of a hand with 
outstretched fingers.) What I am referring to as a “cloud,” 
and which is in the foreground of the picture, is in fact a 
fragment from the background: the bedspread. Once again, 
duplication: a certain section of the image is transferred to 
another part of the same picture. Once again, the relation-
ship between foreground and background is undermined. 
Digital imaging (in what was initially an analogue image) is 
an approach to image-making that recasts the picture’s ma-
teriality, not necessarily in order to distort reality. Despite 
obvious differences, we are tempted here to think back to 
early photography’s use of post-processing through mon-
tage. Such montages were not intended to distort reality, but 

rather the opposite: to render it in a form that was closer to 
reality than could be achieved with existing photographic 
techniques. That is the case with Gustave Le Gray’s famous 
seascapes.40 The dilemma of early landscape photography 
was that it was not possible to capture both sky and earth in 
one and the same picture. The lighting conditions made ex-
posure difficult and the two areas required different shutter 
speeds. If the sky was rendered correctly, the ground turned 
into an underexposed, opaque surface. And vice versa: if 
the ground was shot correctly, the sky became overexposed. 
These technical difficulties led to the sky and earth being 
photographed separately, and never in the same frame. Two 
methods were developed to solve this problem. The first 
used cotton wool to create the illusion of a cloudy sky, and 
went no further than that.41 The other, more successful solu-
tion was a procedure developed by Le Gray, whereby a glass 
plate was exposed for each subject—one for the clouds, one 
for the sea—and then these negatives were put together to 
form a whole. Finally, the finished picture was printed. 
 If we today associate the montage with manipulation 
and the distortion of reality, then the early landscape photo-
graphers perceived it not as a less authentic form of photo-
graphy but more like a kind of “correction” to get closer 
to reality. The digital intervention in a photo like αγνωσία 
is not mimetically motivated or compelled by technical 
difficulties, but its purpose is nonetheless also to capture 
an aspect of reality. The idea that the intervention in the 
picture is ultimately what brings us closer to reality conse-
quently becomes attractive. Here, montage is an immanent 
activity, in the sense that the picture is composed not from 
materials taken from multiple sources but from existing 
pictorial information, which is redistributed and renegoti-
ated. The significance of the material is accentuated. The 
picture interrogates itself. To pose questions to a material is 
to highlight the archaeological, as when we uncover walls or 
stone paving that someone previously laid or when we open 
a grave. This renegotiation can also be framed as a form 
of disruption, but a disruption whose origin is irreducible 
to what is doing the disrupting. The disruption is instead 
embedded in the material as an immanent risk or possibility. 

Left: Dag Kewenter, The face looks straight at me and without words, 2021. Chromogenic print in artist’s frame, 40 x 26,5 cm

Right: Dag Kewenter, Yet to be titled, 2021. Chromogenic print in artist’s frame, 49 x 32 cm
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From the Greek word ἀγνωσία we get the concept of agno-
sia (“ignorance,” “unknowing”), which signifies different 
types of disruption in the processing of sensory informa-
tion, and more specifically an inability to recognise such in-
formation. A specific example is perceiving incongruencies 
between objects in the foreground and in the background. 
The mind itself is not impaired, and it is not a question of 
memory loss; rather, the abnormalities occur in the regu-
lation of the level of consciousness. In other words, an ab-
sence of conscious sensory perceptions. How might such a 
loss of consciousness translate into visual representation? 
How can loss of consciousness be operationalised in artistic 
praxis, that is, so as to make this process conscious visually? 
Can consciousness be visualised from within, from its own 
lack? Is visualisation in this sense a method that deals with 
inconsistent information as being potentially informative? 
We want to answer these questions as Fons Elders puts it in 
one of his nebulous diary entries:

Saturday, September 20th, 1975 …

I will let this discussion between my eye and my intel-
lect dissolve into a chemical solution in the milky sub-
stance right in front of me.42

Clouding of consciousness—a state made topical by the 
COVID-19 pandemic—whereby the sufferer has difficulty 
thinking clearly, is another point of discussion. The con-
ceptual image of a cloud with blurred edges refers both 
to the somewhat unclear structure of the mental state and  
to the sufferer’s experience of having clouded thoughts: 
the visual acuity of standing in a cloud. The concept of the 
cloud can thus be read as the non-conceptual remainder of 
the concept itself: that which is left when the meaning has 
been exhausted. At this point, conceptualism is alloyed with 
abstraction. That which is rejected as shapeless is simulta-
neously that which makes form possible. Clouds are one of 
the imponderables: something that cannot be touched and 
whose movements cannot be determined, but whose pres-
ence is fundamental for our reality.43 Something is taking 
shape and dissolving at the same time. Once again, a form 
through which something reveals and conceals itself in the 
same movement. The cloud is a structure that admits this 
duality. The same dialectic, but with different consequenc-
es, is operative in αγνωσία. The motif of a hand with out-
stretched fingers, as was suggested above, is obscured by a 
cloud. The cloud is, paradoxically enough, also what gen-
erates the hand. The cloud thus has a dual function, as the 
hand’s simultaneous conditions of possibility and impossi-
bility. The cloud conceals what we perceive as a hand, while 
simultaneously being a prerequisite for its appearance. 
 At the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna, we can 
observe a peculiar detail in the Renaissance master Correg-
gio’s painting Jupiter and Io (1532–33). The hand is barely 
visible. The gaze has to search for a while before we can 
make it out, enveloped in the thick, blue-grey cloud of smoke 
that fills the picture’s surface. It is the Greek god Jupiter, 
who has adopted the guise of a cloud, and it is his hand that 
captures our interest. The nymph Io sits on white drapery. 
She is being embraced by the god’s billowing, cotton-wool 
form. Her face is tilted back slightly. It is not darkened by 

the presence of the cloud, but glows white in the smoke- 
laden sunshine. One of her arms rests on a tussock of grass, 
the other is gripping a cloud-shaped arm. The divine hand 
weighs on Io’s waist, like a huge glove made of smoke, in-
side of which we glimpse the contours of a smaller, human 
hand.44 Undoubtedly, this is a conquest. At the same time, 
there is a feeling of complicity between the human body and 
the divine substance, as if they are completed by each other, 
in a kind of sacred respiratory cycle. 

The projection of a film into the air: 
a cloud of exhalation to hide in.

While Jupiter has the lightness of a cloud, floating and 
formless, another aspect is also present: something thick 
and nauseating, a physical weight. The shadow of the cloud 
compacts together where Jupiter’s face is; that is to say, em-
bodiment takes place at the point where the cloud is at its 
most cloudy.45 The myth’s immaterial nephology is mate-
rialised in a body. Touch is something that Io steps into. 
Touch is a place where an exchange occurs. Something 
leaves her to meet what is in the air. It attacks the border 
between her and it. It brings out what is within her, where it 
ultimately gets to be reunited with itself:

.h h .h .hh .h

.hh h .h h .h  (.) hh .h

.hh h h .hh (o.o) .h .h h46

If Correggio’s scene depicts an intoxication, we have rea-
son to emphasise the god’s substance-like character. That 
substance—is it Io’s own? It does not take much imagina-
tion to invoke the presence of an invisible joint in Io’s right 
hand. The hand has something graceful about it, but also 
something convulsive. The fingers seem to have frozen stiff 
in the air. This is the catatonic in the picture, and ultimately 
in all pictures. In a note from May 1934, Benjamin, while 
under the influence himself, writes about his own hand, an 
enigmatic image: “This hand / is of every hand / my hand / is 
what it’s called. … It is not located in the place where I be-
lieve it is.”47 The set position of the hand is compared to the 
contours of a picture, which are fixed. The catatonic’s hand 
combines the least change in innervation with the maxi-
mum change in perception. It is in a way a plastic approach. 
Just as the artist can change everything through minor ad-
justments to the picture’s shading, the catatonic changes 
the whole spectrum of ideas by making minimal alterations 
to their innervation. We can assume that Benjamin had an 
original model for his description of the catatonic’s hand 
in one of the last photographs of Friedrich Nietzsche. In it, 
Nietzsche is pictured on the balcony of Villa Silberblick less 
than a year before his death. His gaze is empty, his cheeks 
hollow, and his head slightly tilted. The cloud is gathering, 
getting ever quieter and darker. 
 His hand is at eye level. His fingers have frozen stiff in 
the air. They are curled inwards, as if grasping an invisible 
pen. 

Something is being written in the air.
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On the Other Side of the Mirror  
the World Began1

INDEX 
Some of the words I think will appear in this text (uncate - 
gorised):3

Studio
Narrative
Hreinn Friðfinnsson
Fiction
Darkroom
Wind
Tarkovsky
Tear
Story
Character
Walter Benjamin
Book
Inger Christensen
Library
Mirror
John
Narrator
The Visitors
Theatre
Photograph
Wings of Desire
The Pencil of Nature
Ghost (or maybe rather Angel?)
Film
Baldur
Paper
Marcel Broodthaers
Text
Repetition
August Sander

THE STORY
Once upon a time. 
That is how the story begins. 
Both my story, and yours. 

THE STUDIO
I am still sitting and waiting for the cracks in the wall to 
deepen, waiting to see time pass. Waiting for time to pass so 
that I can look back and start to tell the story. 

Hanging on the notice board: 
A screenshot of the opening scene of Wings of Desire (1987), 
by Wim Wenders, where the hand of the angel Damiel is 
seen writing Peter Handke’s poem “Song of Childhood” 
(“Lied vom Kindsein”, 1986). 

“Hey, it’s me
It was me”
— Bodil Malmstén, “Det här är hjärtat” (This is the heart)2
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Als das Kind Kind war,
war es die Zeit der folgenden Fragen:
Warum bin ich ich und warum nicht du?
Warum bin ich hier und warum nicht dort?
Wann begann die Zeit und wo endet der Raum?
Ist das Leben unter der Sonne nicht bloß ein Traum?
Ist was ich sehe und höre und rieche
nicht bloß der Schein einer Welt vor der Welt?
Gibt es tatsächlich das Böse und Leute,
die wirklich die Bösen sind?
Wie kann es sein, daß ich, der ich bin,
bevor ich wurde, nicht war,
und daß einmal ich, der ich bin,
nicht mehr der ich bin, sein werde?

When the child was a child,
It was the time for these questions:
Why am I me, and why not you?
Why am I here, and why not there?
When did time begin, and where does space end?
Is life under the sun not just a dream?  
Is what I see and hear and smell
not just an illusion of a world before the world?
Given the facts of evil and people,
does evil really exist?
How can it be that I, who I am,
didn’t exist before I came to be,
and that, someday, I, who I am,
will no longer be who I am? 4

Elísabet Anna Kristjánsdóttir, The Window, 2021. Installation view, Dear John, MFA exhibition, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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The waiting room. This is where the found things wait, the 
half-finished and complete artworks, waiting to gain agency 
and meaning. The ideas are almost tangible in the air. The 
air oscillates from being full of possibilities to everything 
being impossible. Sometimes it is as if the works lack all 
meaning, and then, in between, it is as if they vibrate. This 
is the centre of many worlds, some sort of external brain 
and memory, where I can look at my thoughts and ideas 
from the outside. It is here where the importance of putting 
my works into context becomes clear to me, to allow them 
to leave the studio and give them life and purpose in differ-
ent places. It is here I realise how moving my works from 
one space to another can make all the difference and how 
putting them in a certain light can elevate them to another 
level. 

THE TEXT
In this text I want to try putting myself into context. Both 
for me and for you. I am going to travel back and forth in 
time, stop by different places within visual art, within litera-
ture and film, within personal narratives, and visit different 
thinkers and pioneers. I am going to finish this text with my 
MFA exhibition, and so it is fair to say that where one story 
ends, another begins. What I find very important is to con-
vey that, for me, art is an experience, and it is important to 
me to respect that each person’s experience and perception 
is unique. I do, however, know what I would like my art to 
be, and that is for it to play on the senses and emotions. 

Perhaps I can just start this text where I left off last time. 
In my BFA thesis, which I wrote two years ago, my start-
ing point was a photograph that I had recently discovered 
in an old family album. It was a photo of me, where I am 

probably around seven years old, bare-legged, wearing a 
carpenter’s apron in the Icelandic countryside. I am bran-
dishing a hammer on the grounds of my father’s summer 
house, helping him building a small structure. This house 
was later devastated by the Icelandic weather, and the only 
thing that now remains is this photograph, which confirms 
the vague memory of this house having existed at all.5 In my 
works I seek to focus on how we look at the world, how we 
are in it, and how we experience it. To me the house is the 
entire world.

THE HOUSE
I look over my shoulder and see my shoes peeking from  
under the table: they sit directly beneath the chair with my 
jacket hanging off the back. For a small moment I’m not 
sure if I am here or there. I walk around in the carpeted 
 library in my socks, making myself at home, and while I walk 
between different genres and various worlds, I run my fin-
gers along the dusty books. I’m hoping to find the book I’m 
looking for, but I also hope that I will have the unexpected 
joy of finding a book I did not know I was looking for. 

Almenn rit 709.04 Hre
Hreinn Friðfinnsson

In 1974, the Icelandic conceptual artist Hreinn Friðfinns-
son started building a small house. This house, called the 
First House, marked the beginning of his long-term project 
The House Project (1974–), inspired by the novel Íslenskur 
Aðall (Icelandic nobility, 2012) by Þórbergur Þórðarson. 
The novel tells the story of the eccentric Sólon Guðmunds-
son, who lives in a small fishing village and builds his house 
inside out. He places the wallpaper on the outside so that 

Elísabet Anna Kristjánsdóttir, The Fragments and John’s jeans, 2021. Installation view, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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everyone can enjoy it. When building the First House, 
Hreinn imitated Sólon’s house, built it inside out with the 
wallpaper and inner structure on the outside and the out-
side facing in. The house was placed in a remote spot on the 
Icelandic lava near Reykjavík, and stood there exposed to 
the elements—the wind, rain, and frost—until the remains 
were removed to make space, thirty-seven years later, for a 
work called the Third House. In a poetic and philosophical 
way, Hreinn managed to make a house that contains the 
entire world, outside of itself. 

Note: I managed to obtain a good selection of books in this 
session. I would, however, have liked to have found the Ice-
landic translation of The Library of Babel (1993) by Jorge 
Luis Borges. I will make another attempt tomorrow. 

In 2008, the Second House was erected in a sculpture gar-
den by the contemporary art centre Dommaine de Ker-
guéhennec in Bretagne, France. There, the First House was 
inverted and now the wallpaper is on the inside and the out-
side is external, and so the house now contains the world 
within itself. There are also photographs of the First House 
on the walls, which you can see through the windows, in 
addition to a small model of the house made from wire. The 
Third House was built in 2011 and is an enlarged version of 
the wire model inside the house in France; it was placed on 
the hill in the lava field where the First House stood, and 
now there is no outside or inside. After the house has been 
both inside out and outside in, it is now possible to both 
see it and walk through it. The Fourth House, and the last 
to date, was erected in 2017. The house stands in a forest 
just outside Münster in Germany and is built from stainless 
steel, creating an effect where the surroundings are reflected 
in it, blurring the boundaries of inside and outside. The four 
houses reflect each other and contain the entire world while 
shutting it out at the same time.6

REPETITION
Note: The women in the hot tub talk about there being only 
seven stories that are told over and over again. (They are 
probably talking about the Bible?)

I walk around the space in some sort of state. I don’t want 
to go, I don’t want to leave this space that has been created 
here and lets me and other visitors into another place. Tears 
roll down my cheeks as I find myself between bliss and mel-
ancholy, the music vibrating my body and the performers 
enthralled in the performance. They are engrossed in their 
own space, and intermittently they move from one space to 
another, where they come together in an intimate musical 
performance. I have returned to the exhibition, now on the 
last day of the run in February 2014, at the artist-run gallery 
Kling&Bang in Reykjavík. This is the nine-channel sound 
and video installation The Visitors (2012), by Ragnar Kjar-
tansson. In this sixty-four-minute work, each screen shows 
one space in the same house: a forty-three-room estate in 
Upstate New York. For over an hour, the performers repeat 
the song “Once Again,  I Fall into My Feminine Ways” over 
and over again.7 The text is repeated, but the music trans-
forms and becomes the narrative, with highs and lows and 
everything in between. In the end, all the musicians come 

together out on the grass in front of the house, and the  
work ends with them walking away towards the horizon. 
The Visitors is a layered portrait of the house and its in-
habitants; this work brims with beauty, pain, and emotion, 
celebrating friendship, love, and sorrow, and everything in 
between. Ragnar’s work reminds me of what art is to me—
that is to say, it underlines both the beauty and the sorrow 
of being a human being.8

Ragnar Kjartansson’s works dance on the boundaries of 
many art forms, especially theatre and music. In his perfor-
mances and video works, repetition often creates a certain 
baseline where he tends to take one fragment and repeat 
it over and over again, thereby highlighting a particular 
moment and creating a certain drama and vast spaces for 
emotions. 

THE THEATRE
For years there was a cardboard box that travelled between 
people and within it were works of art by the Icelandic 
visual artist and theatre maker Þorvaldur Þorsteinsson.9 
The box ended up in the hands of Finnur Arnar Ingólfs-
son, a visual artist and set designer, and from Þorvaldur’s 
work Finnur produced the play Engillinn (The angel, 2019) 
at the National Theatre. The play is a sort of assemblage 
of the works of Þorvaldur, from longer plays to scripts for 
micro-works, and it also includes references to his visual 
art and performances. The production resulted in an ab-
surd philosophical comedy about all the different roles we 
play in life, about life as theatre and theatre as life. I was 
greatly inspired by this play and was able to experience an 
incredibly successful work where the boundaries between 
theatre and reality were almost completely obliterated: 
Who is watching whom? What is really the stage and what 
is backstage? The play also tested the boundaries of visual 
art: its fantastic set was made from found materials from 
the recycling centre. During the interval, the audience could 
buy cakes at a bazaar in the middle of the set, so individ-
uals could enter the stage and walk around it, as if the set 
were an installation. Þorvaldur Þorsteinsson was a master 
of everyday theatre and had a unique vision of reality. He 
saw the performance in everyday life everywhere, and by 
highlighting objects, actions, and conversations he had seen 
and heard, he manages to show us the different, and often 
absurd, aspects of our everyday life. 

THE CHARACTER
I have a strong urge to get rid of my ego. The ego tends to 
take over and doubts too much, stops the process when it 
shouldn’t, and shoots down ideas that likely are legitimate. 
Because probably there is no such thing as a bad idea—each 
and every one has a purpose in creation, each and every one 
takes part in moving me to the next place. 

About a year ago, I started in earnest to work with char-
acters in my art, and this started with a concept I named 
THE FILM (2020–). The concept is very much alive, and 
it’s conceived as a work in constant progress, that is to say, 
it’s a work that has no end. The work is composed of many 
independent scenes, where each and every one contains dif-
ferent characters with different narratives. The scenes have 

Elísabet Anna Kristjánsdóttir
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no common thread, but what they do share is that they are 
all a part of my fiction. The characters are from different 
eras and different worlds; some are figments of my imagi-
nation, and others exist or have existed. Some are connect-
ed to my family and some have been woven into stories by 
writers, and have now moved from those stories into mine. 
It’s probably simplest to describe THE FILM as my own 
archive. That is to say, an archive where I collect characters 
and stories that can then take on different forms according 
to what suits each occasion.

THE FILM has opened up possibilities for me to use  
different characters as support for the narratives I want 
to create, but it has also become an important motor for 
driving my ideas forward. By leaning on characters, I  create  
a certain platform and set for the narrative, and I can also 
liberate myself by stepping into the fiction. It is very im-
portant to me to consciously enter different roles in the 
creative process. THE FILM has made it possible for me 
to go out and take photographs as the eccentric John, or 
to sit by the piano as my late grandfather Baldur and ac-
company the poem by Ólafur Ljósvíkingur from Halldór 
Laxness’s Heimsljós (World Light, 1967). For a while, I was 
the anthropologist Margaret Mead, when she burnt the let-
ters that Elisabet from Persona (1966), by Ingmar Bergman, 
had sent her, and the lady from my photographic work She 
Drew the Curtains (2019) was moved out of the photograph 
to play a role in one of the scenes. 

THE CHARACTER
(JOHN)
Dear John, 

I picture you sitting at the table with your newspapers. 
Thinking of your very specific colour system for note- 
taking. Your way of creating order in the chaos. Do you 
think it’s OK to like the words of an artist more than her 
body of work?10

This was neither the first nor the last letter I wrote to John. 
He has been with me for a few years, and I hope that he 
will remain with me for a few more. John is an eccen-
tric; he walks around with three pairs of spectacles on his 
nose, listens to classical music on the radio, and finds all  
languages beautiful. He comes by the library every day, and 
many of his ideas have been purloined by others, such as 
the one about building a bridge across the Øresund strait. 
Sometimes it can be a bit unclear where John begins and  
I, myself, end. 

This is an excerpt from the last work by the Swedish poet 
Bodil Malmstén, “Det här är hjärtat” (This is the heart, 
2015). When I experienced this work for the first time, 
something shifted inside me. That, quite simply, is why  
I want to include part of it here in this text. Because there 
was a life before it, and there was a life after it. There was a 
life before I heard Malmstén read the entire book, her voice 
cracking. A book that is about illness and the sorrow she 
felt when she lost her life partner, shortly before she herself 
died. And then there was a life after I heard Malmstén read 
“Det här er hjärtat.” 
 
The title of my work If All the Things in the World Would 
Cry for Baldur, He Would Be Allowed to Return (2019) 
comes from Nordic mythology. I felt it suited the work to, 
on one hand, have the name of my grandfather, who is in the 
photograph that makes up the work, and, on the other, to 
reference the powerful longing associated with photographs 
to make something or someone immortal. The title refers 
to the impossibility of such fantasies, because even Frigg, 
Baldur’s mother in the myth, did not manage to get all the 
things in the world to weep for Baldur, and so he never re-
turned.12 Like Baldur, who could never return, the moment 
captured in a photograph will never return, and neither will 
our beloved departed of whom we have photographs meet 
us again in this world. 

THE MIRROR
It is a cold winter’s day in Reykjavík in the 1990s. I am 
sitting in the back seat in emotional turmoil. Through the 
rear-view mirror, I look deep into my mother’s blue eyes; 
she is sitting in the driver’s seat and asks me if everything is 
OK. Scowling and with tears in my eyes, I announce that a 
girl in my class offered me the important information that 
you can choose another mother “on the other side,” and 
that this morning that is my deepest wish. 

What is on the other side?

In Andrei Tarkovsky’s film The Mirror (1975), the protag-
onist Natalya dries her tears and a dog howls. She turns the 
pages of a book, and in the distance, there is the sound of 
cries and a dog barking. It is dark in Russian dwellings and 
a candle is burning. We see her walk towards the window 
and the barking intensifies. The camera shows the backs of 
her children, who sit by the table whispering to each other, 
until she returns and says: “Fire, but be quiet.”13

Cut.

Now we come to one of the most beautiful scenes in cinema 
that I have ever seen. We see the children from the front 
now. They are still sitting at the table, and in a long one-
take shot the camera starts to back away from the table as 
the children rise and run off to see the fire. A glass bottle 
falls off the table and onto the floor with an intense isolated 
sound, and heading into a semicircle, the camera stops in a 
mirror, offering a rear view of the children in the doorway 
watching the fire. We travel forward with the camera and  
a young boy comes into the frame and leads us to the door-
way. Bit by bit, the sound of rain intensifies and blends with 

TEARS

Djupa andetag
som havet
Jag andas
Ebb och flod
i blodet 
Hur det förenar sig med
tidvattnet
Tårarna

A deep breath
like the ocean
I breathe
Ebb and flow
in the blood
How it merges with
the tides
The tears11

Elísabet Anna Kristjánsdóttir
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the dramatic crackling of the fire. The long take ends in the 
wet doorway, which is used to frame the back of a man and 
a woman standing in the grass watching the house burn. 
The scene ends with us seeing Natalya sitting by the water 
well watching her home go up in flames.  

I find this scene very characteristic of Tarkovsky’s films: 
they are in so many ways an undeniable atmosphere. 
Through fragmented and poetic editing and isolated sounds 
and elements to evoke certain emotions, past and present 
merge, as do dreams and reality. We often see a collection of 
moments, which are edited together in some sort of collage, 
mostly to enhance the character in the story. Each take is 
often also exceptionally long, creating an effect whereby the 
audience gets a sense of time passing, and with long  silences 
and carefully construed composition, Tarkovsky creates  
a unique atmosphere that leaves me in awe every time. 

THE NARRATOR
The Arcades Project
By: Benjamin, Walter, 1892–1940 [aut]
Shelf: Särsk. tänkere

What a tome! A 1,073-page collage that ends with a long 
index. Belongs to the category “special thinkers,” lovely. 
Find a little ball of dust on the first spread. I take the book 
with me. 

The narrator is the one who remembers the past. 

It is important for me to know who is telling the story, as  
the narrator is the one who sets the tone. I focus on delib-
erately choosing a certain angle, that is to say, from whose 
perspective I want the work to emerge. Therefore, I invest 
a lot of time in trying out different voices and different  
angles, because how I tell the story affects how you see.

In Wings of Desire (1987), an elderly man by the name of 
Homer climbs up the stairs of the library with difficulty. He 
stops to catch his breath on the landing, where he meets the 
angel Damiel. As we can hear the thoughts of the mortals, 
we get to hear Homer utter his first monologue in the film, 
and yet not his last. Homer has the role of narrator in the 
film, and he appears in several scenes. His role is to deep-
en the narrative and to elevate it to a philosophical  level. 
He thinks about the time that has passed, the life that he 
has lived, which will soon enough end. He thinks about 
the fleetingness of life, about loss and who will remember 
whom. He ponders the role of the narrator and remem-
bers his listeners sitting in a circle to hear him tell stories. 
Homer is by many considered to be none other than Walter 
Benjamin, the narrator himself. In another scene, the angel 
Cassiel listens to Homer’s thoughts when he is performing 
his monologue while sitting in the library, leafing through a 
massive book with fantastic portraits by August Sander.14

Left: Elísabet Anna Kristjánsdóttir, The Chair and the Ivy / The Table and the Mandarin Oranges, 2021

Right: Elísabet Anna Kristjánsdóttir, The Stove and the Ramlösa and the Flowers, 2021
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Note: According to Wikipedia, the archive of Sander count-
ed some forty thousand photographs in 1945. I wonder how 
many there are in mine? 

The German photographer August Sander has been with 
me for a long time. Ever since I started preparatory stud-
ies in photography, his black-and-white photographs have 
been a great inspiration to me. I think he manages to cap-
ture people in an incredibly intimate and beautiful way. 
How he poses people in his photographs has been an im-
portant reminder to me when I am posing people. He was 
especially adept in telling people’s stories through portraits 
with simplicity and sensibility. 

THE WORDS
“She picked up the words, one by one, and tucked them,  
it seemed to me, here and there on her person.”
—Sigurður Guðmundsson, Tabúlarasa15

Originally a poet and bookseller, words were never far off 
for the artist Marcel Broodthaers, whether they were visi-
ble in his works or not. In La Pluie (Project pour un texte) 
(The Rain (Project for a Text), 1969), he can be seen sitting 
at a table in a garden. He sits and writes constantly on a 
piece of paper with a fountain pen, until it starts to rain and 
the words start to blur. It is obvious that this is not actual 
rain: the water is being poured out of some sort of bucket. 
It gushes and no words are left on the paper, everything is 
afloat. Broodthaers finally puts down the pen, and what re-
mains is the soaked paper and what appears to be vague 
and abstract ink forms. It is in this work where the playful-
ness that characterises a large part of Broodthaers’s prac-
tice becomes most obvious. There is something humorous 
in seeing someone struggle to write down words that are 
immediately washed away, but it is also very melancholic, 
watching the poet struggle on. I find this also a very tragic 
work, as it implies that possibly not even words will survive. 

My feeling is that almost all my works and ideas come from 
words. 

THE BOOK
In 1839—the year that many consider to be the birth year of 
the photograph—the photography pioneer William Henry 
Fox Talbot took the image Bookcase (at Leycock Abbey). 
The photograph was taken inside and shows a wall full of 
books. The image is obscured and hazy, probably because 
of a lack of light. A few years later, Fox Talbot made more 
photographs of books, but this time he was a bit more as-
tute and took the photo outside in daylight. He arranged 
the books on artificial bookcases and took the shot. In the 
photo A Scene in a Library, it’s possible to identify some 
of the books on the shelves, but not all of them. The photo-
graph can be interpreted as a sort of self-portrait, as the 
books reveal many of his interests. Fox Talbot’s fascination 
with manuscripts and various other objects and artefacts 
is obvious in many of his photographs, and he was keen 
on photographing his collection of said things. The photo  
A Scene in a Library was published in The Pencil of Nature, 
the first book of photography where photographs and text 
were put together.16

My handmade book Smuldrende minder (2019) exists as 
only one copy and contains found photographs, negatives, 
paper, and words. When assembling the book, I set myself 
restrictions: I could work only with materials I had in the 
studio. So, I pulled out various things that had  accumulated. 
I embroidered on found photographs and flipped some 
of them around so only the back was visible. In doing so  
I shifted focus to the paper itself, which in turn created 
more space for the imagination: What is on the other side?  
I cut out words from a Danish book and played around 
with them, arranged them in various ways, and made my 
first attempts at poetry in Danish. I felt like I was seeing 
the language from the outside when I watched the words 
behave like objects. I find it different to read and write  
in a language that is not my native tongue. It’s like getting 
to travel constantly into a new and undiscovered world. 

Elísabet Anna Kristjánsdóttir, John’s Collection of Words, 2021. Video, 09:00 min, looped. Installation view, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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livet igennem 
er et stort digt
trofast i sin kærlighed 
til døden

når hverdagen blomstrer
lurer minderne
og afventer 
dagens lys

billederne
hvor drømmelivets tomhed afsløres
med levende fantasi
og sans for poesi

digterens inspiration 
sindet friskt og følsomt
ro til poesien

life itself
is one large poem
faithful in its love
of death

when the everyday blossoms
the memories wonder
and await
daylight

images
where the emptiness of the dream-life is exposed
with a vivid imagination
and a sense of poetry

the poet’s inspiration
the mind fresh and sensitive
calm for the poetry17 

Elísabet Anna Kristjánsdóttir, Dear John, MFA exhibition, 2021. Installation view, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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Smuldrende minder. The poet Inger Christensen had to 
be included. I have obsessively read Sommerfugledalen: 
Et Requiem (Butterfly Valley: A Requiem, 2018), and my 
copy is full of written comments on almost every page.  
It is a wreath of sonnets; that is to say, each poem is one 
sonnet, and the wreath is composed of fifteen sonnets in all. 
The book is also a requiem that fluctuates between life and 
death. I have tried to analyse the work the best I can, but  
I suppose I could dedicate my entire life to that task. It was 
from her that I pilfered the word smuldrende, or at least 
borrowed it. Such a beautiful word that I think loses some 
of its charm in the English translation: crumbling.

THE LIBRARY
The library is a sanctuary. A place that holds doors to 
countless worlds in the silence. Here, the world has habit-
ually been folded and placed between two panels.18 The 
library holds the perfect relationship between order and 
chaos. There is a certain system that forms the structure of 
the library as a whole, but often enough it collapses in on 
itself, as there are so many books that are near impossible 
to categorise.  

It’s still dark outside, but starting to get a bit light. It’s 
 almost noon in December in Reykjavík, and I’m outside 
the old city library on Þingholtsstræti. Almost two decades 
have passed since the library moved to another location in 
the city, and since then this house has had many different 
owners. But lately it has stood abandoned. It is sad to see 
this grand, white stone building so derelict and grey on the 

inside; yet it has not lost all its mystery and charm. I go 
from one window to the next, trying to see what the house 
looks like on the inside. I mainly see grey concrete, tools, 
and various materials, but I manage to spot the beautiful 
old spiral staircase made of massive pieces of wood. I re-
member sliding down the polished banister and running 
my fingers along it on my way up. Over the past few years, 
people have claimed that ghosts have taken up residency 
here, and today children come looking for spirits and ghost 
stories in the garden instead of going between the floors of 
the house looking for exciting books. I spent many an hour 
here as a kid, devouring different worlds. Today I’m here 
to see if this house could one day serve as a background for 
either a performance or a video work.

Wings of Desire includes three scenes filmed in the Staats-
bibliothek in Berlin. The library is home to the angels of 
Berlin, sporting long overcoats, and here they roam around 
the space looking over the shoulders of the mortals, peeking 
into their books and notes. In the film we see the two angels, 
Damiel and Cassiel, observe the mortal citizens of Berlin 
in the 1980s. They listen to people’s thoughts but are visi-
ble only to children, and every now and then we see when 
the children spot them. In the film, Wim Wenders uses the 
library as a tool for memories and silence and treats it as a 
sort of holy space. The film elevates the written word; this is 
underlined in the opening scene, where a hand is seen hold-
ing a pen and writing poetry. We also hear excerpts from 
various books, because we hear the thoughts of the people 
reading. 

Elísabet Anna Kristjánsdóttir, Atelier, 2021. Installation view, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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THE NARRATIVE
I am constantly looking for narratives here and there, 
whether in objects, snippets of overheard conversations, 
books, or photographs. Ever since I was a child, I have been 
fascinated by stories, and I have always been both an avid 
listener and a voracious reader. Today I also like making up 
my own stories, which I see as a sort of way to capture mem-
ories and give them permanence. Like an anthropologist,  
I like to document things, stories, and moments in some way 
before they disappear. And like a photographer, I  capture 
the moment.

“What is time?” asks Duane Michals through the handwrit-
ten title of one of his photographs. “Time is the duration 
of everything. Its measure is the essential dimensions, the 
moment is the interval between now and then and then 
again.”19

The camera is one of the many tools that people use to 
make a version of the reality they assume they can handle. 
Michals, an American photographer, uses the medium’s 
narrative aspects and can be considered a pioneer of staged 
photography, where he portrays photography in a theatri-
cal and fictionalised way. His works expand the medium, 
playing with the possibilities that photography has to  offer. 
He both arranges photographs together in a cinematic way 
and incorporates text into his images in order to build nar-
rative. The most common themes in his works are often 
depicted through symbolic and metaphysical imagery. We 
see intangible aspects that interpret the human condition, 
such as time, dreams, death, mythology, love, and fear. Next 
to a photograph showing the interior of a bar, which is 
 titled There Are Things Here Not Seen in This Photograph 
(1977), he has handwritten a note. In it, he describes what 
he considers invisible in the photograph itself: he mentions 
what song was playing on the jukebox at that moment, what 
conversations were taking place, and that his shirt was wet. 
With his description he immediately changes the photo-
graph into a living scene, leading us into a particular narra-
tive. In this way, he suggests what is happening or what has 
happened, but leaving a lot for the imagination. 

It is as if some incredible force draws me to objects and 
photo graphs. It’s these narratives that can be found in ob-
jects, their relationships to their owners, and the roles that 
the objects have played and possibly also lost. There is 
something about a found object that has already had a life, 
had a story, and is about to gain a new one. 

ZOOM IN
In the darkroom I turn on the light table, place the negative 
on top of it, and then the loupe on top of that. The loupe 
is a magnifying glass that lets me see details in the negative.  
I can zoom in on those details I want to get a better look at, 
and I can see if everything that I want to be in focus is in fact 
in focus. It is a fascinating act—that with help from a light 
and a loupe, I can read the negative. Yet, I don’t find it so 
simple, because the negative is the opposite of the positive, 
which is how we see. That in itself is difficult to grasp. My 
brain creaks as I try to grasp that what is dark in the nega-
tive is in fact the light areas in the actual photograph, and 

vice versa; that is, what is light in the negative are shadows 
in the actual photograph. 

In my work She Drew the Curtains (2019), I worked with 
found negatives that I had picked up at a flea market. 
When I placed them on the light table and saw what they 
contained, I found that five of them had been taken in the 
same space. These were photographs of the same woman, 
shot from different angles. The setting is a domestic space, 
with the woman sitting in a chaise in a polka-dot dress. 
Her  living room, which I guessed it was, is full of flowers, 
photographs, and little statues, with the flowery curtains 
drawn. I worked with four of the negatives in the darkroom 
and placed one after the other in the enlarger. I spent time 
on each negative, zooming in on everything that could be 
zoomed in on, except the woman. Finally, I had quite a 
few images—pictures of flowers, various objects, a mirror, 
photos, a couch, and curtains that formed one space—but 
it was still rather distorted, because a lot of the things in 
the images appeared repeatedly, but from different angles.  
I also made the prints on found paper from the 1980s, so all 
the photographs had unusually low contrast and were grey-
ish. I put thirteen photos on a pine structure I built into the 
exhibition space, and I hung the structure between walls, 
thus creating a new wall that divided the space and removed 
the possibility for the viewer to get behind the work. The 
structure was fragmented, with little windows in which I 
mounted all sorts of papers, and then the photographs were 
placed on that. One part of the structure was not covered 
in paper, to provide a view through it and out the window. 
In the centre was an embroidered negative that could be 
seen because of light coming through the window behind 
the structure. I chose a negative depicting almost all the 
space and all the objects that could be seen in the images. 
I removed the woman from the negative by embroidering 
over her, leaving only the space with all its objects visible, 
but now from yet another angle. 
 
It seems like I am constantly looking for images within im-
ages. I zoom in to study certain areas in the image, enlarge 
them, and give them a new role. I have always given objects 
a lot of room in my photographs—they have so many pos-
sibilities for narrative and magic. There is also something 
very personal about telling people’s stories by using their 
objects and homes as backdrops to the story. 

THE PAPER
I wish that this text could just be one long list, or some sort 
of catalogue of all sorts of things and words that I find in-
teresting. But I suppose it would first and foremost merely 
reveal my fetish for making lists, and would in the long run 
not be very interesting. I would like to write about paper 
in one way or another: how it, as a material, is a large part  
of my artistic practice. There is such an incredible amount of 
different kinds of paper: One has warm tones while another 
is cold; thick paper, thin paper; old and new. Photography 
paper that has been coated with emulsion; paper made from 
recycled paper; and, last but not least, newspaper. There is 
something I find especially fascinating about newspapers—
the smell of the ink, the texture, the information, the words, 
and the images. Where the image of society transforms  
in an instant into yesterday’s news. 

Elísabet Anna Kristjánsdóttir
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THE PHOTOGRAPH
This is the main chapter.
I think.
Maybe this is at least the chapter you were waiting for? 

I copy the chapter and paste it into different places in the 
text; I would like to place it where I can create a feeling 
that I am in that stage of the process that I like to call “en-
thusiasm and insight.” It’s a stage that—if I were to set the 
process out as linear (which it isn’t)—comes after abstract 
and obscure forms, ideas, and images. It is in fact the stage 
that comes right after the deepest darkness, but the darkness 
is the beginning. The darkness is where no one knows any-
thing, the darkness is where all life begins. The beginning 
starts out blindly, and you feel your way, looking for clues 
that can bring you closer to the next stage of the process.  
So, as it is, the process looks like this: 

darkness → abstract and obscure forms, ideas, images → 
enthusiasm and insight. And then perhaps: → work of art.

You would think. But that is not how it actually goes, be-
cause this line is repeated over and over again within one 
process. And then one plateau starts to transform into an-
other and take on character traits from the other. Chaos 
has formed where one thing merges with another, and all 
boundaries are blurred. I move from insight back into the 
darkness, and from there possibly back to insight, and so 
on. It is only after many such rotations that we get → work 
of art 

Always these digressions. This chapter was supposed to be 
about photography, but perhaps this is exactly what it is 
to me: the process. The photograph itself is my most im-
portant tool in the process—I use it to encourage seeking, 
finding, and collecting. I collect found photographs and I 
collect my own photographs into an archive. I look for light 
and shadows, objects and words, by making photographs.  
I look for ideas, meaning, narratives, and protagonists. I use 
photography to think things through. I use it to try to figure 
out what I’m doing and what I want to do. I collect memo-
ries, and at the same time I leave a trace. 

As I see it, the photograph has always been very linked to 
space, both with regard to how we experience it as a small 
space that can be studied, and also how it can simultane-
ously be an object in a space that can be experienced. I have 
spent the past few years exploring different possibilities of 
the medium, how I could possibly expand the idea of what 
a photograph is and can be. For my work If All the Things 
in the World Would Cry for Baldur, He Would Be Allowed 
to Return, I mounted twenty-three silver gelatin prints that 
formed one whole image onto a free-standing pine structure 
in the middle of the space. In the centre of the fragmented 
image, one print was missing—that was the twenty-fourth 
print, hanging on the wall behind the structure. Thus, there 
was a gap in the image, which became a small window 
through which it was possible to see the missing image. That 
image was my grandfather’s silhouette at the piano, and  
I conceived it as a changing image: sometimes visible, some-
times not, depending on where in the space the viewer stood 

and looked at the work. I had found a black-and-white 
photo graph of my grandfather, who I never met, where 
he sits in the living room playing the piano; he was a jazz 
 pianist. I scanned the photograph and cropped it, remov-
ing almost all of my grandfather’s body and face, leaving 
behind part of the space, the piano, and his hands playing 
the piano. There is also sheet music on the piano, and above 
that is the aforementioned silhouette of my grandfather’s 
head. I printed this new image and took a photograph of it 
on an analogue large-format camera, thus creating yet an-
other image, now in the form of a large negative that I took 
into the darkroom. There, I projected it and made the final 
version, 150 cm high and 120 cm wide. Twenty-four prints 
that were put together to form a single image.

In this work, I felt like I was paying homage to the medium 
itself, as I created an image after an image after an image 
and so on and so forth. I let the craftsmanship take a lot 
of room in the process, and in the final work I also let the 
process take up space and be visible. On the back of the 
work, on the paper, my annotations from the darkroom can 
be seen. The found photograph of my grandfather belonged 
to my family, it belonged to my story, and yet it belonged to 
a time before I was born. I took the photograph and trans-
formed it; I took something that belonged to another time 
and gave it life and purpose and a new story. In a new time, 
a new place, in a totally different context. 

The short film Wind (1996), by the Hungarian director 
Marcell Iványi, is a black-and-white 360-degree journey 
into an imaginary scene that takes place in the remote coun-
tryside. Three elderly women witness an extremely unpleas-
ant event. The film is inspired by Lucien Hervé’s photo-
graph Three Women from 1951. The short is filmed in one 
long take and begins with us seeing the three elderly ladies 
standing sideways in a line outside a house, all looking left 
from our perspective. Unconventionally, the camera does 
not follow their gaze but rather goes in the opposite direc-
tion, to the right. The camera moves full circle around the 
flat landscape of the countryside, where birds fly about and 
a few houses stand. When the camera starts to approach 
the original frame again, the event that the women are wit-
nessing is revealed. People are being lynched. The camera 
moves in the same tempo past this terrible event and ends 
back in the original position where the three women stand, 
and now they turn around and walk towards the house. 
Wind leaves me fascinated, as Iványi makes it possible for 
the audience to travel into a photograph, which is one of my 
greatest dreams. 

DEAR JOHN
Dear John,
It all started with this one letter I wrote to you. 
I could never have imagined how this story would unfold. 
Sometimes it’s been rather unclear to me where you begin 
and I myself end. 
I began to see your traces everywhere and I started to  collect 
them. 
John, I did this because I care about you. I have made you 
a home!20
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1 Sara Stridsberg, Beckomberga (Stockholm: Albert Bonniers Forlag, 2014), 244.
2 Bodil Malmstén, “Det här är hjärtat” (This is the heart), in Bodil Malmsten: Samlade dikter [Collected poems] (Stockholm: Albert Bonniers Förlag, 

2016), 474.
3 Inspired by Georges Perec’s book Species of Spaces and Other Pieces (London: Penguin Books, 1997). In the chapter “Space,” Perec makes an index  

of some of the words that he uses for the work (pages 93–95).
4 Peter Handke, “Song of Childhood,” 1986, https://www.babelmatrix.org/works/de/Handke%2C_Peter-1942/Lied_Vom_Kindsein/en/42791-Song_ 

of_Childhood.
5 From my BFA text: Elísabet Anna Kristjánsdóttir “Someone once said that time was a tool to prevent everything happening at the same time,”  

in Malmö Art Academy Yearbook, 2018–19 (Malmö: Malmö Art Academy, 2019).
6 Hreinn Friðfinnsson, House Project: First House, Second House, Third House (Reykjavík: Forlagið, 2012). 
7 Ragnar Kjartansson. The Visitors, 2012, 9-channel video installation. 
8 Ragnar says in a podcast made by Iceland’s national radio, RÚV: “Það er svo sorglegt og fallegt að vera manneskja” (It is so sad and beautiful to be  

a human being). I think it is very inspiring and can very well relate to it myself. I think it also closely expresses what I want from art and what I want my 
art to be. Ragnar Kjartansson, “Það er svo sorglegt og fallegt að vera manneskja”[It is so sad and beautiful to be a human being], RÚV, 29 March 2013, 
https://www.ruv.is/thaettir/thad-er-svo-sorglegt-og-fallegt-ad-vera-manneskja. 

9 Þorvaldur Þorsteinsson (1960–2013) was a prominent figure in Icelandic culture. His oeuvre consists of books, plays, artworks, and performances.  
This box contained part of his writings when he passed away.

10 Kristjánsdóttir, “Someone once said.”
11 Malmstén, “Det här är hjärtat,” 470. Translated to English by Helga Soffía Einarsdóttir.
12 The death of Baldur was a great tragedy for almost the entire world, for he was beloved. Just after his death, his mother sent the As Hermóðr to Hel 

to find Baldur, which he did, and he struck a deal with Hel that if all things in the world would weep for Baldur, then he could return. So, the Æsir sent 
envoys to every corner of the world asking all things to weep to get Baldur out from Hel, and “all did so, humans, creatures, the earth and the stones 
and the trees and all metals.” But when it came to the giantess Þökk, who happened to be Loki in disguise, she refused to weep for Baldur. And so it  
was impossible for him to return. See chapter 49 of Gylfaginning, posted June 1997, https://www.snerpa.is/net/snorri/gylf.htm. 

13 The Mirror, feature film, directed by Andrei Tarkovsky (Soviet Union: Mosfilm, 1975).
14 August Sander (1876–1964) was a German photographer best known for his black-and-white portraits taken in the early twentieth century.
15 Sigurður Guðmundsson, Tabúlarasa (Reykjavík: Mál og Menning, 1993), 33. 
16 Laura Marcus, “The Library in Film: Order and Mystery,” in The Meaning of the Library: A Cultural History, ed. Alice Crawford (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 2015), 199–219.
17 Elísabet Anna Kristjánsdóttir, Smuldrende minder (Malmö: self-published, 2019). Translated to English by the author and Helga Soffía Einarsdóttir.
18 “Libraries are sanctuaries from the world and command centers onto it: here in quiet rooms are the lives of Crazy Horse and Aung San Suu Kyi,  

the Hundred Years’ War and the Opium Wars and the Dirty War, the ideas of Simone Weil and Lao-tzu, information on building your sailboat  
or dissolving your marriage, fictional worlds and books to equip the reader to reenter the real world. They are, ideally, places where nothing happens  
and where everything that has happened is stored up to be remembered and derived, the place where the world is folded up into boxes of paper.  
Every book is a door that opens onto another world, which might be the magic that all those children’s books were alluding to, and a library is  
a Milky Way of worlds. All readers are Wu Daozi; all imaginative, engrossing books are landscapes into which readers vanish.” Rebecca Solnit,  
The Faraway Nearby (London: Granta, 2013).

19 Duane Michals, What Is Time?, 1994, photograph.
20 My MFA exhibition Dear John is an installation where I expand on the idea of the photograph and examine what a photograph may be. I experiment 

with the boundaries between theatre and everyday life by building a scene that can be walked into, seeking to elevate the poetic elements of everyday 
life. Upon entering the gallery, John’s house is the first thing that the visitor sees. The outside of the house meets us with a window in its centre. We  
are inside, yet outside, and here we can sneak a peek through the window. The visitors are then invited to walk into John’s home, and here they get to 
experience the house from John’s perspective—that is, to see how he both looks at and sees the world. Within his home are several things that indicate 
that he experiences life as a stage, where things, pictures, and words all gain a slightly different meaning. Many things in the home have lost their  
original functions, but in doing so have acquired new and different roles. There are also many things that suggest that this home is one dimensional, 
and that there are possibly others like it very close by. In a little space at the far end of the gallery, the fiction is revealed, and that is where it is  
possible to enter my studio. 
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Fleshy lumps squeezed in moist strokes. Fetching wet  
and clingy mucus. Clods of sticky gestures. Dragging 
slimy  lesions in mucky splashes. Stroking dollops of  
mushy blush over magnetic broken faeces. Drizzling 
touch in sore scratches. Dirty madid plashy spills of rush.  
Forcing broken symptoms stuck to wounded crimson.
 
The abject is described by philosopher Julia Kristeva as 
a breakdown in the distinction between self and other; a 
breakdown of one’s corporeal reality. Once, the abject was 
seen as part of oneself and one’s identity, but since then it 
has been rejected. Rejected in order to define the borders  
of the self; in order to establish an “I.” The abject is the  
unwanted that is being pushed away, forcefully kept  
outside. It is the embodiment of what resides in a liminal, 
ambiguous space between self and other, inside and outside.  
An undefinable fluctuating in-between—pushed away from 
the self, but not yet distanced enough to become other. The 
abject is that which is lurking on the border of the self, 
threatening to blur it. The unease caused by sensing some-
thing undefinable on the skin, not knowing if it is coming 
from the inside, or if it is trying to enter. 

Abjection is a forceful release. It is the rejection of a part 
of oneself, due to feeling disgust over keeping it close. 
The process establishes the boundaries of the body—the 
contours of the subject—by expelling what does not belong. 
Abjection is linked to vomit and excrement, secretions and 
waste; to ejecting, rejecting, and expelling from the body. 
What has been expelled is deemed filthy; a threat to the 
 subject, its cleanliness and wholeness. The release of bodily 
fluids is a protection and preservation, as well as an ejection, 
of the self. In this sense, abjection is related to birth. The 
abject confronts us with our earliest attempts to release our 
hold on the maternal entity before existing as our own—
through the autonomy of language. It is a violent breaking 
away with constant risk of being dragged back. 

“I give birth to myself amid the violence of sobs, of 
vomit.” 2

The studio is a mess and I am slipping around in waste. 
Stepping on a blotch of liquid; sliding over the gloppy floor. 
The skin is sticky, and the sensation spreads; hands and 
nails and hair and ears and nose and chin.

the subject, burst from filth

“As in true theater, without makeup or masks, refuse 
and corpses show me what I permanently thrust aside 
in order to live. These body fluids, this defilement, this 
shit are what life withstands, hardly and with  difficulty, 
on the part of death. There, I am at the border of my 
condition as living being. My body extricates itself,  
as being alive, from that border.”3

Abjection is tied to the sublime. According to Kristeva, 
the sublime is what keeps abjection under control.4 The 
two are similarly experiences of doubling: of being here 
and beyond in a single moment. The sublime allows us to 
view past borders and become aware of their existence. The 
 abject is the breakdown of this border, while the sublime is 
the  imposition of it. Neither has an object; they are experi-
ences of something beyond definition. Both result in unease  
and horror.

The entering of the sublime into the body is by Kristeva 
named the symptom. This is “a language that gives up,  
a structure of the body, a non-assimilable alien, a monster,  
a tumor, a cancer that the listening devices of the uncon-
scious do not hear, for its strayed subject is huddled out-
side the paths of desire.”5 Turning to psychiatrist Sigmund 
Freud, a symptom is considered the physical result of a 
compromise between drive and repression, undergone  
to maintain order and control. Repression is the essence of 
abjection; what must be repressed or abjected is that which 
blurs internal boundaries of right and wrong, exclusion 
and taboo. It is an otherness that, despite being  repeatedly 
rejected, .threatens to return. A menace: to system, order, 
and control. The abject is at the crossroads of phobia,  
obsession, and  perversion.6 It neither gives up nor assumes 

“I expel myself, I spit myself out, I abject myself within the same motion through which 
‘I’ claim to establish myself.”
—Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror 1
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prohibition, rule, or law, but turns them aside, misleads, 
corrupts; uses them and takes advantage of them.7

Nasty. Scruffy. Coarse. The paint, partly with its own life. 
Now it makes an unexpected turn, and I feel convulsions in 
my throat. A disgust; by paint; the painting; myself; by being 
the maker of the thing. Sickness, creeping close to the skin. 
I have the urge to shuffle it away. Claustrophobic. And yet, 
it pulls me in.

Gender theorist Judith Butler incorporates abjection with-
in performativity: repeated acts that form our identities.  
Performativity is—for example, in her famous book Gender 
Trouble—positioned in relation to sex and gender.  Butler  
argues that neither gender nor sex are fixed but rather 

formed through performed acts. She questions a general 
treatment of the body as an empty surface and clean scene 
for cultural inscription, upon which gender is assumed  
to be acted out. Instead, she claims both sex and gender to 
be linguistic constructions—one assuming the other.8 Acts, 
gestures, and enactments are performative in the sense 
that the identity they purport to express are “ fabrications 
manu factured and sustained through corporeal signs and 
other discursive means.”9 That the body is  performative 
suggests that it has no ontological status that can be  
separated from the acts that constitute it. This concerns not 
only sex and gender but everything that together  constitutes 
our  identities and bodily beings. Through the acts we  
perform, we—intentionally as well as unintentionally— 
exist in a constant process of incorporation and rejection.
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As within the process of abjection, performativity requires 
acts that are repeated; the repetitions with their similarities 
and differences are what form and define the subject. In 
Butler’s words: “This repetition is at once a reenactment 
and reexperiencing of meanings already socially  established; 
and it is the mundane and ritualized form of their legitima-
tion.”10 This makes performativity a sustained and repeated 
corporeal project; a corporealisation of time. 

Drag    Slip        Blend        Press        Slide

Art historian and critic Isabelle Graw argues that  painting 
suggests a physical connection to its absent author, by  
what she calls “indexical signs.”11 Through material traces,  
the absent author becomes somewhat physically present in 
the work. In this way, the painting becomes saturated with 
the person of the artist. Graw refers to artist and architect  
Leon Battista Alberti, who in the fifteenth century believed 
the mission of painting was “to create life and to make  
absent men present.”12 What he had in mind was the  
depicted person; however, Graw argues this to be true also 
for the painter themself. Through the inscriptions of the  
author’s gestures, the work attains subjectivity: “This is why  
a painting can be potentially experienced as being intrigu-
ing in a way that only an intriguing person could be.”13

the fingerprints on the edges,
from being held with stained fingers

Ina Gerken. A mishmash of lines: crossing, overlapping, 
tangling, winding, and intertwining. Applied lines, scratched 
lines, straight lines, and curvy lines. One single painting 
can consist of a full spectrum of brightly coloured lines, 
united into a pulsating surface that seems deep enough to 
step into. An opening into a world built up of threads; left  
behind as traces of someone’s path. On my mind is  Untitled  
( After Laughter) from 2019; its white grid in the  fore- 
ground,  reminiscent of a window. Behind it—enclosed— 
are  layers building up, on top of each other; together  
shaping and defining its material being. The painting  
is  saturated with indexical signs, produced by the move-
ments of the artist. A performative—and transformative—
sequence of events has taken place. What I encounter, as  
a viewer, is the  material traces of this performative event;  
all there at once—a corporealisation of time. Art  critic 
Carina  Bukuts has described Gerken’s pieces as being 
“ constructed like a library of movements.”14 This is a quote 
I keep coming back to since my first encounter with her 
 essay “A Library of Movements,” included in a  monograph 
on  Gerken’s work. The title of the essay pulled me in  
and twisted my thinking. The movements in the works 
are small and  scribbly, large and gestural, sharp and itchy,  
thin and squared. They invite me as a viewer to come  
close; to follow the  physical movement of another. To read 
their body.
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Pushing. Pulling. Forcing. Dragging. Bending. Jumping. 
Scratching. Smearing. Wiping. Rubbing. Violently erasing.

“An immobile canvas could suggest a change of place, 
just as a shooting star’s track on my retina suggests  
a transition, a motion not contained in it. The painting 
itself would then offer to my eyes almost the same thing 
offered them by real movements: a series of appro-
priately mixed, instantaneous glimpses along with, if a 
living thing is involved, attitudes unstably suspended 
between a before and an after—in short, the externals 
of a change of place which the spectator would read 
from the imprint it leaves.”15

I am in my studio, staring at lines left from the night before. 
Long gentle strokes, vaguely sharp in their turns, petering 
out; merging with the fast and harsh. I follow their path; 
read the unreadable. 

Eighteenth-century art critic Denis Diderot declared paint 
to be where “a man’s character and temperament” comes 
to the fore.16 Much like how scribbling down something in 
a rush affects your handwriting, the painter reveals a hint 
of themself through the work, by the expression of what is 
inscribed.

Cy Twombly. In “Cy Twombly: Works on Paper,” philo-
sopher Roland Barthes describes how, when confronted 
with the works of the artist, we are asked to conceive not 
the product but rather the movement behind it.17 How 
Twombly’s work is not derived from a concept (mark) but 
from an activity (marking).18 Complex in their simplicity, 
his lines can be traced back to the body’s movement; the 
hand’s movement. As Barthes nicely puts it, as a viewer 
you place yourself “in the hand’s footsteps”19—a painterly 
quote bringing light to the bodily encounter with a surface. 
In Twombly’s work, we encounter a scribbling—sometimes 
shy, sometimes careless—hand, as well as the energetic 
 violence and physical struggle in works like the Bacchus 
 series (2003–08). His style of painting is often closely  related 
to writing. However, it is a writing we are unable to read; at 
least in the way writing is commonly read. Twombly pushed 
and challenged his line in different ways: towards the  
gesture behind the writing, rather than its form or usage. 
Barthes describes how Twombly tried to defeat the trained 
language of his hand by drawing at night with the lights  
out. Through this act, he impeded and slowed down his 
graphic skills, forcing his painting to approach a stage  
before written language. This tactic of Twombly’s has, by 
the art historian Kirk Varnedoe, been referred to as “blind”:

The “blind” practice contributed to the scrawling  
cursiveness and the looping, elongated proportions 
that are the hallmark of the Augusta drawings, and the 
nocturnal, uncensored manner of rendering may also 
account for the more candid opening of the imagery 
onto a psychosexual subconscious.20

The blindness in artistic mark making is also discussed 
by philosopher Jacques Derrida in Memoirs of the Blind. 
He presents the idea of drawing as being made in partial 

blindness; not in the sense of literally not seeing, but  rather 
drawing as acted out from inner images and memories.21 
The line is therefore ambiguous: you draw without the  
eyes, in blindness. The blindness in the acts of painting 
and drawing emphasises their origin in the body. The hand  
rushes ahead of the head, and in place of the head.

The above-mentioned examples could be seen as ways—
through painting or drawing—of moving to a place  before 
language; before the symbolic order and the symbolic  
world of linguistic communication. As children, we are 
drawn into entering language out of a wish to be under-
stood, but, according to Kristeva, there is the possibility of 
returning to a place before language. This place she calls the 
semiotic. According to Kristeva, signification is composed  
of two elements: the symbolic and the semiotic. The sym-
bolic is the accumulation of language and shared cultural 
meaning. The symbolic allows the child to become a speak-
ing subject and to develop an identity, separate from the 
mother. The semiotic is before language and the  symbolic—
it is tied to instincts and emotions, what lacks structure 
and meaning. The semiotic is a sign of the body entering 
 language. The process of separating from the mother  
into the symbolic is the process of abjection. According 
to  Kristeva, the subject continues to oscillate between  
the semiotic and the symbolic even after entering the sym-
bolic; this stands in contrast to the thinking of  psychiatrist 
Jacques Lacan, who believes this entering to be fixed.  
For Kristeva, the subject is permanently in process. 

In the book Faux Pas., painter Amy Sillman points to  
a lack of discussion and analysis on shape in painting,  
commenting, “Maybe shape is just too vast to talk about,  
or resistant to language.”22

If I haven’t been painting in weeks, I feel empty and filled, 
half and new, torn and naked. Painting is a release. It fills 
me, and it empties me.

In Freud’s theory of psychosexual development, the anal 
stage is the second stage—out of five—leading up to the 
symbolic. This stage lasts from the age of eighteen months  
to three years. It is the stage when toilet training starts,  
which brings about the child’s fascination with the 
 erogenous zone of the anus. The anal stage is related to 
control of the bowel and bladder. This stage is  ostensibly 
about toilet training, but it is also about controlling behav-
iours and urges. According to Freud, issues in any stage 
of develop ment will lead to fixation, and a potentially 
 unhealthy personality. Issues developed at this stage are 
called “anal fixation,” and Freud describes it as leading 
to a personality that either grasps for control or rejects it.  
Holding on to this stage involves a refusal to enter into 
language. Similar to the process of abjection, here lies  
a refusal: neither wanting nor being able to become inte-
grated into the symbolic system—one reacts, one abreacts, 
one abjects.23

The anal stage is centred around pleasure in the anal— 
to enjoy smearing around in one’s own excrements and 
finding ways to control them. This deep interest not 

Rebecca Lindsmyr
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infrequently connects the anal stage with narcissism, as 
well as with perversion. In a similar manner as the abject 
connects to potential perversions through the ambiguity  
of something deviating from what is considered normal,  
so does the anal stage. Philosopher and writer Georges  
Bataille even claims abjection to be rooted in anal eroti-
cism.24 It is all a mishmash of in-between muck, alluding 
to bodiliness, through which we are expected to define  
and find the borders of our selves. 

Due to the anal stage sharing common traits with the 
act of painting—namely, being grounded in the pleasure 
of  controlling liquids through smearing, dribbling, and 
squeezing—as well as the similarities between the actual 
medium of painting and excretion, connections can be, and 
have been, made between painting and the anal stage. For 
example, in Paul McCarthy’s work Painter (1995), where 
the artist takes on the role of an abstract painter who, 
with his gigantic phallic brushes and tubes, smears what is 
 labelled as “SHIT” over large canvases while mumbling to 
himself. Other earlier examples include the abstract paint-
ings that Marcel Duchamp made with his semen in the late 
1940s, Piero Manzoni’s Artist’s Shit from 1961, and Andy 
Warhol’s late 1970s Oxidation Paintings, made by urin-
ating onto copper plates. Most artists who could be seen  
as explicitly dealing with paint as excretion are men— 
which likely connects to a higher tolerance, on a societal  
level, to men approaching something that could so easily be 
labelled “madness.” Not to mention the different concep-
tions of whatever comes out of a non-male body. 

Francis Bacon. A violent deformation of the body. The con-
tours dissolving; breaking down to what Graw poignantly 
describes as “a crouching mass of flesh and color.”25 The 
depictions are abject for sure: the inner and outer  merging 
into an undefined carnal lump; sometimes suffering, 
sometimes tender, sometimes both. Bacon refers to all his  
paintings as being accidents:

I foresee it in my mind, I foresee it, and yet I hardly 
ever carry it out as I foresee it. It transforms itself by 
the actual paint. I use very large brushes, and in the 
way I work I don’t in fact know very often what the 
paint will do, and it does many things which are very 
much better than I could make it do.26

The paint is leading him; he is dragged down into this 
crouching mass of flesh and colour; panting for air in this 
huddled dough. The borders of his subjects dissolve, but, 
likewise, so do the borders between himself and that which 
is depicted. Bacon describes the distortions he performed 
on the faces of his subjects as “injuries.” He preferred to 
work from photographs so he could “practice the injury 
in private.”27 There is a sadomasochistic trait to his work  
and his approach to painting; in finding pleasure in this  
injuring. The paint leads him to injure—himself, as well as 
his subjects—but he enjoys the process. The paint allows 
for this violent process to take place. Allows for a subject  
to become a piece of ambiguous meat.
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Willem de Kooning. De Kooning’s famous statement “Flesh 
was the reason why oil painting was invented” equally suits 
his own work and that of Bacon.28 The two artists share 
an interest in carnal representation, as well as the violent 
treatment of flesh, and of the paint itself. Over the years, de 
Kooning moved more and more into the abstract, but the 
paint kept on carrying a sense of fleshiness; of fragmented 
body parts; of a violent process of abjection.

Poet and critic Edwin Denby described de Kooning’s 
 process in 1943, whereby the artist would break down his 
paintings from an initial beauty to a puzzled surface.29  
A series of rejected pictures would build up on top of each 
other, after which, one day, the accumulated paint would 
be sandpapered down, leaving the ghostly presence of the 
undercoats. On top of this, de Kooning would then start 
building up the surface again. Act, rejection, and erasure 
overlaid; repeated. 

In the lecture “The Renaissance and Order,” de Kooning 
explained how painters paint themselves into their works 
through an implied point of view: the perspective of the 
artist.30 In relation to the work of the impressionist Paul 
Cézanne, de Kooning expressed that every brushstroke has 
its own perspective, its own point of view.31

The above-mentioned approach to painting stands in close 
relation to themes explored by the philosopher Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty in Phenomenology of Perception. Here 
he elaborates on our bodies as our points of view upon 
the world.32 How the position of our eyes is what decides 
the view from these eyes. To have another perspective, 
our physical being needs to spatially move; and when it 
does, the first perspective is left behind. The body’s spatial 
 perspective, as well as temporal, is shifted. 

According to Merleau-Ponty, in his writings on the 
phenomen ology of the body, our bodies are the core of 
our view upon the world—everything is filtered through 
it. Every past event, every external categorisation and felt 
belonging, every sentiment and memory: all is stored within 
this moving lump of flesh. Merleau-Ponty explains:

There is no single movement in a living body that is 
an absolute accident with regard to psychical inten-
tions and no single psychical act that has not found 
at least its germ or its general outline in physiological 
dispositions.33

What is the basis for mixing a colour, or picking up a  certain 
crayon? And what makes the movement inscribed with 
this material take on the shape that it does? This course of 
events is a formative interaction between self and other. The 
very first touch of a blank surface arises from a reaction to 
this entity—its position in relation to my body and what 
this relation triggers, at this very moment. The movements 
to follow are based on the same principle: one builds on the 
next. Two entities having a formative dialogue. The scale 
of a canvas will affect the relationship between the two. 
A large format activates the physicality of this encounter. 
 Interaction with it in its entirety becomes impossible with-
out physical endeavour. With physical activation comes 
what is triggered in the bodily container. 

Maria Lassnig. The painted figure—elongated, shortened, 
twisted, squared, pushed, and torn. In Lassnig’s work, 
the figure moves beyond its own depiction. It is a self- 
portraiture deformed through reflection on physical and 
psychological sensations. In her practice, the body is the 
site of action. Hardly any backgrounds or surroundings 
are to be seen: the focus is directed towards the internal 
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space of the body. The artist deforms the contours of the 
body, pushing them to take on different forms. In some of 
her paintings, the canvas in its full surface is pushed to act 
as a body; the body’s contours equated with the contours 
of the frame. Often, the canvas is suggested as mirror. The 
body mirrored, or a mirroring of the mirroring process  
itself. Lassnig transforms her body as if altered in a fun-
house mirror, but the alteration is sincere, with presence 
and with care.

Lassnig describes herself as highly sensitive and attentive to 
herself and her surroundings. In her very last diary entry, 
from 2003, she remarks how she is without skin: “All people 
here are sewn into thick quilted eiderdowns, there they do 
not hear how the world is doing, how it howls with pain, 
cold and hunger, is blind with rage. But I have no skin.”34

Her practice, and how it is described from an outside per-
spective, returns again and again to the skin. In a mono-
graph from 2016, her work is described as follows: “The 
canvas absorbs her bodily feelings like a skin, and the brush 
is the tool that transfers them. Perhaps the skin and the 
canvas are not so much borders as intersections between 
two different but interlinked forms of being.”35 In these two 
statements, the skin is described as a border between the 
artist and her surroundings; both how she is without this 
border—how her self merges with its surroundings—and 
how the skin and the canvas intertwine and become one. 

“The body’s inside, in that case, shows up in order to 
compensate for the collapse of the border between in-
side and outside. It is as if the skin, a fragile container, no 
longer guaranteed the integrity of one’s ‘own and clean 
self’ but, scraped or transparent, invisible or taut, gave 
way before the dejection of its contents. Urine, blood, 
sperm, excrement then show up in order to reassure  
a subject that is lacking its ‘own and clean self.’” 36

The painting tears out all emotions. Increases their volume. 
I hide them under coatings; integuments; skins.  Transparent 
layers. Creating distance. It is soothing to come back  
and bring down the intensity of what belongs to the past. 
Physically transform something to past tense. Play down. 
Dissolve. Hide. Then start all over.

human skin flattened out is about 2 m2

At the age of twenty-two, I went to Oxford, England, to 
see a Jenny Saville exhibition. I was deeply touched and 
spent hours walking around the show. Saville was  certainly 
 important for me at an early stage of my practice, and 
some of her influence probably lingers still. Looking back 
now, I understand that she showed me paint as narrative 
flesh; how paint can feel like a truer flesh than flesh itself. 
The large scale allowed the figures to disappear by moving  
closer. To see the different layers of paint, of actions. The 
figures became secondary; what mattered was the flesh, 
what was lying behind, and imbedded in, it.

During that same period, I was working in a supermarket. 
From behind the cash register, I could shamelessly look at 

people’s skins from up close, decoding stories of time passed 
in their skin. Fleshy wrinkles. Lines and bruises. Shades 
and veins. Hairs and scars. A life of smoking. A lifetime of  
repressed feelings.

“There is something about the way the cloth is stretched 
tightly over the frame that gives them a bizarre solidity, 
like skin on a face.”37

I mostly build the stretchers for my paintings myself.  
Because I want them physically and visually heavier than 
prefabricated ones. The thickness of the painting gives 
it a physical presence; a sense of bodily being. It brings  
subjectivity to the work—a presence that, by Graw, is de-
scribed as its “vitalistic potential.”38 The canvases’ physical 
properties give the paintings a presence not as pictures, but 
as physical entities. They exist in the studio as objects I have 
to relate and adjust to. The width of the stretchers allows 
the paintings to stand rather stably straight on the ground; 
for us to relate equally to each other. I install them low, so 
they relate to the body and its proportions.

“Every earlier stage of development persists alongside 
the later stage which has arisen from it.” 39

In The Ontology of the Accident, philosopher Catherine 
Malabou explores the concept of “plasticity.” Plasticity 
characterises the relationship between matter and form in 
psychic life. Malabou refers to it as a concept commonly 
used by Freud in regard to the fluidity of the libido.40 In 
this idea lies what is assumed in psychoanalysis; namely, 
that nothing experienced is forgotten—that the trace is in-
destructible. It can be modified, deformed, and reformed, 
but not obliterated. Plasticity provides the opportunity 
for transformation without destruction. The deforming 
perspective of time—what literally dissolves the form. The 
passing of time and hence the reshaping of one’s being.41 
As with everything persisting at once within ourselves, 
the same is true within painting. Paint is added or scraped 
off, leaving an imprint and reshaping its surface through  
laboured time. As expressed by de Kooning, “You can’t 
start over again with the canvas like it was before you put 
that first stroke down.”42 Every act is stored in its skin.

“One of the marvels of modern painting is that this  
tension between marking and storing time remains 
present on its surface, since its constituent marks, which 
are laid down over time, are always simultaneously  
available to vision.”43

Dorothea Tanning. I have long loved Tanning’s Insomnias 
(1957): a work with the presence of passing time—of looking 
back; like dreaming—and suggestions of figures that unfold 
as one continues to look. The movement; the colours; the 
hazy transparent feel to the work. The transparent appeals 
to me: gestures building up while simultaneously being  
individually visible. Making its marks possible to read:  
to sort out the gestures; to follow a line; to unfold. Like 
standing in front of a mirror and looking a bit too  intensely 
at yourself; seeing a scar or a wrinkle, reminding you of 
something from long ago.
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I started out as a figurative painter, something I have been 
moving away from over the years. However, I still carry the 
figurative painter’s gaze. This approach to painting is about 
looking, intensely studying. Understanding what is going 
on underneath. As a figurative painter, intimacy can be very 
intense; a shivering closeness comes with tuning the eyes to 
details and nuances. How a finger or a toe is placed during 
conversation; the exact mix of colours needed to produce 
the right tone of a patch of skin; the precise curving of a 
nostril. Your gaze is constantly breaking down the face of 
the person you are talking to: ounces of ochre, titanium, 
crimson, cobalt, vermillion, sienna, and cadmium. Bumps, 
wrinkles, scratches, and flakes.

I have always preferred the Swedish word skiktmåleri 
(layer- painting) over its English translation, “glazing.” It 
better describes the process of repeated veiling.  Calculating 
what needs to go under what. Transforming, in your mind, 
a skin into a medical cross-section; layers on top of each 
other; lifting each other. Complementary and  contrasting 
colours; shades and shadows; from light building up  
towards dark or the other way around; blue under ochre for 
the right coldness of a wrist.

 for a painter, a surface is a process  
you ought to understand what is under the skin

 

Closely related to the abject is Bataille’s concept of the 
formless (l’informé). With this concept, he opposes—what 
he experiences as—a general claim that everything should 
have a form. The formless is about attacking the very  
imposition of categories. The formless does not carry an  
inside-outside model with it—as the abject does; rather,  
it suggests an ambiguous fluid formlessness.44 However, 
even if the division between inside and outside is not as 
clear in the formless as it is in the abject, both concepts deal 
with fluids and excrement. In his definition of the formless, 
in his Critical Dictionary, Bataille connects formlessness to 
saliva: “To affirm on the other hand that the universe does 
not resemble anything and is nothing but formless amounts 
to the claim that the universe is something like a spider or 
a gob of spittle.”45 According to him, matter is seductive 
waste, appealing to what is most infantile in us, since the 
blow it strikes is devolutionary, regressive.46 

In “The Politics of the Signifier II: A Conversation on the 
‘Informe’ and the Abject,” a discussion between the editors 
of the journal October published in 1994, the formless and 
the abject are brought together. Both concepts provided the 
foundation for several large exhibitions in the 1990s. The 
discussion covers how the formless “allows for slippage—
where at certain moments you can’t tell the difference  
between an eye and an asshole.”47

Rebecca Lindsmyr
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Twombly’s work is a clear example of this formless   
slippage. In Venus and Adonis (1978), his scribbling  gestures 
transform into vague body parts. From what at first seems 
reminiscent of a child’s naive drawing arises sexual content, 
buttocks and phallic shapes. Suddenly, what could at first 
sight be read as a flower could as much be an anus.

Ambera Wellmann. In the essay “Unwanted,” artist  Frieda 
Toranzo Jaeger describes how Wellmann’s works  function 
to queer space, through her depictions of figures as 
 formless uniform colour fields.48 In Wellmann’s paintings, 
scattered elements of the human body are recomposed.  
A  representation that lingers in-between; a figure without 
fixed borders. This idea draws us back to Kristeva and the 
abject as “what does not respect borders, positions, rules. 
The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite.”49

Rita Ackermann. In 2016, Ackermann’s chalkboard 
 paintings were presented at Malmö Konsthall as part of 
her solo exhibition The Aesthetic of Disappearance. Her   
earlier, more figurative works from the 1990s were  presented 
alongside recent chalkboard paintings. Seeing the different 
periods side by side accentuated the figurative elements 
in her later works—making the physical erasures appear 
more violent. Behind her expressive gestures linger bodily 
 fragments; erased. Over time, and work by work, the  figures 
become more and more dissolved. But they are there—  
maybe to an even greater degree—in the more abstract 
works. It’s there in the haze, even if only assumed in some 
vague lines. 

Ackermann explains that she made the  chalkboard paint-
ings through multiple erasures,  referencing what happens 
on a chalkboard in a classroom.50 In her work, time be-
comes present through the act of wiping out. 

Christopher Wool. A similar act is performed in Wool’s 
 series Gray Paintings (2005). No direct figurative  element 
appears, and yet an inscribed body is delineated through 
gestural mark making. He erases a gesture he just  performed. 
Wool declares this to be “erasure as a picture itself.”51  
He builds up his work through creation and destruction 
overlaid; gesture and erase, gesture and erase. The artist’s 
hand is inscribed through its present absence and absent 
presence. Left behind is a time-stamped surface. An act 
reminiscent of cleaning a mirror: spraying on some cleaner, 
and wiping it off with a piece of cloth.

It’s now been many years since I first encountered Lacan’s 
mirror stage as a concept. It lingers in the back of my mind, 
forcing its way into my painterly practice. For my master’s 
degree exhibition, the mirror has taken on a central role.

Using the concept of the mirror stage, Lacan explains  
how the child, between the ages of six and eighteen months, 
identifies with its image in the mirror, and through this 
comes to a first understanding of itself existing not as a 
fragmented body but as a whole individual; an “I.” This 
understanding evolves through a process of exploring the 
relation between gestures and movements of the body 
and of the reflected mirror image. Through gestures and 
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movements reflected in a surface, an “I” is formed. Lacan 
describes the mirror stage “as an identification; a trans-
formation that takes place in the subject when he assumes 
an image.”52 The function of the mirror stage is to estab-
lish a relation between the inner world (Innenwelt) and the 
 outer world (Umwelt).53  This process of recognising oneself 
as an “I” also entails recognising oneself as an other. Hence, 
the mirror stage is a process of both unity and alienation. It 
is a process of stepping out of and back from the physical 
body; to observe it in its entirety.

“Color is the scattering of unity. Thus, it is through 
color—colors—that the subject escapes its alienation 
within a code (representational, ideological, symbolic, 
and so forth) that it, as conscious subject, accepts.” 54

For Kristeva, the mirror stage exists between the pre-
linguistic stage associated with the abject and the  accusation 
of, and entering into, language. Through the mirror stage, 
the child enters into language and moves from what is 
 before it. An objective gaze of the self is explored, under 
which the self is formed by being presented as an object. 
Before the mirror stage, the world is fragmented, built up 
of body parts. The mirror gives the child shape, becoming 
a whole being. The “I” moves from being a fragmented 
body and, through a surface, starts to see its contours. For  
Kristeva, this process is in constant flux: we move through 
the mirror stage into establishing language, and back to 
matter before language, back to the semiotic.

“Let us not forget that the painter’s brushstroke is 
something in which a movement is terminated. We are 
faced here with something that gives new meaning to 
the term regression.”55

Related to the mirror stage is Lacan’s screen theory. In The 
Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, Lacan 
draws a system of two overlapping triangles; on each side 
of the triangles is the subject of representation, respectively 
that which turns me into a picture under the gaze. In the 
central overlap is the image, or screen.56 The screen exists 
between the subject and the gaze. The gaze is that which 
is outside; where the “I” becomes looked at, becomes a 
picture. It is a splitting of the being; the being breaks up 
between its being and its semblance: “The being gives of 
himself, or receives from the other, something that is like a 
mask, a double, an envelope, a thrown-off skin, thrown off 
in order to cover the frame of a shield.”57

In one part of the text, Lacan situates the screen in relation 
to painting: 

If a bird were to paint would it not be by letting fall 
its feathers, a snake by casting off its scales, a tree by  
letting fall its leaves? What it amounts to is the first 
act in the laying down of the gaze. A sovereign act, no 
doubt, since it passes into something that is  materialized 
and which, from this sovereignty, will render obsolete, 
excluded, inoperant, whatever, coming from elsewhere, 
will be presented before this product.58

The painting becomes the screen, between the subject and 
the gaze. 

“The mirror’s phantom draws my flesh into the outer 
world.” 59

For my master’s exhibition, polished metal is united 
with my paintings—in the shape of mirroring planes and  
structures; supporting, reflecting, pushing, or restraining 
the canvases. Raw metal has been polished into reflecting 
surfaces. Through layer after layer of different sandpapers 
and polishing rags, the objects have transformed into a  
reflection of movements. The movements made during  
the process have left traces: tiny scratches pointing towards 
the movements of the body in front of it. My body has 
moved in relation to a plane; covering the surface, layer  
after layer. Day by day, the object has taken one step closer 
to becoming a painting. A hazy membrane lingers on the 
surface. Painterly marks are left from polishing discs and 
wax, on the front as well as the sides. Never have metal and 
paint felt this close to me.

I went through a period years ago where I painted shiny 
metal: scissors, hospital beds, different medical equipment. 
It is so far from painting. From paint and flesh and liquids. 
It feels like a contradiction in itself: painting metal. 

But then again, what is paint if not metal; zinc white, 
 titanium white, transparent red oxide, nickel titanium 
 yellow, gold ochre, vermillion extra, cadmium red, cobalt 
violet … 

In Madness and Civilization, philosopher Michel  Foucault 
describes processes of mirroring in the asylum: this is how 
the inmate is to be shown that their experience is “in fact” 
insanity. He describes how the inmate recognises their 
own insanity in a mirror they are forced to face. It is an 
act of humiliation, and of self-regulation. The inmate’s 
solid  sovereignty as subject breaks down in this object that 
they have demystified through internalisation. The subject 
is now mercilessly observed by themself, and recognises 
 themself objectively as insane. In the asylum, mirrors are 
arranged in such a manner that the inmate cannot but 
be taken by surprise at finding themself insane. They are 
chained to the humiliation of perceiving oneself as object. 
Through this mirror play, insanity is forced to reveal itself.60 
What  Foucault describes is the mirror as a structure of 
 power and of self-regulation.

I cannot paint before noon. Best circumstances are on 
a rainy day or when darkness arrives. It’s such a cliché. 
 Winter is good for painting; Malmö is generally good for 
painting. It is grey and the colours show off at their best.  
In the afternoon and evening, my presence falls down  
from the head, into the body.

In the documentary With My Back to the World,  painter 
Agnes Martin describes how she is sitting in her studio 
chair, awaiting what she calls inspiration.61 In my own 
 practice, I would describe this waiting as spending time with 
the shadow of who is about to come. As if knowing you  
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are about to meet someone who will be important to your 
life, and you prepare for the encounter. It is about  becoming 
present in the body, getting ready for a physically and 
 mentally challenging process; about waiting and building 
up the right space.

I work on several paintings at once. Not at the same time; I 
go between them. But they exist alongside each other, each 
having its own time and space. They stand in the studio like 
beings I am forced to relate and adjust to. At the beginning 
as empty surfaces, and later on in the process of becoming. 
Many painters describe their fear of the empty canvas. Its 
vacuity can be overwhelming. What is not fear-inducing 
about a blank figure without a past? An empty mirror that 
does not reflect you back. We spend time together, feeling 
each other. Getting to know one another through physical 
presence. Then comes that feeling; we approach.

I leave the painting behind. Still feeling rushed from the 
 intensity and emotion. It all went by fast. The act. I am  
leaving, but at the same time, I am not leaving at all.  
My body has left the room, but is still in it. I go over the 
dialogue again and again. Figuring out if it evolved properly, 
and where to pick it up next.

“After a while, your body is the partner to the  materials, 
you are the medium as well as the tool, the bounda-
ries between you and your object become unclear, 
 mirroring or antagonizing each other. The art- making 
process is a recording of these restless interactions  
between subject and object on a par with one another, 
locked together.”62

Be in—in a state, affected by, in a rush—then, step out, gaze, 
evaluate. Diagnose. Be therapist and patient, doctor and  
patient, artist and model, subject and object. Be both.  
In-between. Floating. Between canvases. Between roles.  
Between performances and representations. 

Lacan calls the mirror stage a drama. It is a drama performed 
in relation to a surface; a transforming performance.63 

Much like the process of painting. Caught up in a process; 
reflected in a surface; trying to form a language that is  
before language; leaving a self-reflecting object behind.

Jutta Koether. In 2009, Koether presented the work Hot 
Rod (after Poussin) as part of the exhibition Lux Interiors 
at Reena Spaulings Fine Art in New York. The exhibition 
consisted of one single work mounted on an angled floating 
wall on legs, which had one leg on and one off the raised 
platform that delineates the gallery’s exhibition area—as 
if it were stepping on stage. Here, the painting became 
something to walk around—to interact with. Three lecture- 
performances accompanied the exhibition, for which 
Koether moved around, and even under, the work. The  
performance activated the painting as object, but also as 
subject. The work was being performed by Koether, but 
was, through its subjectivity, also performing itself. Its legs 
suggesting that the painting could walk away, from her and 
the gallery, if it wanted to.

I have created painterly situations that challenge my physi-
cal position—and through them my movement and brush-
strokes—in relation to the canvas. The canvases are physi-
cally challenging me. Forcing themselves upon me. Causing 
resistance. I plan the constructions, build them, and, then, 
perform within them. I cannot know my reactions to them 
beforehand. The canvases become physical entities I have to 
relate and adjust to—entities lingering between subject and 
object. 

All the works in my master’s exhibition were painted as 
they are presented: leaning, bending, forced up against 
a wall. During the course of the work’s development,  
I could not step back from the work any further than, later, 
a  visitor in the exhibition space can. The visitors are  invited 
to meet the work as created; to stand in the position of 
 another. The paintings reflect where I cannot reach; reflect  
the pro portions of my body. I want the audience to meet 
the work as it was produced. Not giving myself, nor them, 
the possibility to turn around or change the position of the 
canvas. Instead, I want to create a bond between body and 
canvas—a reflective and formative bond—and allow for 
this bond to be the base for an intimate encounter.
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Femininities:  
Beyond Malady and Animality

Remember when we were packing up her place
and we found those photos she had cut herself out of?
Vampire’s mirror
Do you regret lying about the date of her death?
Oh why so serious honey baby?
It’s only me
your obscure reflection

She’d been lying there for two weeks
I just want to be alone
Surrounded by elephants!
Images, little statues
of crystal and in gold
two circus elephants performing the words 
to her from me, painted in black and red

I took photos of the apartment as if it were a crime scene
I knew it hurt you
I deleted them all
I have only memories of that place I haven’t seen since I was 
a kid 
when she was still there, an ancient, perfectly folded plastic bag

The most delicate white cotton socks
stitched back together so often 
still hanging by a thread
slim white cigarettes, ashtray in every corner 
I threw her pack of cigarettes down the trash slide in the wall 
I wanted her to stop smoking
not because “she was burning money”
but because smoking kills
it was the only time she got angry with me

The fireworks from her balcony 
once a year on New Year’s Eve, and when that stopped, I never 
saw her again
except once, when I was sixteen
I craved her attention but she was already a ghost 
I remember her delicate wrinkled hands, like elephant skin,
as she spoke about her beautiful rings and apologised for her 
missing tooth
“I shouldn’t be seen”

She signed herself out of life in 1958, said your brother, or was 
it ’56?
Why would he say that? At least he said something
another clue feeding my phantasm
I always knew of her alone up in that tower
she had been on her way there a long time
to the elephant graveyard
1955 stillborn boy

My work reflects on the nature of femininity and human-
ity within the contextual framework of humankind’s rela-
tionships with other species and notions of our common 
qualities. I take a performative approach, incorporating my 
body and drawing on my personal experiences for  material. 
I work in a variety of mediums, with a main focus on per-
formance and film, and I consider the medium in which 
I’m working to be an important part of the content. When 
I work in film, I consider the symbolic nature of filmmaking 
within a historical narrative as well as the camera as both an 
instrument and an autonomous object. 

My practice also explores specific cultural influences and 
familial heritage. Archetypes and influences from visual 
culture—from fairy tales to film—have shaped my identity 
and appear as remnants in my work. Much of my practice is 
built on sentiments of overdriven existential crisis. I use my-
self and my life as an abstract representation of the faulty 
state of contemporary humanity. Critical and guilty at the 
same time, I participate in the world I help to create, using 
a seductive aesthetic to lure and delay the sting of critique. 

In the text that follows, I share the threads of thought that 
have shaped my recent work. The text shifts between two 
voices: one is more analytical, while the other is perform-
ative. I address issues of Freudian and Lacanian psycho-
analytic theories on femininity and sexuality, as well as a 
mélange of ideas gathered from a variety of sources such as 
mythology, the history of zookeeping, nuclear catastrophe, 
and fantasy fiction. In doing so, I consider the works of the-
orist Judith Butler and artists Mary Kelly, Laura Mulvey, 
Anne Imhof, and Martine Gutierrez. 

The overarching goal of this text and my work is to search 
for an intangible release from hysterical symptoms and 
inherited trauma through the eroticisation of depression, 
to metabolise the frantic, unbearable shame of the suicid-
al Sphinx, with which the feminine erotic inheritance is so 
heavily laced. I’m on a quest to transform our notions of 
the “positive” body, to free it from categorisations and rep-
resentations of the human female as we know her, dissolving 
restrictive concepts of femininity into an open, animalistic, 
and hybridised state of being …

“Elephant’s Graveyard”
I feel more detached from my body than ever before
and I can only imagine what it would feel like
to be alone forever
awake during the night
rising just before the evening news
Would she watch the news?

Elísabet Birta Sveinsdóttir, Interview with a Notorious Wild Cat, 2021. Video still. 16mm film and sound installation, 13:00 min.

Elísabet Birta Sveinsdóttir, Demonstration, 2021. Video still. Film, 10:30 min.
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1956 your brother
1958 you

Why do I feel so much guilt that I can’t place?
Is it yours, or is it hers? 1

Secreting Body of the Sphinx
The Sphinx, a fearsome monster with the torso of a  woman, 
the body of a lion, and the wings of an eagle. In Greek 
 mythology, she sits before the gate of the city Thebes. She 
is one of the daughters of Typhon and Echidna, the serpent 
nymph who gave birth to many monsters, and she is a sister 
to Cerberus, the hound of Hades, as well as to the Lernaean 
Hydra and the fire-breathing Chimera. The Sphinx settled 
on a cliff and began to present to the people of Thebes the 
riddles the Muses had taught her. When a man could not 
answer her riddles, she tore him to pieces and devoured 
him. Eventually, the Sphinx faced off with Oedipus, and 
when he solved her riddle, she threw herself off the cliff 
out of shame. Oedipus thereby won the realm and was able  
to marry his mother. 

But what role does the suicide of the Sphinx play in this nar-
rative? Does the irrational shame of the Sphinx constitute 
another feminine inheritance? The rise of the good king, 
of civilisation, is not without darkness, and it requires the 
death of the potent and animalistic feminine. Artist Mary 
Kelly writes that, according to Jacques Lacan, a fixed sexu-
al identity is developed during childhood through the crea-
tion of a fiction. The symbolic castration of children of both 
genders allows them entry into the world of metaphor and 
narrative. This is where the fetishist scenario originates and 
is continually replayed.2

The word “sphinx” comes from the Greek Σφίγξ, apparent-
ly from the verb σφίγγω (sphíngō), meaning “to squeeze,” 
which may derive from how lionesses kill their prey: by 
strangulation, biting the throat of the animal and holding it 
down until it dies. However, the historian Susan Wise Bauer 
suggests that the word “sphinx” is instead a Greek corrup-
tion of the Egyptian word shesepankh, meaning “living im-
age” and referring to the Great Sphinx of Giza, which was 
carved out of living rock.3

The film Riddles of the Sphinx (1977)4 by feminist film theo-
rists Laura Mulvey and Peter Wollen is a nauseating depic-
tion of the position of women under patriarchy through the 
prism of psychoanalysis. It is divided into three sections and 
thirteen chapters that combine a series of slow 360-degree 
panning shots of different environments, from the domes-
tic to the professional. Louise, the narrative’s female pro-
tagonist, is represented through fragmented imagery and 
 dialogue alongside Mulvey’s own to-camera readings about 
ideas of the myth of Oedipus’s encounter with the Sphinx. 
This work can be considered a formal incarnation of the 
Lacanian analysis that Mulvey applied to the female image 
in film in her earlier essays, such as 1975’s “Visual Pleasure 
and Narrative Cinema.” In these works, Mulvey attempts to 
break down the conventional narrative structures of fram-
ing and filming used to objectify and fetishise women in 
mainstream cinema.
 

I find Riddles of the Sphinx both psychedelic and claustro-
phobic, as scenes slowly circle a depiction of the normalised 
imprisonment of womanhood. Mulvey describes the film as 
“a constant return to woman, not indeed as a visual image, 
but as a subject of inquiry, a content which cannot be con-
sidered within the aesthetic lines laid down by traditional 
cinematic practice.”5 

I appreciate Mulvey’s efforts to break down mainstream 
cinema’s objectification of women, but I have always had 
a problem with the word “woman”—an instinctual flinch—
and I wonder what can be considered “female sexuality” 
from a radical, critical, and pleasurable perspective. Does 
it exist? Is it desirable? Or is the concept of contemporary 
womanhood itself too limiting? 

In considering this question of “womanhood,” I’d like to 
examine Kelly’s thoughts on desire as a point of entry into 
psychoanalytic theory, as well as to acknowledge the  lineage 
of art and feminism. Kelly writes in relation to Lacan’s 
 theory of the signification of the phallus,6 which holds that 
fantasy is structured in a peculiar way and that desire is 
caused not by objects but by the workings of the uncon-
scious. Desire is repetitious, resists normalisation, ignores 
biology, and disperses the body. Desire is certainly not syn-
onymous with images of desirable women. So, then, what 
does it mean when feminist scholars say they have refused 
the “image” of the woman? It implies a refusal to reduce the 
concept of the image to a generalised icon, a resemblance or 
figuration. Kelly finds that the image—the way it is organ-
ised in the image—can refer to a heterogeneous system of 
signs (indexical, symbolic, and iconic), indicating the pos-
sibility of invoking the sensory, somatic, and non-specular 
in the visual field to engage, through language, the register 
of the invocatory drive (the voice, to hear), which is on the 
same level as the scopic drive (the gaze, to see) and more 
related to desire and the experience of the unconscious, ac-
cording to Lacan. The objective is not to return the “femi-
nine,” but to develop a system of image discourse capable 
of moving us forward from “culturally overdetermined” 
voyeurism. 

Kelly further questions whether developing such a system 
would help to release “female sexuality” from its  sickly 
identification with the male gaze. The implication that 
women have a privileged relationship to narcissism, or that 
fetishism is an exclusively male preoccupation, would nec-
essarily need to be reconsidered within this discourse, as the 
link between narcissism and fetishism is the symbolic cas-
tration that is, for both genders, a necessary condition for 
access to the linguistic and cultural realm. But while one’s 
gender can provide no privileged relationship to madness, 
there is, still, difference.7

Castration has cut the female body in pieces, sprawled her open, the 
beast’s body parts lying all over the place after throwing itself off the 
cliff out of shame. Then, assembled together and standing in front of 
a mirror, the creature looks at herself and only recognises herself in 
separate parts. To figure herself out, she zooms in on specific areas of 
her body, narcissistically, so that she might understand her pain, her 
shame, her guilt, all that glues her limbs together … and she can’t help 
but feel that something is missing.
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Like Kelly, gender theorist Judith Butler also responds  
directly to Lacan. In her essay “The Lesbian Phallus,” she 
writes: “The body in the mirror does not represent a body 
that is, as it were, before the mirror: the mirror, even as it is 
instigated by that unrepresentable body ‘before’ the mirror, 
produces that body as its delirious effect—a delirium, by 
the way, which we are compelled to live.”8 I recognise this 
delirium; I seek to interact with this effect by toying with the 
role of the mirror and its doubling properties in my work.  
In some cases, the camera serves this role. Pointed at myself, 
it creates a reflection while sharing the role of the audience. 
The delirious effect can also be directed at the audience, 
while I take on the role of the mirror. The performative 
approach enables narratives of identity and reflections to 
take the form of embodied language, in the index of physi-
cality, and through light and shadows, enablers of images.  
Kelly writes:

As Lacan points out, even the eye itself belongs to this 
archaic structure since it functions in the field of vision 
as a lost object. Thus, the same movement which de-
termines the subject’s appearance in language, that is, 
symbolic castration, also introduces the gaze. And the 
domain of imaged discourse.9

Hysteria, Shaped Like the Womb?
Psychoanalysis as a discipline was meant to liberate the 
body and the mind from repression, including to cure hyste-
ria in women. Yet the term “hysteria” is associated with the 
oppression of women and their categorisation as “other,” 
which can seem like a subcategory of human. The bundle 
of symptoms categorised as hysteria by psychiatrists at the 
turn of the last century we now see as an understandable 
reaction to the exceedingly oppressive patriarchy these 
women endured. What is it that drives all things related  
to femininity to be so easily twisted?

Ida Bauer was a patient of Sigmund Freud, to whom he 
gave the pseudonym Dora. Her history of ill health started 
in 1890, when she was seven, with an attack of dyspnoea, or 
difficulty in breathing. Four years later she fell ill with peri-
odic migraines, aphonia (the inability to speak aloud), and a 
chronic nervous cough. She was treated with electrotherapy 
and hydrotherapy. These treatments had no effect. In 1898, 
her father took her to see Freud, a friend of the family, who 

recommended psychological treatment. But Ida’s hoarse-
ness and coughing spontaneously healed, and so this advice 
was not followed.10

However, Ida would later return to Freud’s care, precipitat-
ed by an incident involving a friend of her father’s known 
as Herr K, with whose wife, Frau K, Ida’s father was having 
an affair. Previously, Ida and her father had been to visit the 
K family, who were spending the summer at an alpine lake-
side resort. Although it had been planned for Ida to stay 
longer with the K family after her father’s departure, she 
insisted on returning home with him. A few days later, she 
told her mother, who told her father, who later told Freud, 
that Herr K had made a sexual proposition as they walked 
beside the lake, to which she responded by slapping his face 
and running away. When called to account by Ida’s father 
and uncle, Herr K denied the transgression. Thereafter, Ida 
repeatedly urged her father to break off relations with the K 
family, which he refused to do. Over the next two years, Ida 
maintained her antipathy towards Herr and Frau K, threat-
ened suicide, and, finally, while arguing with her  father, 
fainted and then woke with no memory of the incident. 
Ida’s father turned her over into Freud’s care, against her 
will, in October 1900 with the words: “Please try to bring 
her round to a better way of thinking.”11 Freud believed 
Ida’s account of the events, but insisted that she must be 
sexually attracted to Herr K. Thereby, in order to maintain 
the comfort of their own habits and phallocentric world-
view, the three adults on whom Ida was most dependent 
conspired to deny her of her sense of reality itself.12 Within 
the context of this scenario—a classic example of patriar-
chal oppression—I find Ida’s fleeting aphonic symptoms, 
and the way her father seemed to trade her like an animal, 
particularly evocative.

To lose the ability to speak causes one to come hoveringly near the 
level of animals, reducing one’s position to a silent poker-faced ser-
pent, an angel messenger, a dead cat on the side of the road … his 
face a frozen scream … his body half way out of a white plastic bag …

To further explore the nature of humankind’s separation 
from the animal mind, I look to Lacan’s critical reinter-
pretation of the work of Freud. Drawing from research on 
physiology and animal psychology, Lacan proposes that 
human infants pass through a stage in which they become 

Elísabet Birta Sveinsdóttir, Elephant’s Graveyard, 2021. Text, coffin pedestal. Installation view, Eroticization of Depression, MFA exhibition, 
KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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able to recognise themselves in an external image of their 
body—that is, reflected in a mirror—and to assume it as 
their image. However, this “mirror stage” not only de-
scribes a stage of child development but also represents the 
paradigm of the imaginary order: the “essential libidinal 
 relationship with the body-image” and the formation of the 
ego through identification with one’s own observed image. 
This theory as such posits that the ego is fundamentally 
 dependent on external objects or other people, and that the 
beginning of our alienation from ourselves is essentially  
the product of a misunderstanding.13

A proposal for a social and erotic body beyond the lan-
guage of patriarchal symbols: perhaps a solution to ail-
ments caused by oppression through distinguished, delin-
eated, and fixed bodies and identities is the dissolution of 
these bodies and minds into more fluid shapes, into intan-
gible liquid beings. Our current concepts of femininity and 
masculinity would be dissolved in the open liquidity of our 
erotic lives. One’s individuation could be recognised by the 
reading of one’s own unconscious body language and ab-
stracted gestures, creating a negative rather than positive 
image. Negatively defined ideas such as these seem best 
described with an oblique gaze; gestured towards through 
body language and presence, traced with stories, rather 
than analysed with the scalpel-like glare of the traditional 
academic mind. Perhaps what I crave most for this transi-
tion is the option to inhabit a chrysalis-like state: all pres-
ence and no analytical content. 

Toxic Inclinations
I dreamed that I was going through some old things from Chernobyl, 
stored away and abandoned by someone in my family. I took some 
things to use, I can’t remember what exactly, something I put on to 
wear and something to keep in my home. … Soon after, I began to 
die. I began to lose my voice, my chest tightened, and my heart felt 
hard like a stone. I lost my sense of smell and taste, and the feeling 
in my hands. I tried to get help, but I struggled to express myself and 

couldn’t communicate what was going on. I waited for something to 
be done while sitting with my mother in a car. She sat in the front seat 
of the car, I sat in the back, no one in the driver’s seat. She talked 
casually about how when she was young, she had the exact same 
objects.

This dream happened after watching a documentary on 
 animals reclaiming Chernobyl.14 Among others, the film-
makers follow a mother cat, a descendant of the house cats 
left behind after the disaster in 1986. A few decades and 
many generations of cats later, this mother cat is as wild 
as any other wild cat, hunting and teaching her kittens to 
survive in the world’s most contaminated area. The cat, like 
her mother and her grandmother, has never laid eyes on a 
human being, yet she is surrounded by remnants of the lives 
of the people who fled during the catastrophe, a post-apoc-
alyptic ghost world. The animals seem to be thriving in this 
landscape of horror and tragedy. Bears and wolves reap-
peared after having been forced from these forests to the 
margins of civilisation long ago, both physically and met-
aphorically, by an ever expanding human presence. Within 
humanity’s terror-struck portrait of self-destruction, these 
animals, as well as many other rarely seen species, have 
 reappeared to reclaim the toxic remains. 

I can’t get the image of these thriving radioactive animals 
in a human-free, extremely toxic exclusion zone out of my 
mind: it’s paradise. I imagine the radioactivity being stored 
in the bodies of the flora and fauna. The wild boar eats the 
dense poisoned mushrooms, the wolf eats the wild boar, 
and the bear digs deep into the ever more toxic layers of the 
ground to hibernate, embraced by the tainted earth.

Wild house cats, ex-pets, hunting and playing with toxic 
rodents, living peacefully, making their dens in abandoned 
human homes. The homes provide the cats safety from 
birds of prey and other predators, until a lone wolf finds its 
way in through the window while exploring new territory, 
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Left: Elísabet Birta Sveinsdóttir, Sædýrasafnið, 2021. Newspaper clips, tape, marker, A4s

Right: Elísabet Birta Sveinsdóttir, Lens Negative, 2021. Plaster, 15 x 15 x 10 cm
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and picks up a dust-covered doll to play with. Escaping the 
wolf, the wild cat mother moves on to search for another 
home for herself and her kittens, navigating through the 
 nature-abiding exclusion zone. 

I wonder if the Soviet government’s scandalous attempts 
to veil the severity of the danger during the event are ex-
amples of a fragile human ego? Does Exxon cover up the 
oil industry’s impact on climate change in the way a fairy-
tale villain might use a magical mirror to maintain their 
delusion? I don’t intend to take nature’s perspective per se.  
I inhabit an anthropomorphising human eye as I  consider 
the laws of nature, turning my glance around, through a 
fractured window, towards a fractured mirror. The for-
tress of the self-image denies what it has done, and when 
that  denial is broken, psychosis emerges. But does psycho-
sis only plunge us into chaos, or through its cracks do we 
 finally see the world for what it is? When the fortress of 
one’s ego is broken, a state of psychosis may be experienced 
in which a person might lose their sense of self, perhaps to 
the extent that they become convinced that they are, in fact, 
a house cat, and behave as such.

But getting back to my dream … 

… the clothes from Chernobyl were slowly dragging me towards 
death, and my mother was in the front seat reminiscing about wear-
ing the same clothes in her youth. I feel a connection between my 
symptoms in the dream and the symptoms of hysteria. The loss of 
feeling in the hands, the loss of language. 

Adapting a Freudian interpretation of dreams, I believe the loss of 
feeling in the hands symbolises losing the power to act. The loss of 
my sense of smell and taste might be linked to the ability to experi-
ence pleasure, the tightening of my chest, a manifestation of anxiety 
and fear, as my heart turned stone cold. Symbolising a slow, accu-
mulating death as a result of a different kind of human catastrophe? 
As I waited for help that did not come, my mother’s testimony describ-
ing her experience of similar symptoms could indicate a hereditary 
condition.

This dream provides a key to understanding the combina-
tion of femininity, animality, and malady in my work, and 
their representation, objectification, and disappearance, 
with particular focus on mental illness in association with 
femininity and the “epigenetic explanation”—the idea that 
trauma can leave a chemical mark on an individual person’s 
genes, which then is passed down to subsequent genera-
tions of their offspring. Inspiration comes like a haunting 
as characters and spaces from my life impress themselves 
on me. Towers of isolation meet hospitals, and I feel con-
stantly watched. The performance of presence dissolves the 
distorted self-images of such physiological phases as gender, 
species, and age.

Captivity and Idolatry
The inclination to capture, carve out, and idolise objects 
and images rather than presences seems inherent to contem-
porary Western culture. This is as opposed to, for exam-
ple, the way dogs perceive less of us with their visual sight 
(only tones of blue and green) and instead they hear and feel 

us, observing our body language and gestures with acuity.  
It seems to me that dogs often know things before they 
 occur. This gives me the sense that the perception of dogs 
must give them a different kind of access to reality than 
our own. I find the human visual world is as fascinating as 
it is disturbing, and the extent to which we are convinced 
that it is definitive leads me to imagine that all species must 
be prisoners of their own senses. Therefore, I find these 
 moments of intersection—the spaces that open up when 
interspecies communication is possible—stunningly impor-
tant. They are otherworldly, heterogenous moments of pure 
being and sensuality. 

In my artistic practice, I seek to explore a hybrid state of 
being, the objectification of the human body, and the gaze 
of the other. How animal qualities and femininity appear 
through the historical lenses of science and film.

A screen-centred world of image reproduction and idolatry, shat-
tered into anachronistic sequences of characters, iconic movie-star 
 moments and romantic paintings portraying phantasmagoric females 
as well as the occasional Disney princess evoking nostalgia of child-
hood, at the same time recognising disturbances from growing up 
under influences of pop culture and cinema. 

The sensuality of nonexistence, desire for the impossible, hybridity; 
an open, extended, secreting body, a body of becoming, process, 
and change. Spaces to capture these shadows to turn them into 
 solid, animated bodies to study and to understand. 

Screens, windows, frames, cameras, lenses; metal and glass objects 
that enable images to be seen out of their original context and repro-
duced. Surveillance, recording, and mediating. A window in the red 
light district or the zoo, your computer or your phone, a screen or  
a cage, a golden frame?

Can we ever look at animals without projecting our  human 
perception of nature, sexuality, and relationships onto 
them? What do we know except what we perceive with our 
anthropomorphic perspective? I’m interested in the erotic 
aspect of this nothingness, nonexistence and the possibil-
ities of an unknown femininity, not existing in any sort of 
order, identifying more with other species than any fixed 
gender identity. But what is female sexuality and femininity 
without patriarchy? What is anything without the structure 
in which it was formed? In the deep dark, physical existence 
is buried; all we have are images, phantom projections into 
culture.

The camera was initially a scientific development to cap-
ture something that was beyond the range of human per-
ception. The movements of the human body, the flight of 
the bird, and the gallop of the horse. Bodies in motion were 
the  objects of study. No eye is without its point of view, and 
no gaze can be passive—not even that of science. That, too, 
is “an artistic activity, albeit one which is unaware of itself 
as such.”15

Elusive Creatures
I’m not sure I know of anything as perplexing as a photograph.  
A vampire will not appear in the photograph or the mirror. Like a 

Elísabet Birta Sveinsdóttir
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ghost, she will only choose to reveal herself to you. I think this must 
be what makes her so powerful: she is in total control of her own 
image and does not care if she is misunderstood.

Art critic and novelist John Berger writes in his essay “Why 
Look at Animals”: 

Animals are always the observed. The fact that they 
can observe us has lost all its significance. They are 
the objects of our ever-extending knowledge. What we 
know about them is an index of our power, and thus 
an index of what separates us from them. The more we 
know the further away they are. … 

… According to this view of nature, the life of a wild 
animal becomes an ideal, an ideal internalized as a 
feeling surrounding a repressed desire. The image of a 
wild animal becomes the starting-point of a daydream: 
a point from which the daydreamer departs with his 
back turned.16

“Reclusive” is a word that describes a person living a sol-
itary life, who is withdrawn from society. It’s also used 
to describe animals that behave in the same way. As hu-
mans, we are social beings. We use language to think, and 
when we see behaviour that is natural to another species 
and use it to describe unusual behaviours or appearances 
in another human, that designates that person as having a 
quality of otherness. Humans have simulated animals for as 
long as we’ve existed. We’ve learned from them and used 
them; they’ve permeated our existence. But in the last cou-
ple hundred years, we’ve grown apart and diverted them 
towards the margins of our lives. The connection between 
confining and viewing animals and subjecting humans to a 
similar classificatory gaze may have first been established 
in seventeenth-century France, with the co-creation of the 
first modern mental hospital and the first modern zoo by 
the same architect. I feel this is indicative that attitudes 
towards otherness are inseparable from the systems of op-
pression that both subordinate and adore animals in equal  
measure.17

Stages of Capturing
Louis Le Vau was the architect behind both the menag-
erie at the Palace of Versailles, which housed a collection 
of  animals for display, and La Salpêtrière, an institution 
that Louis XIV commissioned to imprison criminals, vaga-
bonds, sex workers, and the mentally ill. Le Vau used the 
structure of a panopticon: a central observation tower 
placed in the middle of a circle of prison cells. From the 
tower, a guard could see every cell and captive, but the cap-
tives couldn’t see into the tower, and so could never know 
when they were being watched.18 According to philosopher 
Michel Foucault, the panopticon can be used for different 
purposes: for surveillance, for punishment, for discipline, 
and also for pleasure. He states, “It does not matter what 
motive animates him [the observer]: the curiosity of the 
 indiscreet, the malice of a child, the thirst for knowledge of 
the philosopher who wished to visit his museum of  human 
nature, or the perversity of those who take pleasure in 
 spying and punishing.”19

 
It would seem that the suffering of the animals at Versailles 
was unintended and generally went unnoticed—or was per-
haps deliberately glossed over—except in the case of paint-
ings by Pieter Boel, who used the menagerie to make his 
studies of animals. In these works, the misery of the subjects 
is undeniable.20 At the same time, doctors noticed the ani-
malisation of madness in seventeenth-century mental hos-
pitals, and in fact intensified it for therapeutic reasons. The 
mentally ill patient was considered to have regressed to an 
“animal state,” and so it was therefore seen as fitting and 
beneficial to treat such a person like an animal and to put 
them on display in a setting that bore a striking resemblance 
to the Versailles menagerie.21 

Could our vicious adoration of animals, and otherness, be 
a symptom of a perversely expressed desire for connection 
and spiritual proximity? Perhaps empathic entrainment, 
rather than understanding, is what we’re hunting for.

Left: Elísabet Birta Sveinsdóttir, Camera on tripod, 2021, Concrete, steel, curtains, light

Right: Elísabet Birta Sveinsdóttir, Eroticization of Depression, 2021. Detail
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The zoo most present in my life—even though it closed down 
before I was born—was Sædýrasafnið (the Aquarium), a 
collection of animals in captivity that opened in Iceland on 
8 May 1969. It was located in Hafnarfjörður, just outside 
Reykjavík. This exotic zoo grew out of an exhibition of ma-
rine animals organised by the Scouts of Hafnarfjörður. The 
collection began with Icelandic land animals, but quickly 
came to include seals, killer whales, and polar bears, and 
then lions, tigers, monkeys, and even kangaroos. Sædýrasa-
fnið was funded by an entrance fee as well as income from 
the capture of orcas, which were sold to aquariums around 
the world and trained for use in  movies. The whales were 
kept in a pool at Sædýrasafnið before being shipped abroad. 
The killer whale Keikó, star of Free Willy (1993), was cap-
tured in 1979 and began his career at Sædýrasafnið, as did 
Tilikum, captured in 1983, who is  featured in the documen-
tary Blackfish (2013) and spent most of his life performing 
at SeaWorld Orlando. Tilikum was involved in the deaths 
of three people, two of whom were his trainers, and Keikó’s 
life ended sadly in 2003, one year after a failed attempt to 
reintroduce him into the wild after twenty-three years in 
captivity.

Around the time Keikó and Tilikum were captured, 
Sædýrasafnið was sternly criticised by whale conservation 
organisations, which led to the end of the aquarium’s orca- 
selling enterprise. From the 1980s onwards, business de-
clined and supply agreements with foreign zoos dwindled. 
The aquarium eventually went bankrupt, and after a few 
unsuccessful attempts to revive its operations, was finally 
closed in 1987. 

Mysteriously, Sædýrasafnið’s four kangaroos were not 
killed, which would have been common practice for a closed 
zoo. More than a year later, they were still living in the 
closed compound. According to a journalist at Tíminn, they 
lived cramped together in a tiny room with nothing inside 
the hut except the stone floor, baskets with mouldy bread, 
vegetables, and fruit, and an oven that had been installed to 
provide warmth. The kangaroos stayed close to the heater 
and did not go outside due to the cold. He describes them 
as being rather small and toothless, as though all of their 
teeth had been extracted. The newspaper Morgunblaðið 
enquired into the matter the next day, and people connect-
ed to the aquarium’s management explained that they had 
dreamed of reopening Sædýrasafnið with the kangaroos on 
display—although it had been clear for many months that 
this would not happen. A week later, on 30  December 1988, 
the four kangaroos were put down.

One of the polar bears at Sædýrasafnið was thought to 
be the largest polar bear in captivity. He died from blood 
 poisoning after stepping on a broken Coca-Cola bottle a 
visitor had thrown into the pit he lived in.

My mother remembers going to Sædýrasafnið with her par-
ents and seeing the tigers, whose demise seems to have been 
undocumented. 

To me, the history of Sædýrasafnið is a vivid and visceral 
warning of what is allowed to be done to you when you 

become fully objectified. This is the fate of the “other” in 
the hands of our society. The former zoo grounds are now a 
golf course, but some of the original structure still survives, 
like a haunted mass grave, filled up and covered over with 
fine sporty grass. 

Body Syntax
I find the concept of femininity is like a reverse projection, a washed-
out image in too much light. 

In a speech during a 2015 conference, Judith Butler made 
this statement: 

The empirical sciences that seek to establish the body 
as a discrete empirical phenomenon, one that can be 
studied as an isolated entity, sometimes fail to under-
stand the body as a living being or to distinguish ad-
equately between ways of living, even ways of dying. 
If a body is living, as I suggest, it’s living in some way 
already imbedded in cultural relations, in historical 
discourses. Indeed, can we know the life of the body 
without understanding in what way it’s living? If the 
body is only treated as a positive and discrete entity, 
measurable, verifiable, we can gain certainty about its 
existence, we can even do a medical diagnosis if we’re 
trained to do that. But what we’ve done with the body 
is reduced it to a materiality that conforms with a posi-
tivist way of seeing. Have we at that moment lost sight 
of the relationships in which the body exists, which 
 allow the body to exist, the relations without which no 
body can exist.22

In her earlier text Bodies That Matter, at the beginning of 
the chapter “Formless Femininity,” which explores Plato’s 
discourse on materiality, Butler writes: 

Awkwardly, it seems, Plato’s phantasmatic economy 
virtually deprives the feminine of a morphe, a shape, 
for as the receptacle, the feminine is a permanent and, 
hence, non-living, shapeless non-thing which cannot be 
named. And as nurse, mother, womb, the feminine is 
synecdochally collapsed into a set of figural functions. 
In this sense, Plato’s discourse on materiality (if we can 
take the discourse on the hypodoche to be that), is one 
which does not permit the notion of the female body as 
a human form.23

“La femme n’existe pas”? Lacan states that the “woman 
does not exist” because it is impossible to conceptualise her 
as a discrete entity that fits comfortably into the structures 
of society and language. Womanhood, therefore, is not a 
concept but rather a contingency. However, the existence of 
women cannot be denied. As a group, each is tied to the 
experience and subjective enjoyment of every woman, as in 
Freud’s famous query “What does woman want?” Hence 
another kind of enjoyment arises alongside phallic enjoy-
ment: feminine enjoyment, the plus that gives womanhood 
its form under the male gaze and turns her into something 
uncanny for others and for herself. The uncanny is what 
escapes us because it cannot be entirely reabsorbed by so-
ciety. Sometimes our solution for grasping what escapes us, 
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for deceiving oneself into thinking we have power over it, is 
to hush it up; but the hushed state is imperfect, permeable, 
and we find the uncanny always rises back to the surface, 
fragmented and even more potent than before.24

I keep searching for ways in which the female body can 
 escape from underneath the suffocating layers of its cultural 
meaning. These layers coagulate, coating my skin, haunting 
me like Sartrean slime. I wonder if it’s meaningful that most 
hauntings of hyperfemininity in art and activism seem to 
have shifted away from being performed by women artists 
as demonstrations of subjugation and are now used primar-
ily by queer identities embracing the most burdensome ide-
als of femininity in a simultaneous act of liberation. So, the 
ghost of past femininity moves on to haunt others who can’t 
seem to shake her off. What is her unfinished business?

Body Ruins
Interview with a Notorious Wild Cat (2021) is about an un-
identified creature, a sexed hybrid of a human and lynx, an 
echo from Demonstration (2021). This creature was never 
born but died along with its mother (“the daughter”). This 
work considers the hybrid’s  impossibility. The topic of the 
interview it presents is the hybrid being’s experience of its 
body, a female body. The experience of the body discussed 
sounds like that of a human female body, a body in the pro-
cess of becoming or prevailing. The character speaks of a 
vicious cycle of difference, not identifying with this body 
but exploring it, fascinated and mortified, a seductive yet 
shameful experience from within a volatile body. 

Will my voice be heard?
yes 
But my face will not be seen, right?
right.
OK
So where do you want me to start: with my arrival, my mother, 
or her mother?
blood mares, bear bile, beauties
what will happen to them?
they’ll be disembodied and free soon enough 
men make better women
ahhhahhh oohlalala yooeeyoo don’t make me say stuff like that
you know it has brought her closer to me 
I’m not sure how but it’s working 
Are you decent?
Me?
How do you feel about your body?
I don’t always identify with my body, it’s a vicious cycle 
I am my body in pain, out of control and in control 
Why are you out of control?
Ahh!
When are you in control?
When you are not
Tell me about absence
The absence of a dick makes its presence even harder
Yeeeaahh
A wet post-transition pussy ever expanding 
And fulfilling the image, fitting in their new bodies 
And only they can keep the image alive 

The image of this type of femininity?
It has exceeded women
So what would you be in a drag?
Lionqueen 25

In Interview with a Notorious Wild Cat, the subject appears 
out of focus in a room as an interview is being conduct-
ed, mimicking the aesthetics of true crime television. The 
person does not wish to be identified, and at first only 
shots of isolated body parts appear in focus, close-ups of 
feet with claws or of hair resting on the character’s back. 
The interviewer is represented by an unknown voice, and 
its face is only that of the camera. Repeatedly, the camera 
sees itself in the mirror as the subject is seen crawling to-
wards the reflection, out of focus, with a lynx tail glimpsed 
at the body’s rear. As more information about the subject 
is revealed through the dialogue, that which is lacking in 
the visuals becomes more and more apparent. You see the 
same movements and gestures over and over again: iconic 
gestures mirroring Rita Hayworth in Gilda (1946), Marilyn 
Monroe’s screen test from Something’s Got to Give (1962), 
Whitney Houston’s fierce stage grooves, and also more 
up-to- date and more explicit movements. Glimpses of the 
 hybrid’s body lying motionless on the floor flicker between 
the dance acts; the distinction between a flirtatious voice 
and a defensive stare is blurred. The work is made up of 
contradictions of the subject’s shifting relationship with 
 itself and the persistent gaze of the other.

The fragmentation of both the narrative arc and the hybrid 
body of the subject in Interview with a Notorious Wild 
Cat is related to what comparative literature scholar Page 
DuBois finds in the poetry of Sappho: an alternative subjec-
tivity that acknowledges both our fragmented understand-
ing of the past (which we receive only in bits, like a “body in 
pieces”) and our desire to make a whole, to “invent integri-
ty,” to make history and become subjects. She suggests that 
we accept both our fragmented past and our fragmented 
postmodernist selves without trying to fill in all the missing 
pieces, which never can be recovered. DuBois emphasises a 
model of history that focuses on the ancient past. Though 
we relate to the ancient Greeks as the progenitors of West-
ern culture, DuBois points to their radical foreignness. She 
finds in Sappho a difference that rests on figures of fragmen-
tation. Fragmentation as a figure of difference that works 
against the usual classicist striving for wholeness. The use 
of fragmentation allows space for multiple subjectivities, 
including women and their desires, both homoerotic and 
heterosexual, as well as all that lies between. Focusing on 
the notion of a subject as a body in pieces, rather than on 
the mythical whole, DuBois finds Sappho’s “limb-loosening 
desire” by “turning her back to the mirror.”26 

Martine Gutierrez’s China Doll

“We like to think we’re angels … we’re not. We are the foils 
of our fears.” 
—Martine Gutierrez 27

The ghost is alive and well in the image of the doll, a self-ob-
jectification of the femme experience, a mistranslation. 
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Gutierrez’s film works often feature her made-up in the 
hyperfeminine style of the last century, posing along with 
male mannequin counterparts as well as Barbie Dolls. Her 
trans Latinx identity is an inextricable component of her 
work, as her practice critiques the perpetuation of colonial 
hierarchies. Gutierrez delves into these Western fantasies of 
sexual identity—to see if the projection even exists. 

“Women punish themselves; that’s how I know I am 
one.” (China Doll, 2021) 

As Gutierrez herself states, her films reaffirm a betrayal of 
one’s self by denying the complex accounting of identities. 
She seeks to unburden language as the structure of our iden-
tities, since new labels are continuously commercialised. In 
China Doll, the artist appears trapped inside a doll house–
like room in an empty pool: a playful, self-inflicted prison 
symbolising an inescapable power structure. An unnatural 
blonde—reborn into the proximity of power—is marked by 
tragedy. Another fallen angel in another era of “Marilyn—
Anna—Diana—Candy—Brittany—Britney—JonBenét—
another beautiful obituary for us to aspire [to]. … China 
Doll is about the experience of wanting to be ‘the image’ so 
badly that you sacrifice what you truly need. … What does 
it take to recognize our stars are voids inherently as blank 
as mannequins?”28

Resonance
What is in the dark? A dark room with a small hole, a cave, a womb, 
a camera obscura? With just a little light bleeding through to make 
shadows, reflections, images.

Since moving to Malmö for my MFA, I’ve gone home 
to Iceland several times to film my mother. I asked her 
to portray the role of a mother whose daughter has died 
from complications of becoming pregnant by a non-human 

sperm in Demonstration and by suicide in Death Presence 
(2020). These are quite extreme scenarios to ask one’s moth-
er to imagine and react to. In these situations, I always refer 
to our characters as “the mother” and “the daughter,” and 
never “you” and “me.” But seeing her in front of the cam-
era each time brought up layers of emotions and questions 
about my deeper motivations. My mother, “the mother”—
she is not an archetype, she is not a metaphor, a character; 
she is my mother, my life. 

My method for filming these works mostly allowed only 
one take for each shot. I was shooting on 16 mm film, and 
in order to use the film sparingly, we shot each scene only 
once. We would talk it through a few times and then shoot 
in one take. This methodology is performative, and I feel 
like there is something very fragile about doing it this way. I 
have continued using this method when shooting in digital 
formats, as well. I wouldn’t want to go so far as to say that 
the performance it elicits is truer, but perhaps—since the ac-
tion is so close to the real, or at least some kind of reality 
that exists between the lines—it’s more that the acting is not 
really acting. I didn’t give my mother the opportunity to 
obscure her presence by developing technique. Sometimes, 
while re-enacting scenes that have happened in my real life, 
that have happened many times, like drinking coffee in 
the kitchen together, it induces the feeling of a ghost in the 
room. Through this style of filmmaking, the feeling behind 
the words, the act of acting as oneself or a version of one-
self remembered by another, there arises a feeling I would 
describe as uncanny—like that of a mental health interven-
tion, which I have found accidentally therapeutic.

 I find myself trying to open up a space, not to discuss, 
but to touch upon a feeling of unattended denouements 
through the ideas of my film. The mother, the matter, the 
closest we can get to reality, except for death? The workings 

Left: Elísabet Birta Sveinsdóttir, Demonstration, 2021 and Interview with a Notorious Wild Cat, 2021. Installation view, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2021

Right: Elísabet Birta Sveinsdóttir, In Total Presence, 2021. Aluminum, motor, 20 x 10 x 5 cm
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Western culture, of transparency and surveillance, of de-
struction and self-destruction. I’m reminded of countercul-
ture groups on the edges of society, like underground rave 
culture, where it’s almost as if people get lost in a kind of 
futuristic post-apocalyptic world, where their true natures 
come out within the dark and empty structures flooded 
with smoke and lasers. And the audience, we are the passive 
masses … 

While Imhof’s work portrays resistance, it also has a sense 
of bleak nihilism—that while we are here in this mad world, 
rebelling against everything, we are accomplishing nothing, 
just living in a state of anxiety with an uncertain future, fac-
ing huge issues beyond our control. Caught in photographs, 
our cynical presence is like that of a captured animal in a 
zoo, our otherworldliness captivating whoever comes into 
contact with us, our exploitation seemingly predestined. 

Demonstration
In my work Demonstration, a sci-fi and mystery hybrid, the 
lynx is understood to be an elusive and mysterious creature, 
a recluse and nocturnal keeper of secrets, believed to have 
supernatural eyesight—capable of seeing even through 
solid objects—and a symbol of the unravelling of hidden 
truths and clairvoyance. The film is an investigation into 
the ambiguous life of a female character who artificially 
inseminates herself and then dies. She leaves behind a frag-
mented conceptual documentary about lynxes in captivity 
and their mystical qualities in relation to femininity. The 
character’s unfinished documentary is like a film within the 
film, and its messages are discovered through the perspec-
tive of her mother, as she goes through her daughter’s things 
and speaks on the phone with the detective investigating her 
death. The cause of death, by some sort of poisoning, sug-
gests she was involved in strange scientific experiments with 
her own body and that the sperm she had used to become 
pregnant was not human. We learn she had been trying 
to create a hybrid of herself and another species while re-
searching lynxes.

Threading together notions of femininity and animality, de-
pression and death, the narrative is experienced through the 
mother’s perspective, as she faces the ghost of her daughter. 
Flashbacks from her own past, as a young mother, and the 
evidence of her daughter’s intentions affect her, slowly turn-
ing her skin a dragon-like green …

The daughter comes back to haunt her mother. If she could 
not change her future, she can at least attempt to heal the 
past. She forces her mother to face her inherited traumas, 
in order to stop the poisonous chainwork of their lineage. 
The mother is reluctant at first, afraid of what she will learn, 
but eventually she gives in, and as she does so, she begins to 
change. At the end of the film, the mother walks out of the 
house as if pulled by an instinctual call. 

The mother’s flashbacks are excerpts from archive footage 
of my mother shot by my father. The images of the lynx on 
16 mm film and videotape make it seem as if she is from 
another time, as if she is already extinct. 

She has already disappeared. 

of the camera, within this performative space, is contradic-
tory. Trying to capture unintelligible presences by generat-
ing images as representations. The camera has the power 
to make something feel like it exists, feel real, even when 
in direct contradiction to society’s agreed-upon truths.  
It pierces through all preconceptions about what is sane, 
valuable, and real, with a gaze more dominant than that of 
any eye. So, I work to capture the presences that have made 
up my life, shining on them the life-giving validity that only 
a camera has the power to resonate, while leaving behind 
oppressive ideas of truth and reality.

“What is most true is poetic because it is not stopped-stop-
pable. All that is stopped, grasped, all that is subjugated, 
easily transmitted, easily picked up, all that comes under 
the word concept, which is to say, all that is taken, caged, 
is less true. Has lost what is life itself, which is always in 
the process of seething, of emitting, of transmitting itself. 
Each  object is in reality a small virtual volcano.” (Hélène 
Cixous) 29

Cynicism and Anxiety in Anne Imhof’s Faust
The performers move and interact. They move like they are 
fighting, but the motion is calibrated and controlled. It be-
comes sensual and emotional, but they also become violent, 
both through their gestures and by holding and defending 
positions of domination. The tension between them is at 
once uncomfortable and seductive. This performance cap-
tures a feeling of trauma, a sensation of isolation, and the 
psychological effects of our warped modern social struc-
tures. Curator Susanne Pfeffer describes the far-reaching 
effects of these social structures: 

The everyday presence of structural violence causes 
a mute paralysis. The definitions of gender based on 
symbolic, cultural, and physical boundaries are as hard 
and clear as they are painful to experience. Upbringing, 
cultural attribution, existing power structures, social 
codes, religious traditions, and biological manifesta-
tions unite to form a violent normative framework that 
governs body, sexuality, identity, and behaviour.30

Imhof directs the performers in Faust (2017) with text mes-
sages, mostly while they are under a transparent floor, so 
she has an overview of the whole performance and can 
modify it via these texts. The audience doesn’t get to see the 
text messages, but we are aware of them. So we understand 
that there are invisible structures that aim for total control 
as well as total surveillance. Being in the space of the action 
and knowing this, while being manipulated to move out of 
the way of performers, looking up at them, or down from 
on top of them, and moving around to get a better view 
of them … I felt awkward and ashamed, but fascinated at 
the same time. The work makes you so aware of yourself  
as a viewer. 

Imhof’s work embraces the zombification of the body into 
a non-normative political subject, able to cross between dif-
ference: self and other, human and animal, organism and 
machine, reality and fiction. She addresses issues of anxi-
ety and subordination within the totalitarian structures of 
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Anger is transformed by my mind and body into guilt. Bloodthirsty 
rage, rendered safe and civilised. The Sphinx, seeing her own re-
dundancy in an age of logic and law, swiftly corrected the imbal-
ance. She is now reduced to haunting only the most erotic of our 
nightmares.

The Eroticisation of Depression 
A sensual recluse, the nocturnal lynx navigates the realm of the 
senses. An elusive incomprehensible body that seeks to dive into 
the darkness and disappear. The eye and the lens, the light and the 
shadow, consume the figure that moves between image and pres-
ence, between the living and the dead. Shielded by the shadow and 
animated by the light that could also turn her into dust. In a state of 
being, anxiety in the context of speciesism and the female body. 
Unrepresentability of femininity, in a screen-centred world of image, 
reproduction, and idolatry. Mythologisation, anthropomorphism, and 
empathy. The materialisation of the body and its desire for tran-
scendence through death or objectification. Where intuition and the 
unconscious appear as archetypes in fairy tales that then become 
Disney films that shape generations. What is a cynic anymore? Why 
are vampires so sexy? 

Moving anxiously and with resistance between the state of a captured 
animal, confined in a video or a cage, and a destructive state, indulg-
ing in a sinister “when the world is at war, we keep dancing” energy. 
Apparatuses and instruments of hypnosis and transitions open up 
spaces between gendered bodies, species, life, and death, into the 
realm of senses.

Vampires are neither living nor dead, and that might be 
where the essence of their erotic demeanour lies—in immor-
tality, or the escape from reality? Unlike ghosts, vampires 
don’t necessarily come as a haunting, because of some un-
finished business; they just roam around nonexistence and 
wait until they are invited in. But, they are not without suf-
fering: vampire mythology can stand for resistance to gen-
der, power, identity, agency, and tradition. Provocative and 
dangerous, they represent sensuality that defies everything 
we consider normal in our waking lives. 
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I’m Obsessed with You

I will also be accompanied by my diary from 2016 along 
with a flock of birds, books, artists, friends, and lovers. The 
system will be fragile, and the journey will be awkward. Just 
remember: 

The references supplied are not authoritative but am-
ical: I am not invoking guarantees, merely recalling, 
by a kind of salute given in passing, what has seduced, 
convinced, or what has momentarily given the delight 
of understanding (of being understood?).3

Concrete Lover

“We fell in love—completely, irrationally, predictably, 
and headfirst, like a rock might fall in love with a bird, 
not knowing who the rock was and who the bird.”
—Valeria Luiselli, Lost Children Archive4

In 2013, a group of New Zealand conservationists wanted 
to establish a colony of gannets on Mana Island. They cast 
and installed a group of concrete decoy gannets and they 
put up speakers with bird calls to attract the real birds. Only 
one gannet arrived on the island, who then proceeded to fall 
in love with one of the replicas. Year after year, he worked 
on constructing a nest for his concrete partner, chatting to 
it, and caressing its feathers made of stone, until he ulti-
mately died on the small island in 2018. The scientists gave 
him the name Nigel, the lonely gannet. 
 From the moment I read about Nigel, I in-
stantly became obsessed with him. Of course, I wasn’t the 
only one. Soon Nigel appeared all over the internet as an 
example of either a tragic love story, the cruelty of science, 
or the complex relationship between humans and nature. 
But still months after I read about him, I couldn’t let him 
go. Something in Nigel’s story had struck a chord with me. 
Most people looked at the case primarily as a bird getting 
“fooled” by a “fake” bird. They assumed that Nigel must 
have been a bit slow or ill or deranged. But I had a feel-
ing that he must have known that his concrete partner was  
a little different than the other birds. That his was simply a 
queer love, difficult to grasp through the typical heteronor-
mative lens of science. Maybe I even felt a bit like Nigel—or 
his concrete lover—but I still hadn’t realised it at that point. 

Getting to the Bottom of It
For seven successive months of my life, I kept an obsessive 
diary. It amounted to almost two hundred pages and ac-
counted for my life from March through September 2016, 
a time in which I ended my first long-term relationship, fell 
in love with a boy for the first time, got admitted to an art 
academy, and started a new relationship. 
 I began writing the diary when I was still at a 
preparatory art school on a small island in Denmark. Mixed 
with musings on love, heartbreak, and isolation are thor-
ough descriptions of what I ate. The first of April: “2 dry 
buns with ham and mustard … [X] brushes his hand against 
mine and says goodnight …” Some days, I even transcribed 
entire dialogues I had with other people. My diary’s metic-
ulousness probably had a lot to do with the sparse variety 
of activities on the small island, but it also seemed as if I was 
looking for something. Like most diary writing, I was try-
ing to find patterns in other people’s behaviours and in my 
own. I looked for signs in small touches and tiny gestures.  
I held on to smiles, words, and objects, and scrutinised them 
in bed before I fell asleep. Looking through my diary now, 
I realise how similar my diary practice from back then is to 
my working process today. There is a feeling of urgency, an 
idea that if I just collect enough information, I might get to 
the bottom of whatever it is I’m trying to get to the bottom 
of: my diet, other people’s perceptions of me, my infatua-
tions, my obsessions. My diary entries reveal the mind of 
someone in love. It was as if I was trying to learn a com-
pletely new language. I latched onto everything I could, and 
I didn’t let go. 
 Over the last year, I’ve again taken up writing 
a diary, and my newest obsession is birds—or rather one 
bird in particular. I don’t know exactly how to describe my 
feelings, but I think I must have fallen in love. 
 Now I’m asking myself if falling in love is an 
inherent part of my art practice. This text is an attempt to 
map this obsession (and others), and to understand how I 
(fall in) love and how I work. I still don’t know if I know how 
to do any of them. I will have to love in  order to learn how 
to write, and I will have to write in order to learn how to 
love. In the words of critical theorist Kaja Silverman: “My 
discourse [will be] as groundless as desire itself.”2 Luckily, 
I won’t be alone. I will be standing on the shoulders of phi-
losopher Roland Barthes and his book A Lover’s Discourse. 

“He is in love: he creates meaning, always and everywhere, out of nothing, and it is meaning which thrills him: 
he is in the crucible of meaning.”
—Roland Barthes, A Lover’s Discourse1
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Filip Vest, Field, 2021. Felt cut out in the dimensions of one side of a tennis field. Installation view, Foot Fault, MFA exhibition, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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 If we look at Nigel’s case through a histori-
cal lens, we can find many other subjects throughout time 
who have fallen in love with what we consider “inanimate 
 objects.” One medical term for falling in love with a statue 
is “Pygmalionism,” named after the prime example from 
 literature: the Pygmalion myth. In the myth, a sculptor 
called Pygmalion carves a woman out of ivory and proceeds 
to fall in love with her. He then makes a couple of offer-
ings and prays to Venus to bring the statue to life, and she 
grants him his wish. The statue, Galathea, as it turns out,  
is conveniently also in love with Pygmalion, and she ends 
up giving birth to their child. 

Equilibrium

“I am in love with the Golden Gate Bridge, and the 
Golden Gate Bridge is very much in love with me.”
—Erika Eiffel, in Married to the Eiffel Tower5

Psychologists use another word to describe the act of fall-
ing in love with an object—one a bit less poetic than “Pyg-
malionism”—which is objectum-sexuality, or OS. This is an 
umbrella term for attraction to inanimate objects. Over the 
last decade, the OS community has been growing rapidly. 

One of the most famous members is probably Eija-Riitta 
Eklöf-Berliner-Mauer, who married the Berlin Wall in the 
1970s. When OS people talk about falling in love, it doesn’t 
sound much different from the way the rest of us struggle 
with love. As one interviewee puts it in a documentary 
about OS: “And now I’ve put myself in an extremely com-
plex situation, because my heart has decided to fall in love 
with something that’s almost completely out of reach.”6

 In the same documentary, another interviewee 
called Erika Eiffel describes what it feels like to be intimate 
with the Eiffel Tower, her wife (a queer relationship in more 
than one sense): “The heat of my body is flowing into her 
cold steel. The cold of her steel is flowing into my body. 
And we’re reaching equilibrium, where we both are the 
same temperature.” Maybe it’s the same dynamic between 
Nigel and the concrete gannet: a difference, an exchange of 
temperatures, a process towards an equilibrium. 
 When watching this documentary, I can’t help 
but think that three aspects of OS are very fundamental to 
every kind of falling in love: something that is out of reach, 
some sort of psychological projection, and some kind of 
exchange of warmth and cold, a meeting of hard and soft 
materials. Difference. Abyss. Equilibrium. 
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The Abject of Desire

“He imagined, with a strange joy, the narrow life they 
would lead. No children, no sex, no messy nights vom-
iting outside bars, no unintended pregnancies, no fights 
in the streets, no betrayals, no surprises, no broken 
promises, no promises.”
—Karen Russell, “Bog Girl: A Romance”7

In Karen Russell’s short story “Bog Girl: A Romance,” a 
boy named Cillian falls in love with a corpse from the Iron 
Age that he finds in a bog. He takes her home and at night 
he lies beside her and is comforted by the “steady, happy 
calm” that radiates from Bog Girl. When he brings her to 
school and the other kids start asking her questions, he 
replies on her behalf with the same confidence as parents 
reply for their babies or dog owners for their pets. Cillian 
is happily in love up until one day, when Bog Girl starts 
talking. As soon as she opens her mouth, he is terrified and 
disappointed, and he asks her: “W-w-who are you?” This 
passage follows: “Heartbreak is the universal diagnosis for 
the pain that accompanies the end of love. But this was an 
unusual breakup in that Cillian’s mind shattered first. The 
fantasy that had protected him began to fall away. Piece af-
ter piece of it clattered from his chest, an armor rusting off 
him. What are you?”
 As “who” becomes “what” and love turns to 
disgust, we figure out that Cillian’s love for Bog Girl exists 
only so long as he can project his ideas and fantasies onto 
the blank slate of her corpse. But as soon as she gains agen-
cy, she can’t be the object of his love anymore, and she in 
turn transforms into something abject. 
 The question of psychological projection is 
always a question of power and passivity, of subjects and 
objects, speaking and non-speaking actors. When we are in 
love, we sometimes turn other people into objects or trans-
form ourselves into objects. We sculpt each other, we soften 
and harden as we go through and force each other through 
the different sculptural states of love. 

Melter of Limbs

“but I am like wax of sacred bees 
like wax as the heat bites in: 
I melt whenever I look at the fresh limbs of boys.”
—Pindar, Carmina cum Fragmentis8

Love and desire is trying to escape me. Or that’s the feeling I 
sometimes get. That it’s something fragile and complicated, 
and that I mustn’t break it. That it’s as slippery as an eel; 
squirming, wriggling, writhing. Gone. 
 On 26 June 2016, my diary reveals the story 
of a night at a music festival when I brought a stranger 
back to my tent: We lay in the dark, gazing deep into each 
 other’s eyes. “We will never fall asleep,” he said. Then we 
fell asleep. I slept peacefully through the night, oblivious 
to the fact that he was a sculpture made of butter. The next 
day he had melted. The only thing that was left of him was 
a thin glistening layer of fat on my body and a rancid smell 
in the tent cloth.
 In Eros the Bittersweet by poet and essayist 
Anne Carson, we learn that the god of desire is called “the 
melter of limbs,” but the name remains ambivalent as to 
whether melting is a good thing. Carson writes: “The image 
implies something sensually delicious, yet anxiety and con-
fusion often attend it.”9 When I woke up in an empty tent, 
hungover and confused, it took me a little while to remem-
ber that another person had spent the night (or part of it) in 
the small tent with me. 
 There is something very intimate about sleep-
ing together. We are at our most vulnerable when we sleep, 
so it takes a certain level of trust to give in to sleep next 
to someone you don’t know. On more than one occasion, 
I’ve been woken up by a person leaving me in the middle of 
the night because they couldn’t sleep. I know many people 
who can’t sleep next to strangers at all. It feels like mystical 
things happen when we sleep together with someone for the 
first (and maybe last) time. Philosopher Gillian Rose writes 
beautifully about this kind of sleep in her book Love’s 

Filip Vest, Break, 2021. Water bottle and vaseline
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Work: “Night time is psyche time: the accumulation of ex-
cess emotion. … To spend the whole night with someone is 
agape: it is ethical. … This shared journey, unsure yet close, 
honesty embracing dishonesty, changes the relationship.  
It may not be a marriage, but it will be sacramental even 
without benefit of sacraments.”10

 I think it’s not only the sacramental quality of 
sleeping next to each other that frightens people. It might 
also be connected to the fear that, when you open your eyes, 
the other person will be gone. I wonder if Nigel also had this 
fear, sleeping next to his concrete partner. Was he convinced 
that he would wake up to the sight of his partner each day, 
or did he fear that they would melt away like butter in the 
sun? 
 “We will never fall asleep,” the butter sculpture 
and I told each other as we lay in the small tent, because we 
knew that as soon as we closed our eyes, the infinity of this 
moment we were in—our interlocked gazes, our entangled 
limbs—everything would disappear.

Feet of Marble

“He must be made of stone who could resist you.”
—Anne Carson, Eros the Bittersweet11

Another entry from my diary, 9 July 2016: [Someone that 
talks a lot] tells me that [a person I have feelings for] and 
[my nemesis] would be a good match. The rest of the night  
I walk around in a bad mood. Then a mysterious girl in a 
blue dress tells me that I am a “true Adonis.” I blush and 
I am lost for words. I walk out on the dance floor with 
 renewed energy … 
 I remember how the next day my white socks 
had become stained after all the dancing. They looked al-
most like marble. In a spontaneous hangover-inspired mo-
ment, I kept them like that and decided not to wash them. 
Later that year when I began art school, one of the first 
works I made was a sculpture with the socks, which I titled: 
A girl tells a boy he is Adonis, so he dances until his feet 
turn into marble.
 I melt, I stiffen, I marbleise. 

Im
ag

e 
co

ur
te

sy
 o

f Y
ou

ng
ja

e 
L

ih

Filip Vest, Communal, 2021. Detail
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Bird Boy

“I could have cooed. Words, or the tone of my voice, 
would have not merely expressed my ardor, I would not 
have merely sung, my throat would have uttered the 
call of indeed the most amorous of wild game.  Perhaps 
my neck would have bristled with white feathers.  
A catastrophe is always possible. Metamorphosis lies 
in wait for us. Panic protected me.”
—Jean Genet, The Thief’s Journal12

I’d like to go back to the image of Nigel. When I fell in 
love with Nigel, or the story of Nigel or the idea of Nigel, 
I started seeing birds everywhere—which I guess is no sur-
prise, since they are omnipresent—but I not only saw them,  
I also ascribed meaning to them. I began buying objects 
with birds on them. As my shelves filled up with wooden 
toys, playing cards, stickers, candy, masks, and other para-
phernalia, I realised how in some ways I had always felt an 
affinity with birds. 
 I remembered how many times in my life I 
had actually transformed into a bird: either by myself or 
through other people’s force. The first memory of this met-
amorphosis is from when I was on a trip to Poland with my 
mum and sister as a kid. The hotel we stayed at had a long, 
steep staircase. During the trip, I had been watching a lot 
of Looney Tunes, and I loved Tweety, the little yellow bird. 

One day, out of nowhere, I yelled, “Tweety can fly!,” before 
throwing myself down from the top of the staircase. To no 
surprise, I didn’t take off, but just fell down the infinity of 
the staircase, tumbled and rolled my small body against the 
linoleum stairs. The bruises on my body marked the begin-
ning of my relationship with birds, a relationship of equal 
parts love and pain. 
 In primary school, I started playing floorball, 
which is a variation of hockey, but without the ice. I’ve  never 
been the sportiest person, and I mainly joined the team to 
be together with my friends, but I ended up enjoying the 
game a lot. The only thing I was terrified of was the locker 
room. I went into puberty late and was very shy when we 
were forced to shower collectively. I would run in and finish 
as quickly as possible, and have my towel nearby so I could 
grab it as soon as I got out of the shower and wrap it around 
me. One day, when we were sitting in the locker room, a boy 
who I didn’t like asked me if I had anorexia because I was so 
slender. He said that I had a “pigeon chest.” At that point, 
I didn’t know it was a medical term—and I’m not sure if 
he actually knew that, either—I just felt how my body once 
again wasn’t mine, how it had turned into something else. 
Fittingly, “Bird Boy” also happened to become my nick-
name on the floorball team years later. It had nothing to 
do with my chest, but maybe with my beaky nose—or some 
kind of aura I exuded.

Im
ag

es
 c

ou
rt

es
y 

of
 Y

ou
ng

ja
e 

L
ih

Left: Filip Vest, Communal, 2021. Bench, socks, MDF, paint, AXE Dark Temptation

Right: Filip Vest, Wrong Call, 2021. Tennis racket, cover
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 When I was fourteen years old, I went to a 
sports resort with my mum. One day I was playing basket-
ball by myself, and a girl my age came over to me and start-
ed talking. For the rest of the holiday, we were inseparable. 
We would walk around the resort and talk about life and 
death, pop songs and puberty. We even invented our own 
religion—I don’t remember the details, but I do know that 
oranges played a significant role. She also had a little broth-
er who would often follow us around. He always called us 
“the turtle doves”—“There goes the turtle doves,” he would 
yell, and then laugh as our faces turned scarlet. Turr turr.
 Love and language can force a metamorphosis 
upon us, as is also seen in Jean Genet’s queer classic The 
Thief’s Journal. Here, the narrator is afraid of the meta-
morphosis that his lover Stillitano forces in his body. He 
can feel himself transforming into a bird just by thinking of 
his lover. He is frightened by this transformation and con-
nection to birds, not only on a metaphorical level, but on 
a bodily level. There seems to be a porousness between the 
animal world and the human world, the tangible world and 
the world of metaphors.

Impregnated by the Wind

“The intimate connection between flying and the idea 
of a bird makes it comprehensible that the dream of 
flying in the case of men usually has a significance  
of coarse sensuality.”
—Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams13

Birds have always been used and misused by artists and 
 poets throughout the ages as carriers of deep symbolic 
meaning. Maybe psychoanalysis can provide some answers 
as to what they signify. I’ve always had a bit of a compli-
cated relationship with psychoanalysis, because of the way 
it simplifies everything into archetypes, complexes, and di-
chotomies. At the same time, I find it a great tool for under-
standing the stories we tell about ourselves and about each 
other. I think it might be a way of trying to make the world 
bigger by in fact making the world smaller. 
 So, let’s try to explore the symbol of the bird 
and play a game of “What would Freud say?” The short 
answer is, of course, that the bird is a penis. The argument 
seems to be that both contradict the force of gravity: the 
bird by flying and the penis by erection. But the bird is ap-
parently also a breast. In “Leonardo da Vinci, A Memory 
of His Childhood,” Freud takes on the task of interpreting 
a strange image from da Vinci’s childhood. Da Vinci recalls 
a childhood memory (or rather a fantasy formed at a later 
date, as Freud concludes it must be), where a vulture put 
its tail in his mouth. Freud uses his psychoanalytic toolbox 
and interprets the tail-in-mouth situation as an act of fel-
latio, noting: “Strangely enough this phantasy is altogeth-
er of a passive character; it resembles certain dreams and 
phantasies of women and of passive homosexuals who play 
the feminine part in sexual relations.” He goes on to make 
a direct link between sucking the nipple of the mother and 
taking “the male member into the mouth.” But there is 
another interesting link to be made, Freud assures us. The 
old Egyptians saw the image of the vulture as a symbol of 
motherhood, because it was thought that there existed only 

female vultures. Freud then asks the million dollar ques-
tion: “But how does impregnation take place in vultures if 
only females exist?”14 Luckily, he finds out that the Greek 
author Horapollo has the answer: sometimes, a vulture will 
stop mid-flight, open its vagina, and get impregnated by the 
wind.
 Unfortunately, Freud’s obsession with the vul-
ture from Leonardo da Vinci’s childhood later proved to be 
futile. It turns out the 1904 translation of da Vinci’s texts 
by Maria Herzfeld contains an error: it was in fact not a 
vulture, but a kite—a small hawk-like bird of prey—who 
appeared in da Vinci’s fantasy. 
 Regardless of what kind of bird it was, the 
bird, according to psychoanalysis, carries some kind of 
sexual symbolism, and is in this tail-in-mouth constellation 
blamed for da Vinci’s homosexuality—back when it was 
still considered a mental illness. Freud’s interpretation of 
the bird brings my mind back to the underlying bird theme 
in The Thief’s Journal. In Genet’s novel, the myth about 
 Jupiter’s abusive relationship with the boy Ganymede plays 
a role. I can’t help but wonder: Is it a coincidence that Jupi-
ter takes the form of an eagle when he abducts the beautiful 
young boy?

Faster than a speeding bullet. More powerful than 
a locomotive. Able to leap tall buildings in a single  
bound. 

Look! Up in the sky! It’s a bird! 

It’s a plane! 

It’s … 15

A Tea Kettle, a Frisbee, an Air Freshener, and a Pair of 
Dirty Socks

Most children anthropomorphise and personify everything 
from inanimate objects to animals to abstract concepts. It 
is something deeply rooted in our storytelling tradition. 
Countless fables and myths throughout the ages have made 
sense of something complicated or otherwise unexplainable 
by giving it human traits. A lot of modern children’s liter-
ature also features speaking animals and objects. But even 
scientists anthropomorphise in their studies of animals. We 
can’t help seeing ourselves in everything. The anthropo-
morphic gaze is in many ways still considered something 
infantile, or even unethical in the case of science. On the 
one hand, the anthropomorphic gaze can be seen as self-ob-
sessed in nature and as something that attempts to reaffirm 
that humans are the centre of the world, the measure of 
all things. But, on the other hand, anthropomorphisation 
might instead be something that dissolves the hierarchies 
between humans and animals, animate and inanimate ob-
jects. The philosopher Jane Bennett argues that “we need 
to cultivate a bit of anthropomorphism—the idea that 
human agency has some echoes in nonhuman nature—to 
counter the narcissism of humans in charge of the world.”16 
Whether we want to be or not, we are all Cillian from  Karen 
Russell’s short story, projecting our own feelings and de-
sires onto everyone else—onto our own Bog Girls—so we 
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might as well do it on purpose and delve knowingly into the 
consequences.
 When I started working on my film Searching 
for Nigel (2020), I collected not only things that looked like 
birds but also recordings of things that sounded like them: 
tea kettles, beeping traffic lights, whistles, metro doors, 
washing machines, squeaky doors, ringtones, car alarms … 
I imagined how Nigel was able to communicate with these 
objects. How he wouldn’t care whether they were differ-
ent species, inanimate or animate. Just now, I realised that 
when I’m describing Nigel, I’m also describing myself. 
 I’ve always had a soft spot for objects. For a 
long time in my artistic practice, I worked with readymade 
sculptures. I exhibited frisbees, air fresheners, packaging, 
bricks, and dirty socks. I gave them incredibly long and 
complicated titles. The smaller the object, the longer the 
 title. In the beginning, I think it was an intellectual exercise. 
I was very occupied with “art history,” and after discover-
ing conceptual art, I felt I had found some kind of motor 
for making art. The question I thought I was interested in 
was something like: “What does it mean to look at a thing 
and then read a text and then look at the thing again?” But 
maybe deep down I was asking a different question, one 
 directed at the object, like: “What are you trying to tell 
me?” or “How can I take care of you?” or “Can you help 
me navigate this complicated world?”
 During my readymade obsession, I got a job 
doing some graphic design work for a start-up launched by 
a group of economics students. We were to work together 
on the project for a week at their office. On the last day 
during lunch break, the conversation steered to the topic of 
art. One of the economics students asked me what kind of 
art I did: “Do you paint or … ?” And when I told him I ex-
hibited readymade objects, he was baffled. I then proceeded 
to explain what a readymade was by using the example of 
a mop they had in the office, which was leaning in a corner 
of the room. “Say you started looking at this object as a 
sculpture instead of just as a mop …” I began, before I then 
went on by reflecting on the mop, its context, and what hap-
pens when you pay attention to things you normally ignore. 
I thought my words were falling on deaf ears, and after  
I left the office that day, I forgot all about our conversation. 
That is, until one day I received an email from one of the 
economics students. It was about some practical question 
I don’t remember now, but at the end of his message, he 
wrote: “P.S. I can’t stop looking at the mop in our office 
now …”

“I Don’t Want to Put You in a Cage”17

“‘Shall I love you?’ said the Swallow, who liked to 
come to the point at once, and the Reed made him a 
low bow. So he flew round and round her, touching the 
water with his wings, and making silver ripples. This 
was his courtship, and it lasted all through the summer.
 ‘It is a ridiculous attachment,’ twittered the 
other Swallows, ‘she has no money, and far too many 
relations;’ and indeed the river was quite full of Reeds. 
Then, when the autumn came, they all flew away.
 After they had gone he felt lonely, and began 
to tire of his lady-love. ‘She has no conversation,’ he 

said, ‘and … she is always flirting with the wind.’ …  
‘I love travelling, and my wife, consequently, should 
love travelling also.’
 ‘Will you come away with me?’ he said  finally 
to her; but the Reed shook her head, she was so  attached 
to her home.
 ‘You have been trifling with me,’ he cried,  
‘I am off to the Pyramids. Good-bye!’”
—Oscar Wilde, “The Happy Prince”18

In Oscar Wilde’s children’s story “The Happy Prince,” the 
swallow who is dating a reed at the beginning of the story 
ends up in a beautiful relationship with a very self-sacri-
ficing statue. After I read it, I started paying closer atten-
tion to birds on statues in public space, taking photos and 
collecting other people’s photos of the phenomenon. Stat-
ues everywhere almost always have birds sitting on them. 
But some statues, it seems, are more popular than others.  
I don’t know if it’s because of their looks or if it’s just their 
architectural features. Someone once told me a story about 
a French photographer who marked and attempted to 
photo graph the same birds over a period of time. Apparent-
ly the photographer eventually realised that the individual 
birds had favourite statues that they would return to. Like 
lovers or nests. 
 Nigel was my statue that I kept returning to.  
I say in my film that I’m searching for him, but of course I 
knew he was gone. I instead started looking for him in other 
people’s faces, gestures, stories. When we fall in love, we 
find patterns, and when we lose the ones we love, we begin 
to see ghosts. Working from this absence, the film takes its 
cue from documentaries about missing people. I was inter-
ested in the form the interviews often take in these films. 
Where the journalist is talking to someone who knew the 
person, and then someone else and then someone else, and 
then slowly the viewer gets an outline of who the missing 
person was, through the memories of their relatives, friends, 
and lovers. 
 Some of the people I interviewed in my film  
I found through Tinder. I didn’t pretend I wanted to go on 
a date or catfish them in any way—I was very transparent 
about the project in both my bio and my photos. But I still 
liked the idea that we were both searching for something. 
They were searching for a date. And I was searching for 
Nigel.
 When I interviewed them, I asked them if they 
could tell me about a past relationship—any kind of rela-
tionship—that ended and that still puzzles them or feels 
somehow unresolved. And I asked them to tell it in a way 
where you can’t tell if they’re talking about a person or 
about a bird. I also sometimes asked them to tell a story 
about a bird, but with the same ambiguity. For some reason, 
that didn’t turn out as interesting as the other way around. 
Listening to people talk in this way, it was interesting to 
observe how they became extra conscious of metaphorical 
language, talking about “flying” and “cages” and how the 
image of the bird fed into their descriptions of the dynamics 
of relationships, loss, lust, and confusion. 
 Well, was I really that interested in birds then? 
To be fair, I was never interested in birds as birds, but in 
using the image of the bird to make new connections. To 
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use Nigel as a sieve for information. To find ways of talking 
about two things at the same time, to maybe learn more 
about both of them. To knit together and ripple up. In other 
words: it was always about birds; it was never about birds.

A Detour that Is a Shortcut

“The man too is looking across a similar, but not identi-
cal, abyss of non-comprehension. … He is always look-
ing across ignorance and fear. And so, when he is being 
seen by the animal, he is being seen as his surroundings 
are seen by him. His recognition of this is what makes 
the look of the animal familiar. And yet the animal  
is distinct, and can never be confused with man. Thus, 
a power is ascribed to the animal, comparable with 
 human power but never coinciding with it. The animal 
has secrets which, unlike the secrets of caves, moun-
tains, seas, are specifically addressed to man.”
—John Berger, Why Look at Animals 19

In novelist and art critic John Berger’s essay “Why Look at 
Animals?,” he writes about how animals historically have 
represented “messengers and promises,” like sacred cows or 
other animals that were sacrificed or perceived as omens. He 
quotes Enlightenment philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau: 
“As emotions were the first motives which induced man to 
speak, his first utterances were tropes (metaphors). Figu-
rative language was the first to be born, proper meanings 
were the last to be found.”20 Berger argues that the relation-
ship between man and animal in itself is “meta phorical.” 

That we have always compared ourselves to animals, and 
have understood ourselves and them through differences 
and similarities. I feel that this also connects to the anthro-
pomorphic gaze, which is in some ways a “metaphorical” 
gaze, a connection that goes both ways: seeing yourself in 
something else is also seeing something else in yourself.
 Another perspective on metaphors we find in 
Anne Carson’s book Men in the Off Hours, when she writes 
about Aristotle: 

metaphor causes the mind to experience itself 

…

At first it looks odd, contradictory or wrong. 
Then it makes sense. 
And at this moment, according to Aristotle, 
the mind turns to itself and says: 
“How true, and yet I mistook it!” 
From the true mistakes of metaphor a lesson can be 
learned. 21

Carson writes about the metaphor as an error that can 
make your mind go new places. I like this image because 
there’s something wrong about metaphors. They point to 
something that is and something that is not. A metaphor 
is different pieces that don’t belong together, but they pre-
tend—or we force them—to. It is a dress put together with 
hot glue, sticking together only for the strut down the run-
way before falling apart backstage.22

Left: Filip Vest, Rules, 2021. Laminated paper and objects, translated fragments from the janitor at Dansk Tennis Club

Right: Filip Vest, Time Violation, 2021. Clock, sticker
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 The word metaphora from ancient Greek is 
itself a metaphor and literally means “carrying something 
from one place to another, transference.” A book that has 
really influenced my thinking about metaphors is Meta-
phors We Live By, by cognitive linguists George Lakoff and 
Mark Johnson, which investigates the use of metaphor in 
everyday language. When I read that book, I realised that 
even when I thought I wasn’t using metaphorical language, 
I was. That metaphor is something so ingrained in our lan-
guage that we don’t always notice it when it’s there. The 
way we talk about arguments as wars (“They shot down all 
of my arguments”). About information as if it’s something 
edible (“I just can’t swallow it”). The mind as a machine 
(“I’m a little rusty today”). The way we talk about love as 
madness (“She’s totally crazy about her”).
 Using and exploring metaphors in my work 
has been a way to become more conscious about language 
and how it is constructed. What images it evokes. What ide-
ologies, conflicts, and dichotomies are embedded within it. 
Lakoff and Johnson’s book doesn’t dive into the political 
implications of metaphor, but it’s easy to imagine how rac-
ism, sexism, homophobia, classism, ableism, ageism, and so 
on have also been inscribed into metaphorical language. 
 Describing one thing through something else 
is explicitly a way of understanding a thing through its re-
semblance to and difference from another thing. Grasping 
something through something that it is and something that 
it is not, but let’s just for a moment pretend it is. I like to 
think of metaphors as a detour that is a shortcut.
 Metaphorical language plays a big role in erot-
icism, since we often lack words in the realm of desire, or 
we dare not say what we mean or what we experience, be-
cause we are either too ashamed, too overwhelmed, or too 

confused. We take a detour from the embarrassment of our 
own emotions and our fleshly desire, as they take over our 
bodies. Here is The Thief’s Journal again: “I have lived in 
the fear of metamorphoses. It is in order to make the reader 
fully conscious, as he sees love swooping down on me—it 
is not mere rhetoric which requires the comparison—like 
a falcon—of the most exquisite of frights that I employ the 
idea of a turtle dove.”23 And sometimes ordinary language 
is simply not sufficient to express a desire or experience, as 
in Virginia Woolf’s novel Orlando, when Orlando casts his 
eyes upon Princess Marousha Stanilovska Dagmar Nata-
sha Iliana Romanovitch for the first time: “He called her a 
melon, a pineapple, an olive tree, an emerald, and a fox in 
the snow all in the space of three seconds; he did not know 
whether he had heard her, tasted her, seen her, or all three 
together.”24

Stupid and Clever, Cute and Ugly

“6/6 8:31 AM
What did you get locked up for?

    Love
6/6 8:32 AM
Do you still believe in love?

  There’s no way out of hell”
—Basim Magdy, New Acid25

On a trip to M HKA – Museum of Contemporary Art 
 Antwerp in 2020, I found myself in a beautiful show by 
Basim Magdy called Asleep in Another Dimension. The 
exhibition consisted of drawings, photos, and a big film 

Left: Filip Vest, Field, 2021. Detail

Right: Filip Vest, Partners, 2021. Shaved tennis ball
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installation called New Acid (2019). In Magdy’s film, a 
group of different animals communicate via text messages. 
No signs of humans exist in the film. There is something 
 sci-fi about it. It feels like it could take place in the future, 
but it could also be the past of another dimension. The film 
points backwards with its 16 mm aesthetic, it points to a now 
with its text messages, and it points forward (or towards an 
elsewhere) with its obscure, absurd philosophy—as when 
one giraffe states: “My daughter believes car headlights are 
stars that were harvested long ago by our ancestors.”
 Now, I’m definitely projecting (and/or Magdy 
is), but I feel like the animals in the film long to connect with 
each other. They don’t really reply to each other’s messages. 
Or they pretend to reply, but something is off. They change 
between slandering each other, seeking confirmation, and 
stating weird philosophical claims.
 From the moment I entered the exhibition 
space, I was completely hypnotised by New Acid. I don’t 
know if it was because of the animals, the cryptic text mes-
sages, or the mesmerising soundtrack, but I was glued to the 
screen for two full plays of the entire film. With its beautiful 
imagery of animals and crude superimposed text messages, 
I found the film both cute and ugly at the same time. There 
was something really stupid about it, but also something 
really clever in its stupidity.26

 The film made me think about the infinite ani-
mal videos that circulate the internet in an economy of cute. 
Why do we love these videos? Cultural theorist Sianne Ngai 
discusses the concept of “cute” in her book Our Aesthetic 
Categories: Zany, Cute, Interesting. According to Ngai, the 
cute is about a certain powerlessness, an imbalance of pow-
er between the subject looking and the object being looked 
at. The cute is exaggeratedly passive. We love it because it 
submits to us. Quoting English professor Lori Merish, Ngai 
furthermore defines the cute as a commodity “in search for 
its mother.” When we are looking at something cute, we 
want to mother it. But our compulsive mimetic identifica-
tion with the object is also at stake. We look at the object, 
but we also look out through it. We see our own child, but 
we also—as always—see ourselves. Or, as an antelope in 
Magdy’s film puts it in a text message: “Love always hides 
behind the mirror.” 
 In my film Searching for Nigel, the power of 
the cute also plays a big role—specifically in a collection 
of found footage of different birds from YouTube, but also 
in the way that the interviewees in my film talk about their 
love lives. I was interested in how and why we sometimes 
react more to imagery of animals than of humans, and how 
sometimes it feels like it’s easier for us to relate to animals—
to escape ourselves and the claimed complexity of human 
experience. It’s said that psychopaths care more about ani-
mals than people. Maybe when you have no empathy, or the 
least amount of empathy, there’s still some core connection 
with this other, seemingly “inferior” being. Can animals 
work as some kind of shortcut to empathy? It definitely be-
came easier for the participants in my work to talk about 
heartbreak and other sensitive issues by fictionalising it, dis-
tancing it, pretending it wasn’t about them. A detour that is 
a shortcut.

Learning His Language

“As a writer, I tolerate error, poor performance, failure. 
So what if I fail some of the time, if a story or an essay 
is no good? Sometimes things do go well, the work is 
good. And that’s enough.
 It’s just this attitude I don’t have about sex. 
I don’t tolerate error, failure—therefore I’m anxious 
from the start and therefore I’m more likely to fail. Be-
cause I don’t have the confidence that some of the time 
(without my forcing anything) it will be good.”
—Susan Sontag, As Consciousness Is Harnessed to 
Flesh27

In school you never really learn much about love—or sex, 
for that matter. Here, put a rubber on a styrofoam penis, 
don’t get any STIs, goodbye and good luck. We enter the 
confusing world of desire without a proper vocabulary for 
love or sex. We reflect ourselves in Hollywood films, but to 
no avail. The film stars never talk. They have sex without 
words and conversations without content.28

 I remember when I entered puberty I thought 
that maybe it’d be a good idea to borrow a lot of books 
on sex from the library. Just to prepare myself. I never did, 
because I was too ashamed. I realise now that I also never 
read any non-fiction books about love or relationships until 
recently. I spent most of my teenage years among a group 
of boys, with a classic masculine dynamic—for a long time 
everything was a joke, everything was exaggerated, no one 
cared, no one was vulnerable. None of us knew any better. 
For a long time, I got tongue-tied when I tried to talk about 
sex. Even much later, in 2016, when I lived on the small is-
land and was writing my meticulous diary, there were some 
sentences I couldn’t finish because they felt too “vulgar.” 
The passage in my diary about the guy who turned out to 
be a butter sculpture was of course a later poetic rewriting 
of an earlier entry. Originally it looked more like this: we 
take off our clothes, touch, lick / do you have any / yes but  
I don’t have / don’t worry, just … / I’ve never really  properly 
/ (it’s not true, but I don’t know what to say).
 We write diaries to grasp the world around 
us, to learn, to reflect, to understand other people, and to 
create ourselves. There’s a beautiful passage about writer 
Susan Sontag’s diaries in cultural critic Brian Dillon’s book 
Essayism. Dillon notices how, in her diary, Sontag instructs 
herself to behave differently, for example by not smiling as 
much. She collects beautiful words that she wants to use and 
makes lists of gay slang, “as if the terms were passwords or 
talismans allowing her access to a privileged scene.” The di-
ary becomes a place “where she tests out potential  versions 
of the writer Susan Sontag, and anatomizes the members 
that will make up that monster.”29

 In my diary from 2016, I also made lists: which 
people attended what party, what food I ate, which books  
I read. Sometimes I even listed things I said during the day, 
when I felt I had been very funny or very clever … When 
I moved to the island, I encountered a new set of codes I 
needed to learn and follow. When I felt like I was making 
sense, my fellow students didn’t understand what I was say-
ing, and I didn’t know if I was the alien or if they were. 
When I fell in love with one of them, I couldn’t rely on 
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what I knew, because everything was new or at least had to 
be learned anew. My humour didn’t translate, my tongue 
twisted, I was trying to learn a new language. I was trying to 
learn his language, with my diary as a dictionary: 

Something that might have been a warm, esoteric glance, 
but I could be overinterpreting. 

Amateurs

“08 28 2012—NO WAY OUT
Someone gives too much or someone doesn’t give 
enough. Someone started off with a lot to give and then 
someone lost their way and stopped caring. Someone 
cares about the wrong person or someone doesn’t care 
about the right person. Someone is open and someone 
is closed. Someone is ready and then someone isn’t 
ready. Someone.”
—Masha Tupitsyn, Love Dog30

Even when we might have mastered the language of one 
constellation—when we know how to communicate with 
our partners, friends, lovers, family members, animals—we 
aren’t able to easily apply that particular knowledge and 
experience to another constellation. We might get better 
at knowing ourselves: what we like and don’t like, how we 
communicate, how we experience the world, and how we re-
act. But in a way, we will always be amateurs; we will never 
break the code of understanding other people.
 It is this muddy, alienating feeling that we often 
get from love, relationships, and life that the artist Keren 
Cytter navigates. In many of her film works, awkwardness 
rules: the characters don’t understand each other, they for-
get who they are, and their clumsy lines don’t fit their emo-
tions. The actors are often not professionals—her friends 
or whoever was available—which sheds another layer from 
the seamless illusion that Hollywood films provide us with. 
Nothing is seamless in Cytter’s work: instead, the seams are 
crude and visible—“this was not an attentive sewist.”31 Or 
maybe her work is really assembled with hot glue, ready to 
fall apart at any moment. 
 In her film The Dates Series (2004), most of 
the couples or couplings really do speak different languag-
es, but still act like they understand each other. In a passage 
called “17/8/04,” we follow a couple, Mr. X and Ms. Y, in 
their apartment. The film starts with Mr. X looking out the 
window as he says: “I just saw another bird. Another bird. 
And they say that all birds are dead. They are trying our 
spirit and twisting our mind. Write it down: babies are a 
privilege.”
 Mr. X (like me) sees birds everywhere. Even 
in a world where they say all birds are dead, he can’t stop 
seeing birds. It almost sounds like one of the conspiracies 
that the animals would be texting about in Basim Magdy’s 
New Acid. But maybe it’s not really about birds. In Cytter’s 
work, birds carry heavy symbolic burdens in the couples’ 
cryptic monologues: “Birds will exist even if flying is con-
sidered a crime.” It feels like the birds are part of some kind 
of conspiracy. Maybe it’s paranoia towards the state, maybe 
it’s directed against the relationship itself. Ms. Y doesn’t see 
any birds, but she keeps playing with invisible babies—the 

same babies that Mr. X finds a privilege. Are the birds and 
babies analogies for something else, or are they just a symp-
tom of the couple not being connected? One sees non-exist-
ent babies and the other sees non-existent birds. They are 
not envisioning the same life. They each have their castles 
of air, pies in the sky, and pipe dreams. They are not on the 
same page. They are not in the same film.
 At the end of the film, Mr. X is looking out 
the window again. The camera follows him out the window, 
and we see that there actually is a bird in the sky.

When the Magic Disappears

“I never was in love
You know that you were never good enough
Fall asleep right next to me
You know that you were never good enough”
— Blood Orange, “You’re Not Good Enough”32

Art, like love, can make you cynical. To have an art prac-
tice can feel great as long as you are confident, absorbed, 
and in love with your obsession. But something happens the 
moment you start telling someone else about a project. If 
it’s still in too early a stage, you’re afraid you might break 
something—like in a relationship. It’s a bit like playing a 
song you love for someone you really like, and you’re nerv-
ous they won’t like it.
 A song I initially didn’t care for but ended up 
liking—because someone who I liked liked it—is “You’re 
Not Good Enough” by Blood Orange. It became our an-
them for when we applied to the art academy during pre-
paratory art school. I was sure I had made a note about this 
in my diary, but I couldn’t find it. 
 Art is a relationship, and you have to learn 
how to work through it. Sometimes the magic disappears. 
Sometimes you fall out of love with art. In the times I’ve 
fallen out of love with art, I have felt how I turned cynical, 
disillusioned, tired, angry, fed up. I remember taking part 
in endless group shows, feeling honoured but also feeling 
some kind of fatigue. I wanted to show something, but I 
also wanted to hide. And then I ended up making these min-
imal gestures: installing a toilet freshener in the bathroom 
or putting a fake egg on a chair and cloaking it in an ob-
scure reference. The most boring piece I ever did consisted 
of three magazine files that leaned against the wall of the 
exhibition space. Afterwards, I would look back and think: 
Why did I do that? Everyone else brought all this nice stuff, 
why did you just put three magazine files on the floor?
 Like the email about the mop, sometimes such 
messages have made me remember that art matters (to some 
degree). Or maybe “matters” is too strong a word—may-
be “makes an imprint” is more precise. One time, a month 
 after a lecture-performance I had done,33 I received a text 
that said: “Every time I receive a text message with one 
of these boxes that appears instead of an emoji [since my 
phone is too old to translate them] I think of you □.” The 
same thing still happens with a talk I did about preserving 
soap bubbles in 2014. From time to time, people send me 
the same clip of a frozen soap bubble: “This reminded me of 
you” or “Have you seen this?” or “Here’s an idea for you” 
or just a heart emoji. After the seventh message with the 
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clip of the frozen soap bubble and having politely pretend-
ed that I hadn’t seen it before, I was a bit annoyed. But I 
was also flattered. I had managed to inscribe my own image 
onto the soap bubble. I had made someone look at a mop, a 
box in a text message, and a soap bubble and think (of me).
 
It’s not always about you, they say. But really it is. For me, 
at least.34

□

Take Care of Yourself

“I received an email telling me it was over.
I didn’t know how to respond.
It was almost as if it hadn’t been meant for me.
It ended with the words, ‘Take care of yourself.’
And so I did.
I asked 107 women (including two made from wood 
and one with feathers),
chosen for their profession or skills, to interpret this 
letter.
To analyze it, comment on it, dance it, sing it.
Dissect it. Exhaust it. Understand it for me.
Answer for me.
It was a way of taking the time to break up.
A way of taking care of myself.”
—Sophie Calle, Take Care of Yourself35

I’ve been through breakups with humans, but I’ve never 
broken up with art, even though it has sometimes been a 
bumpy ride and made me doubt. The magic has never dis-
appeared for good. One of the first exhibitions that real-
ly affected me was in fact about breakups. It was Sophie 
Calle’s solo show at the Louisiana Museum of Modern Art 
in Humlebæk in 2010, called Take Care of Yourself. The ex-
hibition consisted of a body of work created for the French 
Pavilion at the 2007 Venice Biennale, which took its start-
ing point in a breakup email the artist received. The above 
quotation was Calle’s introductory text to the exhibition. 
Throughout the different rooms of the show, the breakup 
email was interpreted by different professionals: a criminol-
ogist, a moral philosopher, and a clairvoyant, among oth-
ers. They each offered a unique, isolated attempt, with or 
without context: they proofread it, made criminal profiles, 
used tarot cards. This analysis becomes like an extreme 
 version of the self-scrutiny that breakups cause. 
 At preparatory art school, I was a huge fan of 
Sophie Calle. At some point I wanted to be her—I think 
most art students have that phase at one time or another—
but then I got fed up. I don’t know what it was. Did I find 
it too “easy,” too “pop,” too “digestible”? Then I distanced 
myself a bit from her and started exploring artworks that, at 
that time, seemed more complex and obscure to me.
 But lately I’ve been returning to Calle’s work, 
because I realise how much it’s meant to me, and still means 
to me. In the beginning, back when I still thought I could 
separate myself from my art projects, my main interest was 
in using narrative as a material and looking at the same 
thing from different angles. To put different hats on—to 
be a pseudo-detective, like one of the paranoid characters 

from my first literary hero Paul Auster’s books. Later, when 
I eventually let go and let my own life blend with my work, I 
saw how much Calle had in common with my new heroes of 
autofiction and autotheory: Chris Kraus, Maggie  Nelson, 
and Rachel Cusk, among others. Or the way she would 
approach love, heartbreak, and sex in an analytical way—
what also got me under the spell of feminist and activist bell 
hooks’s All about Love.
 There was actually also a bird in Take Care 
of Yourself (!). The way the bird responds to the breakup 
letter is by eating it. The animal becomes the comic relief 
in a world of too many words—it replies to all the words 
with a sort of basic instinct of eating. But of course ani-
mals also communicate in complex ways. They might not 
write love letters and breakup letters, but their bodies and 
sounds reveal different complex dynamics. Nigel’s lover, 
the concrete gannet, is frozen in a posture where it points 
its head towards the sky. It turns out that when gannets do 
this, it means they’re about to take off into flight. It’s a way 
for them to nonverbally negotiate with their partner about 
which one of them is going out to get food and which one is 
staying with the eggs. When I read this, I understood how 
Nigel’s lover was always on the brink of leaving. How you 
can be passive and active at the same time. How you can  
be silent and still communicate something. How you can be 
standing still but still be moving.

Absolute Beginner

“There’s a story in an ancient play about birds called 
The Birds
And it’s a short story from before the world began
From a time when there was no earth, no land.
Only air and birds everywhere.
But the thing was there was no place to land.
Because there was no land.
So they just circled around and around.
Because this was before the world began.
And the sound was deafening. Songbirds were 
everywhere.
Billions and billions and billions of birds.
And one of these birds was a lark and one day her 
 father died.
And this was a really big problem because what should 
they do with the body?
There was no place to put the body because there was 
no earth.
And finally the lark had a solution.
She decided to bury her father in the back of her own 
head.
And this was the beginning of memory.
Because before this no one could remember a thing.
They were just constantly flying in circles.
Constantly flying in huge circles.”
—Laurie Anderson, “The Beginning of Memory”36

In the song “The Beginning of Memory,” artist and musi-
cian Laurie Anderson reimagines Aristophanes’s classical 
play The Birds in a beautiful text that is in fact not as much 
about birds as it is about memory.
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 Looking back through my text now, I have to 
figure out how to land it somewhere. Unlike in Anderson’s 
song, there is an earth now, and I should be able to land; but 
I’ve caught myself up in the air flying in circles, obsessing 
about birds, love, art, and diaries.
 I still have so many questions about my rela-
tionship to Nigel: Am I the bird who fell in love with a con-
crete sculpture? I am a carer by nature, but I am also one 
who doesn’t like to make decisions. I have a deep desire to 
just be passive and let go. So would that make me the con-
crete sculpture who just receives love? And I haven’t even 
thought about our shared isolated experiences on small 
 islands before just now.
 While working on Searching for Nigel, as I let 
go of and lost control, I also sometimes lost track of what I 
was looking for. Because I didn’t write a script and a drama-
turgy beforehand, I couldn’t know when the film was done. 
At some point, I decided the film was finished, because  
I had a feeling it was about time I “went on.”
 I’ve been spending so much time thinking 
about Nigel, I’ve almost forgotten his concrete partner. 
Now, when I’m imagining the relationship from their point 
of view, I can’t help but wonder if the feelings were recip-
rocated. Were Nigel and the concrete bird both equally in 
love? Or was he bothering them? If the sculpture could talk, 
would the scene be the same as that of Cillian and Bog Girl? 
Would they send each other obscure passive- aggressive 
texts messages like in Basim Magdy’s film? Would they  
argue about invisible kids and dead birds as Mr. X and  
Ms. Y do?

 I dream of going to Mana Island and having 
a chat with the concrete bird. To know if we share our love 
for Nigel, and if they were left on the island heartbroken. 
Did they bury Nigel in the back of their own head? I did, 
anyway. Part of Nigel is buried in the back of my head—and 
in the back of the head of my film. Now, my infatuation, my 
obsession, has settled and turned into love. It was  always 
about Nigel; it was never about Nigel. I love him, but I also 
know how I’ve used him. While writing this text, I have 
found a new obsession.37 I hope Nigel can forgive me. I was 
the tourist, after all.
 My recent diary writing is less obsessive than 
with my diary from 2016. Five years ago, I was overconfi-
dent about art and frightened of love. In my relationship 
and in my relations today, I feel more confident and mature. 
I’m not as afraid of forgetting things or of missing impor-
tant pieces of the puzzle of social interaction. When it comes 
to my work, I’ve tried to shed that kind of confidence that 
derives from ignorance and slowly rebuild it again, from a 
space of honesty and vulnerability. I am connecting with 
some of the feelings from my old diary again, getting back 
to the fertile confusion that sometimes accompanies falling 
in love. I write tender texts and draw obsessive patterns.  
I feel stupid and let myself feel stupid. I let my feelings pour 
out. I’m crazy about art. I’m too much. I’m blind. I stumble 
and fumble my way through the dark—or as I wrote in my 
diary on Sunday, 20 March 2016:

I feel like a fucking teenager. It’s frustrating, but I also love 
the feeling. I’m an Absolute Beginner.

 

Filip Vest, Rules, 2021. Laminated paper and objects, translated fragments from the janitor at Dansk Tennis Club
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Right: Lukas Cornix Andersson, Swan, 2021. Ink on paper, 27 x 39 cm
Left: Lukas Cornix Andersson, Shiny shoes, 2021. Ink on paper, 27 x 39 cm
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Right: Lukas Cornix Andersson, Departing Gift, 2020. Oil and collage on canvas, 89 x 116 cm
Left: Lukas Cornix Andersson, Tresspass in the garden, 2020. Oil and collage on canvas, 60 x 82 cm
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Ludvig Briland, On Love & the Porousness of Certain Borders, 2021. Cactus sprig breathed twice a day for seven months, sand, dextrin, polyurethane glue,  
oil paint frottage, plastic sheets, corn flakes box, dimensions variable. Installation view, Annual Exhibition, Malmö Art Academy, 2021
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Olga Kristine Stage and Therese Bülow, EYE TRACK, 2021. Video stills from documentation video. Performance, 40 min.  
Performed by Carl Lützen, Olga Kristine Stage, and Therese Bülow, filmed by Anastasia Karkazis. Special thanks to Bjarke Jepsen 
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177MFA1 Vilhelm Christensen

Vilhelm Christensen, Lodgatan, Malmö, 2021. Video still. 16mm film, work in progress
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Hillevi Cecilia Högström, That which once was, 2018. Analog photography, 29,7 x 42 cm 
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Hillevi Cecilia Högström and Jan-Olof Högström, (n)Ice dreams, blue future, 2021/196?. Analog photography, 70 x 50 cm
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181MFA1 Malthe Møhr Johnsen

Malthe Møhr Johnsen, work in progress, 2020–. Video stills
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Rebecca Larsson, silent hands, moving dance (Þögul snerting, eldfim erting), 2021. Video stills from documentation video
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Rebecca Larsson, silent hands, moving dance (Þögul snerting, eldfim erting), 2021. Ceramics, metal, vax candles, 26 x 28 cm
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185MFA1 Ivan Nylander

Ivan Nylander, Unaccompanied 2 (Sarabande from Suite No. 4 for Solo Cello in E-flat major, Johann Sebastian Bach, BWV 1010), 2021. Performance (live stream), 5 min
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Niels Munk Plum, MOON, PEGASUS, REACTION, NOTES, SPACE, DRAWING, EYE, MAP, DRAWING, ETYMOLOGY OF SPELLS, SONG LYRICS and HAND, 
2020–21. Notes and drawings, 21 x 29,7 cm each
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Ruben Risholm, Head with Rain Cloud, 2020. Birch wood, 35 x 35 x 70 cm
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Erlend Rødsten, Barrier, 2020. Inflated Airbags 
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191MFA1 Erlend Rødsten 

Erlend Rødsten, Something in the air, 2020. Fire extinguisher refilled with oxygen 
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193MFA1 Emil Sandström

Emil Sandström, Untitled, 2020. Cast aluminum, inkjet print, perspex, pulverized camera body interior
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195MFA1 Viktor Strand

Viktor Strand, glad och rädd, 2021. Analog B&W photography, 29 x 56 cm
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Amund Öhrnell, u, 2021. Oil on panel, 37 x 50 cm
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201MFAAR1 Bárbara Sánchez Barroso 

Bárbara Sánchez Barroso, Coexistence, 2021. Video stills. Video, 8 min
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Witching the unspoken … —is an  
artistic research by Vala T. Foltyn. 
It tackles the idea of queering the 
archives as an attempt to reclaim  
and redefine the relationships  
of power and knowledge. In this  
process the artist is analysing the  
archives by tracing the invisible,  
hidden and lost. This work aims  
to analyse and queer the remains  

of a century old villa located  
in Kraków, Poland. Since its  
foundation in 1907, the villa has  
been a site of cultural activity and  
an important reference for the  
local community of the city, as  
testified in its archives. This place  
has also been home for a queer  
art commynity for several years  
until the eviction in 2018.

The research aims to enhance  
the queer voice of resistance and 
sabotage the narratives of national 
histories. The continuous work  
on the archive includes the  
remi niscences of the house and  
its tenants, friends and family  
members, as well as ghosts,  spirits, 
dreams, hallucinations and also 
non-human beings and creatures.

Vala T. Foltyn, Notice of eviction, 2021. Graphics, 31 x 91 cm

Vala T. Foltyn, Spell of defense, 2021. Graphics, 31 x 91 cm

Vala T. Foltyn, Secret Messengers, 2021. Graphics, 61 x 91 cm
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Vala T. Foltyn, Celestial bodies, 2021. Graphics, 61 x 91 cm
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My mother has always written, but only when she was sad, when her world became unmanageable, 

she used sentences on paper to create an overview and to create new possibilities for herself: she 

sought to understand.   

I discovered this as a child, by finding a large booklet in light leather skin with a colorful elephant 

printed on the cover. Inside was countless pages with my mother’s handwriting on them. I 

recognized her writing but was still too young to decipher the words and sentences. I ran my fingers 

down over the pages, as always with a great wish to be close to her. And I dragged it all out to her 

in the kitchen. My mother reacted calmly and told me this was a type of diary that she wrote when 

she was grieving and that I shouldn’t read it, because I wouldn’t understand.   

This of course led to me again and again, periodically, in the years to come, and with more and 

more reading skills, to look for the booklet and go through it. Although never reading more than a 

couple of lines at a time, because the shame of betraying my mother’s trust filled me with unease. 

And the grief which was written down really was unbearable to me. I didn’t understand. Maybe 

that’s why I can´t remember the sentences today, just the writing as a sort of feeling. This novel was 

made when I felt that I could no longer write. The pleasure in writing had disappeared in a need to 

write something that could be qualified as right. But if something is right then something else is 

wrong, and as long as you don’t know what is right, everything is wrong.   

I read Joe Brainard´s iconic book “I Remember” and appropriated his concept, where every new 

sentence starts the same way as the title. The memories and sentences came easily, and I saw that 

there was a lot of memories from my childhood and especially ones about my mother. I therefore 

invited my mother to write alongside with me. A dialogue took form across generations, life 

circumstances and memories which we still remember and those we are told.   

From there came the polyphony. Judith Butler speaks of vulnerability as resistance; a body is never 

singular, but instead dependent on networks, support and other bodies. I was no longer the one who 

wrote but the one who curated. Family, friends and relatives were all asked to write memories that 

evolved around me. A portrait only seen through others was necessary to uphold the balance for all 

participants and the work itself.   

Every chapter is incomplete, in its own way. This book could be said to be talkative, by giving 

agency to that which is fleeting by translating memories, which live through speech and experience, 

to writing. The way in which we archive, is in no way universal, just like a body or person is. When 

someone is made visible, there is a risk in making others invisible. This becomes most clear in the 

polyphony, where it´s only those who are still in my life who have been giving the opportunity to 

write. The voices where the conversation has ended outside the work does not exists in the book 

either.    

The impossibility of literature exists in the period which ends a sentence. The period that the final 

text makes. I don’t believe in endings, not even death. But at the same time, I believe in the action, 

which exists from sharing and the empathy which is made possible by being allowed to be part of 

another’s story than your own. Therefore, I have to make a period, finalize, fixate. This is 

emotions used as thoughts.  
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Karin Hald, Blomst, buket (Flower, bouquet), 2021. Excerpt and cover from the novel Flower, bouquet, published by Antipyrine
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Sanna Jarl-Hansson, Methodology 1: Knowledge, 2021. Photocopy of Paulo Freire’s essay The Act of Study with notes, 29,7 x 21 cm

Sanna Jarl-Hansson, A Response to Mapping Using Chairs (work in progress), 2021. Found chairs coupled with test-strip and handwritten notes, dimensions variable
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207MFAAR1 Sanna Jarl-Hansson

Sanna Jarl-Hansson, Untitled 1 (work in progress), 2021. Installation using found chair and test-strips, dimensions variable

Sanna Jarl-Hansson, A Response to Mapping Using Chairs (work in progress), 2021. Found chairs coupled with test-strip and handwritten notes, dimensions variable
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Mother Medi(t)ations is the double 
process of meditation and mediation, 
used as a methodology to embody  
and explore dimensions of my  
cut umbilical cord. Through deep 
meditation I find imagery from  
within which is then painted as  
a way to root the imagery in my  
mother’s dreamscape.

After the medi(t)ation Two Suns,  
Water, Fish, 19.02.2021 my mother  
dreamt about a sunbathing warm 
lagoon and larger fishes, feeling  
overwhelmed of happiness,  
not wanting to wake up.
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Ellinor Lager, Mother Medi(t)ations, Two Suns, Water, Fish, 19.02.2021, 2021. Watercolor on paper, 42 x 29,7 cm
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Bachelor of Fine Arts
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Oscar Eriksson Furunes  
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Kristian Jonatan Krabbe 
Grälls Johan Kvarnström 
Maia Torp Neergaard 
Mandus Ridefelt 
Christian Stender 
Amin Zouiten



212 Oscar Eriksson Furunes

Looking Into

“The small room by the kitchen entrance, 
directly opposite the living room 
by the attic stairs” 
—Jan Grøsseth, Drømmen om Tubitava (The dream of Tubitava)1

In the photograph, an old door  
removed from its frame balances  
precariously, with one of its shorter 
sides against a wall, one corner  
resting on the floor and the other  
up in the air. Light washes under-
neath the balancing door, until  
the open passage that frames the  
next room, followed by yet another 
door and doorway. 

There is a tension between the  
open doorframe and the balancing 
door that is like a gap between, or 
a displacement of, parts that other-
wise fit together. The between space 
becomes emotionally charged by  
the tension. It is further enhanced  
by the balancing position of the door, 
which looks like it’s defying gravity.

I continue on to the next image  
in the series. It was taken with the 
same framing, but with a considerably 
darker exposure. Woodman is clothed 
in a white dress and sits with bent 
knees between the door and the door-
frame, receiving back support from 
the wall. Her hands are placed on  
her knees. One corner of the resting 
door lines up with her head, and  
her eyes seems to be set towards the 
ceiling of the room, looking out of  
the frame of the photograph.

In the third image, the artist lies  
naked underneath the balancing  

door, exposing only her lower body. 
The photograph is mirrored and the 
framing slightly shifted, not show- 
ing the open passage but a bright  
window on the other wall. Her face 
cannot be seen and her foot is slightly 
in motion, as an effect of the long 
exposure of the camera. 

Looking at this photograph, I feel 
a strong connection between the 
weight of a body and that of a door. 
Woodman’s body and the balancing 
door both give a sense of being in  
a dysfunctional posture; perhaps she 
is mirroring the condition of the door 
or an inner mental state. The human 
body and the door stand in a very 
direct relation—perhaps more than 
any other architectural element. 

Thresholds, both physical and 
 imagined, manifest in Woodman’s 
photographs. Using her hands and 
body, she delineates boundaries  
and passages through and in door-
frames as well as other spaces.  
She works with ephemeral material 
like paper and textiles caught  
mid- air in the photographic moment. 
She uses mirrors to reflect other  
surfaces, faces, and spaces that are  
not within the framing. Her own 
appearance is often blurred,  
almost ghostly, as an effect of long  
exposures and motion.

In memory technique, there is  
a method of creating walks through 
your home, placing objects or words 
within each room. The house becomes 
a map, a layout of memories in a  
spatial field, to remember a sequence. 
In this text, I will make a journey,  
or passage, through several doors. 
Some of the doors are artworks,  
while others exist in the text as refer-
ences, possible points of connection. 
In no rush, I will try to linger on some 
of them for longer periods of time.

The doors of my childhood home  
are wooden, painted white. Most  
of them are a bit skewed by time.  
In summer, the doors swell to fit  
the doorframes because of the higher 
humidity levels. In winter, the doors 
shrink, leaving gaps along the edges. 
Lately I have noticed cracks that  
run along the middle plate of some 
doors. If you put your face against  
the crack, you can partially observe 
the next room. 

Francesca Woodman’s photographs  
of dilapidated interiors come to  
my mind. In particular, one small 
black-and-white square photograph,  
which I first saw when her works 
were exhibited at Galleri K in Oslo. 
Its title is Untitled, Providence, Rhode 
Island, 1975–78 (1976).2 It is 140 mm  
by 140 mm in a square passe-partout 
and grey frame. 
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It’s like she tries to manoeuvre  
the possible exits and escape routes 
before the camera’s flattening gaze  
can manage to pin down a set  position 
or definition of her. But at the same 
time, she is the one in control, 
 deciding and producing the frame  
in which she places and acts her own 
body. In a way, Woodman looks at 
herself through the camera and the 
photographs, countering an exterior 
and male gaze that, as a woman, she  
has experienced on her own body.

Like the camera lens cuts the frame 
from its immediate surroundings  
and flattens the space into two 
 dimensions, the view through a gap  
in a door gives a fragmented and 

restricted perspective while obscuring 
the depth of space. This thin passage-
way, only possible to cross or linger  
in with one eye, brings me to the  
next artwork I want to revisit: Étant 
donnés: 1° la chute d’eau / 2° le gaz d’éclairage 
(Given: 1. The Waterfall, 2. The Illuminating 
Gas, 1946–66) by Marcel Duchamp. 

To say “revisit” is perhaps wrong,  
as I have never seen the actual work, 
but only photographs of it. However, 
there is something eerily powerful 
and uncanny about the picture the 
artwork renders in the eye of the 
spectator who approaches it. I will 
try to imagine what this experience 
might be like, and the kind of feeling 
it could produce in a viewer.

A notebook of instructions accom-
pany the work, which was to be 
 exhibited only after the artist’s death 
in 1968, according to his wishes. His 
widow, Alexina “Teeny” Duchamp, 
and stepson, Paul Matisse, installed 
the work permanently at the Phila-
delphia Museum of Art one year  
later. The museum was not allowed  
to  publish any photographs of the 
interior view or of the notebook for  
at least fifteen years after installation.

Étant donnés is situated in a small 
room, which is adjacent to a larger 
well-lit space where the rest of  
the museum’s Duchamp collection  
is exhibited. In this larger space,  
the work widely known as The Large 
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Oscar Eriksson Furunes, I decided to bring the Door Back In, 2021. Salvaged door and doorframe, floodlights, paint residue, metal fittings,  
print on tracing paper, glass sheets
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Glass (1923) stands among several  
of the artist’s readymades and paint-
ings. They form a background to 
Duchamp’s oeuvre, before entering  
to see his last major work of art.3

As you enter the small room and  
turn to the left, you are met by  
a stucco wall that stretches from  
floor to  ceiling and wall to wall.  
In the centre of the wall a large brick 
archway frames an old wooden  
door that is closed. The door looks 
worn, almost medieval in character. 
Coming closer, you notice that in 
the middle of the door are two small 
peepholes, inviting you to come  
have a look. You position your body 
and level your eyes with the holes  
in the door, closing one eye, and the 
layered picture starts to stabilise.

An opening in a dark brick wall 
frames a lit scene: a tableau of a  
woman lying naked on dead twigs 
and fallen leaves with her legs spread 
open. In her left hand she holds  
an illuminated gas lamp. Behind  
her, a wooded landscape outlines  
the blue sky and white clouds.  
The only movement discernible is 
that of a sparkling waterfall pouring  
into a misty lake on the right.  
The skin of the woman is ghastly 
white and her limbs look lifeless,  
her left hand still clutching onto  
the lit gas lamp. The contrast  

between the  beautiful landscape,  
like that of a classical painting,  
and the presumably raped woman  
is frightening. 

Like a voyeur, you strain to see  
her face, but the brick wall in front  
hides her identity. Questions may 
arise as to why she is lying there  
and what has happened to her. You 
might be horrified by this initial  
experience and look away, glancing 
behind you to see if anyone else is 
in the room. A sudden rush of shame 
and excitement: no one has seen  
you staring through the peepholes. 
What a relief! You look again,  
entrapped by your own excited  
gaze, seeing yourself seeing.

Lingering in this inverted gaze,  
I want to provide some more  
background and context to the 
artwork before reflecting upon its 
implications for the viewer.

Because what the viewer sees is  
not all there is. The whole mise en scène  
is constructed as a layered diorama. 
It’s built from various materials,  
artistic techniques, lights, and even 
a motor to service the waterfall. 
Duchamp worked on the piece  
secretly for twenty years, from 1946  
to 1966, while taking a hiatus from  
the art world to play professional 
chess. During this time, he also  

collaborated with the surrealists; 
while he did not join their movement, 
he shared their interest in the mind 
and the unconscious. 

Given: 1. The Waterfall, 2. The  Illuminating 
Gas. The English translation of 
the work’s title may seem odd and 
 cryptic, but the original French title 
can be interpreted as a pun related 
to a Cartesian rationalism. Philoso-
pher René Descartes’s famous dictum 
“Cogito, ergo sum” (I think, therefore 
I am) set the foundation for the notion 
of subjectivity from the Enlighten-
ment period onwards. Le gaz d’éclairage 
and la chute d’eau may be personal  
references for Duchamp. They might 
refer to the gas lamp and the intro-
duction of flushing water closets  
to domestic homes during his  
childhood in France. 

For Étant donnés, the viewer is  
required to look through the holes  
to be able to see the image, and at  
the same time to occupy the vantage 
point of a voyeur who commits to  
the act of seeing. The exact position-
ing of the view transforms the non- 
uniform focal plane into a coherent, 
two-dimensional picture. The viewer 
has to shut one eye to overcome the 
corrective effects of binocular vision. 
These conditions produce what we 
may call an anamorphic projection. 
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Oscar Eriksson Furunes, I decided to bring the Door Back In, 2021. Installation views, BFA exhibition, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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Anamorphosis in art appeared  
as a technique nearly simultaneously 
with the invention of linear per-
spective during the early fifteenth 
 century. The Ambassadors (1533) 
by Hans  Holbein the Younger is a 
 thrilling example of an early ana-
morphic projection within a painting  
of otherwise central perspective.  
The difference in experience as  
compared to a classical perspective  
is that, with an anamorphic work,  
the observer has to reposition them-
self at a certain angle to the picture 
plane to be able to see the anamorphic 
projection in its correct form. One  
can say it is like the shadow, or  
the flip side of the Cartesian central 
 perspectival tradition, moving the 
point of view towards the periphery.

Psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan 
 interprets the anamorphic skull  
in Holbein’s painting (the  diagonal 
shape in the lower part of The 
 Ambassadors) first as a phallic figure 
from the front, then as a skull  
from the right angle (which is the  
hidden image in the anamorphosis), 
and finally as a “trap from the gaze.”4

The content or images buried in 
anamorphic projections are often un-
canny, or even illicit—like something 
seen out of the corner of the eye, at 
high speed, or through a keyhole.  
The effect has been used to depict 
subjects otherwise reluctantly  
represented, as seen with the raped 
woman in Étant donnés. The erotic  
and sexual desire, the scatological,  
the occult, illness and death, the 
religious, the politically controversial, 
and the philosophically and ethically 
obscure—if viewed from the right 
angle, anamorphic projections reveal  
a hidden discourse.5

Early studies Duchamp made for  
this work are kept at the Moderna 
Museet in Stockholm, and are part 
of the collection that art critic  
Ulf Linde donated to the museum. 
They show the female figure in  

an even more compromised state, 
with her vulva spread open towards  
the spectator. 

In a 1957 lecture on the “creative  
act,” Duchamp finished with these 
words: “All in all, the creative act  
is not performed by the artist alone;  
the spectator brings the work in  
contact with the external world  
by deciphering and interpreting its 
inner qualification and thus adds his 
contribution to the creative act.”6 
Similarly, the act of looking through 
the peepholes in Étant donnés can  
be seen as a posthumous gesture  
from Duchamp, implying that it is  
the spectator who makes the picture. 
Therefore, it is also the spectator  
who creates and finalises—or even  
rapes —the woman in the picture  
through their gaze.

Étant donnés stands in contrast to 
The Large Glass in the larger, well-lit 
exhibition space. Its title is actually 
The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, 
Even. Thematically, one can see them 
in close relation, almost as a contin-
uation of one another. The Large Glass 
seems to suggest, through the two 
realms of the bride in the upper part 
and the bachelors in the lower, that 
the spectator can never really grasp 
the full idea or artwork as intended by 
the artist. The bachelors as spectators 
send their shots or gazes up towards 
the bride and her cloud of ideas, but 
always miss the target. At the same 
time, the bachelors are occupied with 
a chocolate grinder, which becomes 
a symbol of desire and enacts some 
kind of masturbation ritual. 

The Little Glass—officially titled  
To Be Looked at (from the Other Side of the 
Glass) with One Eye, Close to, for Almost 
an Hour (1918)—preceded The Large 
Glass. It is now part of the collection 
of the Museum of Modern Art in  
New York. In this work, Duchamp  
has incorporated a magnifying lens 
into a composition set between two 
sheets of glass. Its title also works  

as instructions for a spatiotemporal 
experience of the piece. The lens  
distorts and affects the spectator’s 
vision and over time also their pro-
prioception—the feeling of one’s  
own body in space.

Like a cut into normal vision,  
the distortion caused by the lens 
can produce other ways of seeing or 
experiencing one’s own subjectivity. 
The long-durational aspect enhances 
the artwork’s transformative capacity 
in regard to the viewer. As a more 
general observation, I think this 
quality is something one can recog-
nise when viewing certain works of 
art: that something in oneself changes, 
or shifts, in the act of looking, as an 
aesthetic experience. 

Aesthetic experiences are complex 
processes, and “to observe” is  
to  privilege the apparatus of vision, 
namely the eye. The cultural and 
functional division of the senses and 
their places of origin within the body 
sometimes make us forget that senses 
overlap and interconnect while we 
respond to the environment around 
us. Synaesthesia is a very interesting 
example of this phenomenon.

There are many ways of seeing,  
and sight is never context free.  
The hegemonic eye is rational,  
controlling, supposedly all-seeing  
and ordering, transgressive and 
relentless. One can perhaps recognise 
this type of vision from a modernis-
tic point of view. According to the 
functional aspects of modernism, 
everything should be placed in order, 
in its right position, to be able to 
perform its given function in a logical 
system. The same rules apply for 
human bodies, our senses, and the 
functions we perform.

I find that modernism has a fetish  
for the eye, for visibility and trans-
parency, reflected in an architecture  
of increased supervision and bodily 
alienation, which extends all the  

Oscar Eriksson Furunes
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way into the domestic sphere. Here  
I’d like to quote philosopher and  
cultural theorist Byung-Chul Han, 
from his book The Transparency  
Society (2015):  

Negativity, in the form of obstacle 
or transition, constitutes narrative 
tension. The compulsion for trans-
parency dismantles all borders 
and thresholds. Space becomes 
transparent when it is smoothed, 
leveled, and emptied out. Transpar-
ent space is semantically impov-
erished. Meanings arise only at 
the thresholds and in transitions, 
indeed, through obstacles. A child’s 
first experience of space is also  
a threshold experience. Thresholds 
and transitions are zones of  
mystery, uncertainty, transforma-
tion, death, and fear, but also of 
yearning, hope, and expectation. 
Their negativity constitutes the 
topology of passion.7

The authority of architecture and 
the voyeuristic eye makes me think 
of the artist Gordon Matta-Clark. 
He actually had a somewhat familial 
relation with Marcel Duchamp, as 
Teeny Duchamp was his godmother. 
His father, Roberto Matta, was a 
surrealist painter from Chile. Within 
this text, and in relation to these two 
male artists—Duchamp and Matta- 
Clark—Francesca Woodman may 
seem more of an outsider, in character 
but also in relation to the art world. 
I feel she presents an intimate and 
introspective voyeuristic gaze, related 
to that of the later photographic  
artist Cindy Sherman.

I think of Duchamp’s intervention 
into his studio space in Paris: Door, 
11 rue Larrey (1927), where one door, 
fixed in a corner of the room, was 
made to serve two doorways. As the 
door closed off one room, it opened 
up the other. Through this gesture, 
Duchamp defied the French  proverb 
“A door must be either open or shut.”  
At the same time, he refracted the 

door, from being seen only  
as a solution-based answer to  
a functional need to allowing it to 
become something else. In 1963, the 
doorframes and door were removed 
from their original location and 
 exhibited as a readymade. Later  
on, three replicas were constructed 
and exhibited.

Duchamp’s single door for two  
doorframes opens a passage to one  
of Matta-Clark’s early interventions 
and cuts into existing buildings:  
Bronx Floors: Threshole (1972).  
A fragment of cut-out floor with 
two corner thresholds is on display  
at the Museum of Modern Art  
in New York. As with many of 
 Matta-Clark’s interventions, what  
is left of this work are mainly  
fragments and photographs docu-
menting the cuts. The buildings  
out of which he made his artworks 
have long since been demolished,  
and the plots built up again with  
new developments.

The title of Matta-Clark’s work is  
a play on words: “threshold” becomes 
“threshole,” from being held (“hold”) 
within a structure to performing  
a gap (“hole”) in the doorframe  
and the building. The etymology  
of the word “threshold” is disputed, 
but what is agreed is that “thresh” 
comes from Old English, meaning,  
“to tread,” as in “walking.”

One photograph of Bronx Floors: 
Threshole shows a rectangular cut 
where the floor and the threshold  
of a door—that is, the piece of floor 
that the door sweeps over—has  
been removed. The rest of the door-
frame is still intact. Through the  
hole in the floor, you see the level 
below and the doorframe directly 
underneath the first door. Another 
photograph, taken from below,  
shows a man walking through the 
doorway. In yet another photograph,  
a dog looks down from the hole  
to the lower room. There is debris 

everywhere. I find that these photo-
graphs contain a certain voyeuristic 
character, exposing formerly domestic 
spaces and bodies, which are photo-
graphed from a position of distance; 
from one room or floor to another.

The camera’s ability to flatten space 
amplifies the disorienting effect of 
Matta-Clark’s incisions into the struc-
tural parts of abandoned residential 
buildings. The lens compresses  
the buildings’ spatial features into 
a sequence of interlocking planes. 
Aware of this, and the fact that most  
people would never get to see the 
actual interventions in person, 
Matta- Clark documented his cuts 
from  specific viewpoints in order  
to maximise their visual effects.

He later developed this idea further  
by making dynamic photo collages 
that depict the cuts from several  
incompatible perspectives. The inter-
stitial spaces exist as gaps between 
the different viewpoints, creating  
a feeling of moving around and 
through the points of view when 
looking at the collages.

A common reading of Matta-Clark’s 
practice is through his opposition  
to the doctrines of modernism, city 
planning, and the speculative real 
estate market. This viewpoint is 
expressed in the writings and works 
of the New York artist group he co- 
founded in the 1970s, called Anarchi-
tecture. Having studied architecture, 
Matta-Clark developed ideas of 
“  unbuilding” as a generative practice. 
Part of this method was thinking 
through “metaphoric voids, gaps, 
leftover spaces.”8 For Anarchitecture’s 
first and only show in 1974, he pro-
posed to exhibit a plain white board 
on which was written “No.Thing 
Works.” I find this anti-functionalist 
statement to be extremely dry, liberat-
ing, open, and full of possibilities. 

Matta-Clark’s work has a sense  
of voyeurism, in its opening up of  
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the domestic and interior spaces 
towards the public, and revealing  
the space between floors. This is  
especially evident in his 1975 works 
Conical Intersect, completed in Paris, 
and Day’s End, made in a hangar at 
Pier 52 in New York. The abandoned 
structures that Matta-Clark used  
to make his artworks also accommo-
dated people who were outsiders  
or who were shunned by society 
because of who they were. 

Many residential buildings in  
the Bronx were, at the time of the 
Threshole intervention, being  squatted 
by people with drug addictions,  
people experiencing homelessness, 
and stray dogs. Gay men used the 
empty industrial piers where Day’s  
End was made as a cruising spot  
outside public view, to meet partners 
and have sex. While Matta-Clark 
planned and executed his cuts in 
these neighbourhoods, he seemingly 
didn’t give much thought to these 
communities or consider the  
people who inhabited these spaces. 
He even talked negatively about  
them afterwards. 

I feel his practice contains a sense  
of violation and intrusiveness that 
is not often spoken of when talking 
about his artwork. Matta-Clark  
was a socially engaged person, openly 
critiquing the top-down building  
industry, but, in my opinion, he did 

not consider what it actually meant  
to make these spaces and people 
visible, exposing them without their 
consent.9 Today in the LGBTQ+  
movement, visibility seems to be 
almost a doctrine, pushing forward 
a socio-liberal ideal. But when it was 
illegal to be gay, the last thing one 
wanted to be was visible.

In becoming visible, a normalising 
effect occurs that entails a painful 
struggle, which is important but  
also a big sacrifice for the individual. 
This fight—of being visible—should 
not be forced upon minorities but 
only chosen by themselves. Whereas 
gay people have become more  
accepted in Western society, today  
it is trans* people who are made  
the most visible in the culture wars 
between liberal and conservative 
forces. They should not be made the 
punching bag by either side. 

In contrast to Matta-Clark’s straight 
white cis male gaze as some kind of 
central perspective, we can  consider 
the perspective of Alvin Baltrop.  
He was a bisexual Black man and 
photographer who documented the 
gay cruising scene in New York in  
the 1970s. As a member of this margin-
alised group, he did not document 
with a voyeuristic or distanced gaze, 
but rather one that offers closeness 
and intimacy, showing relations 
between people and creating beautiful 

portraits of gay men. His photographs 
of men cruising in and around Pier  
52 also feature Matta-Clark’s cut  
for Day’s End as part of the context.

However, in Baltrop’s photographs  
the cut is not the focal point, as  
it is in Matta-Clark’s images, which 
are mostly empty of people. Baltrop’s 
images shift the relation, where the 
cut from Day’s End becomes peripheral 
and the gay men become the focus. 
There is an act of queering in this 
gesture, swapping the central and  
peripheral views and offering a  
different perspective.

In the autumn of 2018, when I had  
just started studying at Malmö  
Art Academy, I attended a lecture by 
Jack Halberstam, a renowned queer 
theorist. The lecture was arranged  
by the Department of Gender Studies 
at Lund University and held in the 
LUX building.10 It was arranged for 
the occasion of Halberstam receiving 
an honorary doctorate. In this lecture, 
he presented a queer view on the 
practice of Matta-Clark, speaking  
of a trans* anarchitecture in and  
beyond his work. Halberstam made 
an analogy between houses and 
bodies, which compared the modified, 
cut-open, and fragmented trans*  
body to Matta-Clark’s cuts and 
incisions into buildings. The rational, 
controlling gaze deems trans*  
bodies to be dysfunctional and 

Oscar Eriksson Furunes
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Oscar Eriksson Furunes, FLASH/Found paper cutout, 2021. Found paper cutout, glass sheets, floodlight. Installation views, BFA exhibition,  
KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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non-childbearing, but in the lecture 
—as in this text—the anti-functional 
was given a deconstructive but also 
generative meaning. Halberstam 
 proposes an architectural turn in 
gender studies and references artists 
working on unbuilding gender. The 
lecture made a great impact on me, 
as I found many of its questions and 
topics resonated with my educational 
background in architecture, and  
also with parts of my own non-
hetero sexual identity. (See the  
*Annex at the end of this paper.)

The house I grew up in is part of  
a former sanatorium, a tuberculosis 
institution for children, built by  
the city of Trondheim in the 1920s.  
My family bought the house in  
the 1990s for next to nothing, and 
we began to renovate the dilapidated 
building. I remember having no  
stairs between floors and being  
carried up a ladder to access  
the second floor.

Former patients of the sanatorium 
would, every now and again, show  
up at our property, situated on the  
hill by the fjord, wanting to see  
the house again, one last time.  
They would tell stories that were 

sometimes too gruesome for me  
to hear as a child. Others had happy 
and joyful memories of friendship  
and play. I remember friends of mine 
being scared of visiting, and some 
asked if tuberculosis still resided 
in the walls.

In a passage of his book Drømmen  
om Tubitava (The dream of Tubitava), 
Jan Grøsseth—a tuberculosis  
survivor who was a patient at  
the former sanatorium—describes  
his first experience with death.  
In this episode, some older boys 
force him into a room where a girl  
has been laid following her death. 
They are eager to view her, having 
never seen a dead person before.  
They push him inside. 

He describes unveiling the girl  
lying on the bed, and reflects upon 
what it means to be oneself—that 
something that resides inside him. 
Something that no one else other than 
he himself could know. He concludes 
that this “something” has left the  
girl’s body. The reason for her being  
so beautiful while lying there was 
that, as she left, she had stood by the 
door to the room, waving to herself, 
saying, “Goodbye, and sleep well.”

It’s like I have been looking for a  
space I can never fully access, from  
a memory that is not even mine.  
But it is inscribed in me. Last  
summer, while doing some research 
with old architectural drawings  
and photographs, I realised that the 
room I am looking for is not in my 
house, but actually in my neighbours’ 
house. I can look through the 
windows, but I will never enter  
this room through a door.
_

“The small room by the kitchen entrance, 
directly opposite the living room by  
the attic stairs. This is the death room.”11 

*Annex:
In the autumn of 2019, I bought a 
doorframe from Malmö Återbyggdepå, 
an architectural recycling centre  
that sells old and discarded building 
parts. There was something about  
this large, deep wooden doorframe 
and door that instantly captured  
my eye and imagination. It reminded 
me of the doors of the house I grew  
up in, even if its depth and width  
was much larger.
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Oscar Eriksson Furunes, I decided to bring the Door Back In, 2021. First photograph of the salvaged door and doorframe, at Malmö Återbyggdepå  
in autumn 2019. Exhibited as part of the installation, printed on tracing paper, between two sheets of glass
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Oscar Eriksson Furunes

I paid 1,200 Swedish kroner and 
was told the doorframe had been 
discarded from a building of Lund 
University, but that they weren’t  
sure which. It had been stored in  
a cellar for close to ten years after  
a renovation, alongside several more 
doorframes, but was then given to  
the recycling centre for free. I trans-
ported the doorframe to the Art 
Academy and unhinged the door  
to open the threshold space. 

I thought there was something  
fascinating about how the university 
had kept the doors for several years, 
but at some point in time decided  
to let them go, like a sudden denial  
of any future value or function within 
the university. In a way, this denial  
can be seen as a possibility for  
becoming something else.

After living a while with the open 
doorframe in my studio, and quite 
often looking at and through it, I 
eventually made a trip to Lund to 
investigate its origins. This was in the 
autumn of 2020, when the COVID-19 
pandemic had partially closed  
many of the already restricted build-
ings of Lund University. Walking 

through the institutions and faculties,  
I  focused my attention on buildings 
from the early twentieth century.

Closed front doors were abundant, 
but some were left open, and I 
 managed to sneak inside. It was  
like a maze of automated keylocks, 
and I could really feel the exclusive 
character of academia on my own 
body through the restriction of  
my movements. Doors were literally 
telling me no. With voyeuristic  
eyes, I looked through the glazed 
parts of doors and windows to  
see if I could glimpse the interiors  
of closed rooms and hallways.

Eventually, I found myself re- 
entering the older parts of the LUX 
building, which is where the Joint 
Faculties of Humanities and Theology 
are located. There, I found doorframes 
more or less identical to the one I  
had acquired a year prior. The building 
was built in 1917 and used to house 
the Lund Museum of Zoology.  
The university’s zoological collection 
can be traced back to the year 1735, 
when it was established through  
a donation. It was the oldest  
and one of the biggest of its kind  

in both Sweden and Europe, with  
more than ten million specimens, 
of which many are insects.

The museum closed its doors in  
2011, as an effect of funding cuts  
and Lund University wanting  
to use the building for educational  
purposes. The building is listed  
as having cultural and historical  
value and was renovated and con-
nected with a modern extension in 
2014. Large parts of the zoological 
collection have been put into storage 
in archival facilities, and are no  
longer accessible by the public. 

I feel this is an example of how  
something visible can become 
“un-visible,” and it also demonstrates 
the significant maintenance and  
funding it takes to hold something 
within the public eye. I also find it 
interesting how the collection was 
considered worthy of being archived, 
but that the old doorframes were  
ultimately not. In this outcome we 
can see a certain value system and  
understanding of the central versus 
the peripheral, as well as fragments  
to a whole, in relation to the museum 
as a larger context.
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Tringa Gashi, The binder, 2021. Performance and installation, metal, plexiglass, speakers. Performed by Tringa Gashi and Elísabet Birta Sveinsdóttir, 
sound by Maria Bergström and Tringa Gashi, 15 min. Installation views, BFA exhibition, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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The Binder

up on a black-and-white chequered 
kitchen floor, explaining time with 
long, sweeping gestures. She made  
a drawing in mid-air, to demonstrate 
how time moves in a spiral, how  
nothing is truly linear and every- 
thing is circular. 

Performance has a particular  
relation ship to time and space; my 
works exist in the world for a brief 
moment, only to be transformed  
into memories in the minds of the 
viewers. To recall something is to 
travel through time, and so the time  
of year, the time of day, and the timing 
of the piece are all very important.  
In midwinter, the scents are all  
frozen in the cold; sunset symbolises  
a beginning; the whole thing could  
be over in ten minutes. 

The flatness of the landscape  
affects me. I cycle through the city, 
with nothing but the wind to hold  
me back. This nurtures an  insecurity 
that makes me seek out places  
that contrast with the landscape.  
In a park near my home, I discover  
an amphitheatre. At its centre is  
an elevated circular stage, surrounded 
by stairs that make their way up.  
On the other side, five artificial hills. 
A bird sits, centre stage, cleaning  
its wings before an invisible audience. 
I can feel my body activate; this place 
is attracting me. It’s so obviously 
created for performing that it makes 
every gesture pregnant with meaning, 
almost exaggerated. The natural  
drama of the site brings me to visualise 
a sequence of events. It’s enacted not 
by a human body but rather by the 
five hills, the circular stage, descend-
ing the concrete stairs. The body  
of the amphitheatre is performing  
for me. This space is performative,  
in and of itself. 

The quarry and the amphitheatre 
share some common features.  
The water and the stage both  possess 
depth, and both are surrounded  
by sheer cliffs, hills, and stairs. Both 
sites hold a certain concentration.  
A direction, emanating into the  
space from its centre. People have 
been here, quarrying for gneiss,  
reshaping the landscape. Artificial 
hills, artificial pits.

Transformation

“Things in the universe are so  
ordered that they constitute one  
definite co-ordination in which  
there can occur a transition from  
all things to all things in one  
continuous flow.”
—Giordano Bruno, “A General  
Account of Bonding”2

In the universe of sixteenth-century 
philosopher Giordano Bruno, matter 
is indefinite, open to any form. She3  
is a bird, a plant, a shadow. I enter my 
works through another, and her senses 
reach beyond human limitations.  
She possesses metamorphic qualities. 
Through careful examination of  
a place, a rock, or an animal, she can 
project the same energy. It’s not about 
mimicking nature, but rather about 
being alert in encountering it.  
Over the last year, I have followed  
a raven that has been moving around 
in my neighbourhood. The first time  
I came across it, I thought of death, 
and left; but we move through the 
same spaces, and watching the raven 
intently, I’m able to allow it to move 
into her. The gaze dark and focused; 
playful, yet watchful. A symbol of 
death, but in her: life.

During the Middle Ages, people took 
an almost obsessive interest  

Space
During the late summer, I make my 
first visit to a quarry located between 
Lund and Malmö. I’m here to explore. 
Through a grove, across a road,  
a landscape that’s alien to me opens  
up. Sheer cliff faces of light gneiss  
lead down to a green body of water. 
On one side, a beech forest stands 
next to open meadowlands. As far as  
I can see, there’s nobody here. The fear 
that grips me over maybe being alone 
brings alertness; my ears listen keenly 
for any indication of another presence, 
and my eyes scan the trees for human 
figures. I complete a circuit of the 
quarry and stop for a moment by  
the beach on the north side. Heavy 
clouds are resting in the sky; there’s 
thunder in the air. I nonetheless  
remove my clothes, enter the water, 
and swim across the quarry, towards 
the cliff face. I did some googling  
and read that there are cars and other 
junk at the bottom. The thought  
of the depths below tugs at me, as  
if to drag me down. My hands reach 
the gneiss on the other side, and 
I clamber onto a rock. Looking  
out over the water I’ve just crossed,  
I can clearly see a stage, a performance 
space. The beach, framed as it is  
by trees on either side, screens the 
space off like a curtain, with the  
rock I’m on in the backdrop and the 
water up front. Behind the beach,  
the old forest ends abruptly by  
a hilly ridge. Nature becomes my 
performance space. 

I awaken, in the hour of the wolf,1 
roused by a dream. Somebody knocks 
on my body, as though it were a door. 
I have no idea how to open it. Staring 
at the clock on my bedside table,  
the second hand moving around the 
dial, I come to think of my friend,  
who once sat with her knees drawn 
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in the changes and metamorphoses  
of the body in their quest to find  
out whether the soul might remain  
in the body after the Christian 
 resurrection. Medieval scholar 
 Caroline Walker Bynum suggests  
that identity is a form that carries  
a story,4 and that any story has  
a before and an after, a direction.  
This implies change. We’re form  
in a state of constant evolution,  
bearing traces of what we once  
were. Medieval humans needed  
to lean on ideas of metamorphoses 
and hybridity in order to imagine  
a world in which we change while 
also remaining the same.5

Her constant change occurs at a 
 violent pace, and this sets us apart. 

Like a bird, she is attracted to shiny  
things and bread.6

Bread is a historical foodstuff,  
rife with religious and  revolutionary 
 symbolism. In relation to her, it takes 
on corporeal properties. A dough 
made from flour, oil, and water  trans - 
forms her as well as itself—a rein-
forcement and an extension of her 
 human body. In the quarry, late 
 summer gives way to early autumn, 
and I perform a third work in which 
she is a borrowed presence. In my 
piece On the edge of a great forest (2019), 
she is searching for somebody. The 
bread dough forms a trail through  
the forest, a lifeline, in the hope  
of finding a way back. Philosopher, 
writer, and critic Hélène Cixous 
writes:

The firmness of the speech rub-
bing, rubbing kneads my pasty 
mass, firing me up, I hollow myself 
out, going round faster and faster, 
turning round, I pick myself up  
and make for the corners of the 
mouth, it sucks me in, I swell up 
in reply, I’m burning, ah! I’m being 
torn apart, I’m opening up, ah!  
I’m freezing in the middle there, 
let’s close up, tighten up, I’d rather 

have the heat, the path made  
by the hole in the center is a little 
steep, but I’m using it to resist  
the cold: on the outside someone  
is knocking at me with quick short 
strokes, I let the echo of the noise 
come in, no more, out with the 
cold! I concentrate myself around 
the lips, I’m convinced, closed, 
dark, warm.7 

I search for materials that develop  
her pattern of movement. The  
dough is malleable, soft, and full  
of energy. During communion,  
bread becomes body; similarly,  
it transforms in her hands. 

In between our lips bread returns  
to dough.8

Bonding
In Bruno’s text “A General Account  
of Bonding,” he discusses bonds  
that encompass life and death in  
their entirety. A bonding that reaches 
beyond consciousness,  incorporating 
all of nature. For example, we’re 
bound by shapes, tastes, and sounds 
through our senses. The bonding 
agent has three kinds of weapon:  
the first is located within her, and  
is in her nature, while the second is 
around her, like chance, and the third 
is above her, like the favour of the 
gods.9 Our nature contains art, and  
we can use art to bind. The bonds  
are of vital significance, because  
they tie one thing to the other, thus 
influencing circumstances. Bonding 
makes one thing possible, another  
impossible. We aren’t necessarily 
bound by the good, but rather by  
our idea of the good. The bonding 
agent, then, doesn’t necessarily  
say what’s true, but rather what the 
one who’s being bound considers 
to be true or good. However, Bruno 
claims that the magic of bonding 
requires listening, that the bonding 
agent must submit to that which  
is to be bound, and allow herself  
to be bound. 

She is a bonding agent, a binder, 
 seeking to bind many, for she “has  
a greater chance of hitting a bird  
with an arrow shot into a group  
of birds than … of hitting a particular 
bird with a more accurate aim.”10

Cupid’s bond, the bond of love,  
is the strongest of all, according  
to Bruno. It’s the bond of bonds.11

In nature, I’m alert, I’m bound  
to it just as I’m bound to my body,  
and to her.

Although we’re bound to a web of  
knots, we’re also born into this world  
alone. There’s a gulf here,12 but  despite 
this gulf, there are moments of con-
tinuity that we strive for through 
eroticism, anxiety, and death. We  
try to communicate with each other, 
but no communication could ever 
remove our fundamental differences  
—we are discontinuous beings. This 
fascination over death is the dominant 
element of eroticism; it hypnotises 
us. It’s painful to exist alone, but the 
thought of union with a totality is still 
frightening. In Erotism, philosopher 
and writer Georges Bataille discusses 
physical, emotional, and religious 
eroticism, the purpose of which is to 
replace individual qualities with a 
deep sense of continuity. All eroticism 
incorporates sacramental elements, 
but religious eroticism is different 
from the other two varieties. Mystic 
and religious experiences are not 
connected to objects—they are expe-
riences that lie beyond the intellect, 
which infuses them with a sense  
of continuity. 

Bataille’s and Bruno’s theories  
do not address each other directly,  
but understood together, they   
suggest that, in solitude, we’re  
bound, inter laced, and woven into  
life. The immediate, dynamic tension  
that exists between her and others 
makes possible a continuous  
experience, which extends  
beyond the intellect. 
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Senses
The body’s relation to the divine  
in medieval Christian mysticism has 
been of interest to me. The physical 
body was thought to be necessary 
for the resurrection, and, as a conse-
quence, the most severe punishment 
—reserved for crimes like heresy,  
treason, and witchcraft—was  
dismembering or burning the body.13 
The decay that occurred within a 
cadaver was viewed as an expression 
of the deceased, and on occasion dead 
bodies were greedily opened to be 
searched for signs of holiness. In folk 
belief, sacred corpses, particularly 
those of women, secreted an oil or 
milk that could cure the sick.14 The 
anxiety, curiosity, and fear surround-
ing death engender fantasies  
and ideas. 

Female mystics expressed a  
hunger for God;15 sensory impres - 
sions were important aspects of  
their religious visions. Mechthild  

von Magdeburg had a physical,  
erotic relationship to the divine.16  
She seemed to trust in the body  
in a way that inspires me—open  
and alert, she embraced the world. 
Her love of God was strongly charac-
terised by the erotic desire that ex-
isted between them, and she divided 
eroticism into four different forces: 
intensifying desire, flowing pain, 
burning sensations, and constant 
union. These forces direct the soul  
to God, just as the flowing pain can  
be understood as the experience of 
separation from the divine. Eroticism 
is characterised by a longing for  
union. Mechthild writes:

Then Saint John took the white 
lamb (Jesus) with its red wounds 
and laid it in the jaws of her  
mouth. Then the pure lamb laid 
itself on its own image in her  
stall and suckled on her heart  
with its sweet mouth. The more  
it suckled, the more she gave it.17

When Mechthild eats Jesus, he 
 suckles at her heart. This eating  
is a means of opening oneself to the 
other, just as in communion, when 
Mechthild eats God—she opens 
herself to Him, and Himself to her, 
through devotion. Two bodies are 
woven together, without losing them-
selves in one another. The element  
of flesh presupposes our experiences. 
Mechthild’s visions are based on  
her sensory input. While I’m aware  
of our great differences, I relate to  
her on a carnal level. She had absolute 
faith in her bond to the divine, just 
as I have faith in her. In Shaping sense, 
smell is the guiding sense:

With senses beyond human, she is 
 mapping the space around her. She is 
emitting light, casting shadows that  
make reality and fiction merge. Senses  
are sharpened and instincts rule. She  
is moving slowly, creating shadows using 
her body. She is collecting tiny pieces  
of dough, scattered throughout the room. 

Tringa Gashi
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The dough is moulded into the shape  
of a nose, replacing her own. She rediscov-
ers the room with a perfect sense of smell. 
When the tongue detects the nose, she 
begins to swallow herself. 18

She chews on her tongue. It grows  
larger, inside, as she chews and chews. 
The tongue exists in the mouth in 
order to form sound into speech,  
and to detect the bitter taste of a 
poisonous berry before you swallow 
it; but inside her, it transforms into 
something else. I’m thinking of  
the pure lamb in Mechthild’s vision, 
which suckles hungrily at her heart, 
and of a parasite called a tongue- 
eater: a hermaphroditic creature  
that swims about in water, looking  
to penetrate the oral cavities of  
fish, where it hooks onto the base  
of the tongue with its sharp claws. 
It feeds on the blood it draws from  
the tongue’s artery, and, in time,  
the muscle atrophies due to the  
impaired blood flow. At this point, 
the parasite replaces the function  
of the tongue, so that the fish can  
carry on living. She has been  bitten. 
The tongue is controlled by the  
parasite, and it no longer cares  
about speech, or taste. It hungers  
for something—I cannot tell what. 

Imagination
The tongue knows the direction;  
the legs follow. The physical is 
immediate, while the intellect is 
self-interested—which is why  
I trust the body. In my practice,  

imagination is a way into reality,  
rather than an escape from it.  
She is constantly on the prowl,  
and reaching out. I’m writing  
to understand where she is headed. 
I have no interest in communicating  
a dramaturgical explanation; the 
works are more like moods or  
deconstructed narratives. As the 
viewer, you look into a world that’s 
coexistent with everyday life,  
without neces sarily understanding  
it. I use imagination to reveal  
what was previously hidden. 

I hang upside down, by the hollows 
of my knees, from a metal bar that 
reaches across the room in my studio. 
The blood is pulled down through  
my body, to my head, so I need to  
flip over and stand on my feet to keep 
from passing out. One day when  
I’m hanging upside down, I discover 
my face in a mirror on the other side  
of the room. My red visage is distorted, 
my expression unfamiliar. I flash  
my happiest smile at my reflection, 
and it returns a hideous grimace. 
Being upside down becomes a tool  
for me, a way to shake up the world, 
instantly bringing me awareness  
of new details around me. The metal 
bar leads me to work on The Binder 
(2021).19 She starts to walk on all fours, 
so she can view the world upside 
down. It’s another side of our world, 
and it captivates her. A place of repeti-
tions and reflections. She evolves into 
two bodies with a single mind. 

Stepping inside somebody else  
offers a way to transcend your own 
limitations. She uproots herself and 
starts over. It’s a process that occurs 
when you step out of one mode of 
 being and into another. I’m doing  
this to shake up my own conceptions 
—the fear sparks the imagination,  
and as long as it doesn’t paralyse 
 me, it  fuels me. In Unbound (2020),20 
her shadow has left the body, and 
freely roams the earth. It’s no longer 
subordinate to any objects, except  
the sun, which controls when  
and where she appears.

Reality and fiction are in a symbiotic 
relationship. Metamorphoses and 
bonds connect one to the other.  
A hunger to both separate and unite. 
The solution is to be constantly  
undergoing change.

Postscript

Rotation 
The video installation Two Correlated 
Rotations (1970) was created by  
artist Dan Graham and his assistant 
on an empty street in New York.21 
Equipped with Super 8 cameras,  
they each rotate in a circle, so that 
their  cameras’ gazes face each other 
once per rotation. The work is shown 
as two projections, next to each  
other, each highlighting the creation 
of the other. Stand up if you can.  
Rotate quickly, around your own  
centre of gravity. Spin like this until 
you feel your arms rise. See how  
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18 Gashi, Shaping sense.
19 Tringa Gashi, The Binder, 2021, performance and installation, BFA exhibition, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö.
20 Tringa Gashi, Unbound, 2020, video.
21 Dan Graham, Two Correlated Rotations, 1970, video installation.
22 The Lodge can be viewed on the artist’s website at http://gunillaheilborn.se/works/short-films/the-lodge/.
23 La Chambre, short film, directed by Chantal Ackerman (Belgium, US: Paradise Films, 1972).

Tringa Gashi

the room around you turns into a 
blur. Stop, and notice how your eyes 
struggle to stabilise your perception 
by flitting back and forth inside  
your eye sockets. The repetitive  
rotations stretch the room out as  
your dizzy body grasps for stability.  
I believe this rotation can incorporate 
a return, a twist towards a  particular 
direction in time. My work is in 
 rotation; repetition and development 
open things up. The end is the begin-
ning—each revolution is the same,  
yet entirely different.

There’s a film I often return to.  
In The Lodge (2011)22 by dancer and 
choreographer Gunilla Heilborn,  
seven people visit a cabin in the 
woods. One of them brings along 
a whole set of rules for how to act  
in nature and begins scoring his 
friends based on their performances 
within the environment. He claims 
to be in harmony with nature and 
assigns them tasks to perform, so  
that he can study them and determine 
who’s in nature and who’s trying to  
be like nature: “I mean, a lynx is  

not running around trying to sound 
like a stream—it’s just a lynx,” he 
says. Assignments like fishing and 
swatting a mosquito against one’s 
skin are incorporated into the dance. 
When one of the participants starts 
cutting firewood, the mood changes. 
They’re all transfixed by the way  
she handles the axe. Her strikes at 
 the logs are aggressive and impulsive 
rather than practical. Their chores be-
come emotional outlets—it captivates 
me. They have no destination; time 
blurs into days, a rotating succession 
of mornings becoming evenings.

In filmmaker Maya Deren’s A Study  
in Choreography for Camera (1945),  
imagination becomes a link between 
the internal and the external. In pano-
ramic swoops, the camera follows  
the dancer Talley Beatty, freeing 
him from static space, carrying him 
between different locations. Rotation 
opens doorways to other worlds. 
Body and camera moving in unison, 
they both become part of the choreo-
graphic process. When I film, I let  
the instinctive body take charge,  

by mounting cameras on the chests 
of the practitioners. I thus give up 
control, and the material gains a  
raw energy as a result of the camera 
no longer being subordinate to the 
gaze. The viewer is not looking at the 
body but looking as the body.

From one rotation to another,  
in Chantal Akerman’s short film  
La Chambre (1972),23 a camera makes 
360-degree revolutions inside an 
apartment. Akerman sits in a bed, 
following the camera’s movements 
dispassionately. The objects in the 
room are like islands, surrounding  
the camera. The eye tries to com-
prehend the floorplan; I discover  
a new detail in every rotation I watch.  
I want to be in that repetitive rota-
tion, and I want to break free from it. 

This text is in rotation. Now, we  
have reached the beginning; in that 
space in nature, we have come full 
circle. I swim back to the beach  
on the north side of the quarry.  
My clothes are still in the sand,  
I get dressed and go home. 
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Not So Far Away

Where the pencil meets the paper,  
I simultaneously experience the sense 
of approaching and of distancing.  
To me, the artistic gaze is an intense, 
alternative attitude to one’s surround-
ings, which somehow screens off  
the outside world in a way that none-
theless allows me to experience it 
more intensely. This relation between 
proximity and distance in relation 
to drawing is discussed in one of 
the books about Vija Celmins, in the 
context of her approach to drawing 
and to images. 

Like myself, Celmins uses pencil 
drawings to create translations 
of photographs found in various 
domains of reference, such as books, 
magazines, and various scientific 
 contexts. Translating from photo-
graphy to drawing is a very slow 
process, and it involves strong focus, 
a deeply concentrated gaze, and 
careful attention to detail. Celmins 
has described this act as an interplay 
between hand and eye, in which the 
photograph is scanned by the gaze 
throughout,2 an act that can in turn 

be thought of as a precise way of 
approaching the image. The fact that 
Celmins calls the eyes the “ultimate 
scanner”3 is of particular interest  
to me; this terminology is hardly  
a coincidence, considering the fact 
that she is an artist who truly uses the 
image to see. This approach might be 
described as a cartography of images, 
in that the survey of the photographs 
results in an exploration of images 
and an entry point into the experi-
ential dimensions of drawing, which 
are born from the fusion of thought, 
perception, and execution. When it 
comes to distance, Celmins explains, 
“the photograph is an alternate 
subject, another layer that creates 
distance. And distance creates an 
opportunity to view the work more 
slowly and to explore your relation-
ship to it.”4

Further, a small format encourages 
careful scrutiny and attentiveness to 
imagery. I execute my pencil drawings 
in a very small scale, making them 
reductions of a kind, and this forces 
me into a highly intimate and precise 

My room is silent. All that can be 
heard is the scraping sound of the 
light pencil as it moves with intensity 
across the paper. What can be felt is a 
concentrated posture and an intently 
focused gaze. The eraser, which is 
resting next to me, has gradually, over 
time, acquired the shape of a moun-
taintop. Perhaps I see this because  
I am drawing geological documenta-
tions of a wide mountain crevice.  
The drawing wants to lead. The gaze, 
the thought, the intuition, the will, the 
language, and the vision. Into the detail, 
to the side, away, and ahead. Off the 
sheet. 
  

I return to the drawing, let the pencil move 
across the paper a bit more. To perform an 
action, draw grey.

 In the middle of the paper, white.  
 To leave an empty space. 
 
 [  ] 

“Quite often dreamers of clouds see heaps of rocks in cloud-filled skies. The reverse holds true as  
well. The life of the imagination is one of exchange. Great dreamers see the sky on earth, livid and fallen 
—in a mass of rocks, all the menace of a stormy sky. Where the world seems most stable, the dreamer 
will ask: what is about to happen?”
—Gaston Bachelard1
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encounter with both paper and  
image. The small format and the  
act of drawing allow me to maintain  
a slow pace that aids perception  
and facilitates my entering a state  
in which each detail, each tiny 
 difference, counts and has signif-
icance, and, as a result, my vision 
seems almost superhuman to me, 
and even the slightest inaccuracy 
can cause what feels like tonal errors 
in my eyes. This is a bit like what 
Celmins means about the gaze  
intensifying. 

But the natural density that  
the small scale brings with it also  
seeks to be so much more than it  
is. It wants to be, and is, more than  
its tiny format. I hold the paper.  
And see. How margins become curbs, 
rows become traffic lines, and dots  
become pebbles on a gravel road.  
A dash. Just like a line separates the 
ground from the sky. The pencil lines 
become directions, systems, and 
 limits. The lines of the rocks, moun-
tains, worms, planks, bodies, sheets, 
and the eraser that swallowed them. 
Lines pause waterfalls and weave 

spaces into one another. Trailing  
the airplanes in the sky, following  
the linesman on a football field,  
and suggesting the obliquity of our 
planet’s own axis. The line goes  
from here to there, bends in different 
directions, and joins together. Long, 
rolled-out sheets become oceans.  
A fold.

Nearly identical to a wave.

 ~

It’s no coincidence that I conflate 
these worlds. Only there can we see 
the nuances, details, similarities, 
and connections. And the fact that 
everything can be connected as  
a whole, including that which exists  
in the spaces between. All this  
is blended, precisely and playfully,  
into a scale of greys. Soft to hard. 

With the ones that are held in hand, in full 
concentration.

9B 8B 7B 6B 5B 4B 3B 2B B HB  
F H 2H 3H 4H 5H 6H 7H 8H 9H

But the drawing is not the final  
destination. For me, the drawing 
is more like a particular stage of a 
thought process. For me, the drawing, 
and the work, is not finished when 
the drawing is done. It needs to  
be framed in its proper context,  
in the realm of the particular details, 
connections, and similarities I men-
tioned above. In coordination with 
the idea, the objects, and the spaces. 
It’s here—where all these aspects 
come together and are given leave  
to coexist—that the work is formed 
and the drawings start to reach  
beyond the sheets of paper. And thus, 
a little, flat sheet of paper becomes  
a sculpture. Which is where things 
get exciting. 

The sculptor Sarah Sze is known  
for creating complex multimedia 
landscapes out of everyday objects  
in her large-scale installations.  
Her works revolve around the 

Rebecca Jansson, NOT SO FAR AWAY, 2021. Details
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 relationships between the objects  
and how they produce meaning 
within the space. Her process involves 
selecting and combining these objects, 
and she claims that objects can be 
genuinely experienced only in relation 
to one another, rather than in isola-
tion, as is the expectation in classical 
sculpture.5 The idea that you never 
experience objects as solitary, but 
always in relation to other objects,  
is of interest to me, as that is precisely 
how I find meaning to arise. You could 
explain it as a case of the meaning 
coming about during the hanging  
of the exhibition, as all the parts come 
together in a context where they  
are connected to one another, empha-
sising any existing relations, details, 
and nuances within their various 
parts. They work a bit like small-
scale conversations, which can be 
 combined in a multitude of variations. 
The meaning also tends to fall apart 
when the various parts are separated. 
It seems to me that Sze’s installations 
might work in a similar way—that 
is, when they are disassembled and 
taken apart, the result is probably a 
lot like when my own drawing instal-
lations are taken down: the individual 
drawings return to being just pencil 
marks on paper. 

At the 2013 edition of the Venice  
Biennale, Sze showed the work  
Triple Point (2013), the title of which 
makes reference to the idea of existing 
in several locations, and several direc-
tions, at once. “Triple point” is a  
term that describes how a substance, 
such as water, can exist in three  
phases of matter at once (gaseous, 
liquid, and solid). The thought of 
existing in several stages and levels  
at once, and of everything being  
in one way or another connected and 
relating to everything else, makes  
me think of natural science more 
broadly, and of its imagery, which 
greatly fascinates me. Science seeks  
to explain how reality actually  
works and appears in a methodical 
and factual fashion that I sometimes 
feel has similarities with my own 
work. However, for my part, it is 
essential to not let the objective, 
scientific aspects become overbearing. 
Although I am attracted to objective, 
dry scientific documentations of,  
say, geological phenomena, I find  
that they are at their most interesting 
when combined with a subjective 
point of view. That’s why I take great 
care to approach theoretical and 
scientific reading through my own 
interpretations of the content, and  

I perhaps prefer to relate to scientific 
thought through the idea of science 
rather than through its specific 
 methods or theories—seeking  
to connect with it through emotion, 
thought, or some specific action.  
It could be repetition or a similarity  
of form, for instance. 

A concrete example of this is my  
piece FOLDING from 2020.6 I based 
this work on the geological term 
“folding,” a phenomenon that  
plays a role in the formation of  
most mountain ranges. The tectonic  
plates on Earth are in constant  
motion, although extremely slow 
motion, and when they collide, folds 
form, which occasionally can reach 
several thousand metres into the  
air. This is a principle very similar 
to what happens when folds appear 
in a crumpled sheet of paper. Con-
necting this geological phenomenon 
to a drawing-oriented point of view 
became a way for me to relate to  
the slow process of motion within  
a drawing-specific format, just as  
it was a way of highlighting the little 
gesture of folding a sheet of paper  
to make corrugated shapes resembling 
mountains. My drawing installation 
consisted of folds visible in, among 

Rebecca Jansson, NOT SO FAR AWAY, 2021. Detail
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other things, folded sheets of  
paper, pencil drawings of mountain 
formations, folded napkins, and  
bent bodies. All charged with sym-
bolism and presented in relation to 
their carefully chosen and associated 
objects. The presentation format  
itself consisted of fabric-covered  
MDF boards and construction joists 
in repeated, folded formations.  
The installation revolved around  
the form of the fold, through equal 
parts associative playfulness and 
careful precision, as well as the simple 
gesture in which a folded corner of  
a sheet of paper can produce a drawn 
space. This was a bit like pioneering 
conceptual artist Sol LeWitt’s Folds 
(1971)7—a series of “drawings without 
drawing” that he created in the late 
1960s by making folds in various 
sheets of paper. 

I also enjoy the sensation of viewing 
the world as though through a glass 
loupe. This is something I imagine 
that scientists do, and I get the same 
feeling from viewing Sze’s large- 
scale installations. Although Sze often 
works in large formats, the interplay 
with the small-scale is still there 
—the tiny gestures you can pick  

up on if you zoom in and study  
the details. When I zoom in on  
the world or, in this case, on Sze’s 
artwork, I often feel like the little  
exchange student Eric, a pencil- 
drawn character that filmmaker and 
artist Shaun Tan drew in his book 
with the same name.8 This little  
figure sees all the tiny details that 
everyone else seems to miss, fails to 
take an interest in, or simply rushes 
past. The small objects Eric finds  
on the ground also remind me  
of my own practice of finding small-
scale materials, also often from the 
ground. We both combine these 
objects to produce little worlds, to 
everyone else’s surprise. Collecting  
is important to me, and I take  
a  particular interest in the acts  
of selecting and combining that  
it involves. 

I would also like here to mention 
what art critic Jörg Heiser calls  
“romantic conceptualism,”9 in  
order to bring up some other artists  
and artistic fields that inspire me.  
 Heiser describes this movement  
within conceptual art as a union  
with what might otherwise seem  
to be diametrically opposed to  

conceptual art: Romanticism.10  
In doing so, he contradicts what  
Sol LeWitt wrote in his 1967 text 
“Paragraphs on Conceptual Art.”  
In it, Lewitt claims that what an  
artist must do to create an artwork 
of mental interest to the viewer is 
to make the work emotionally dry.11 
Heiser, on the other hand, claims  
that when an idea or concept is 
charged with emotional investment, 
or when emotions are subjected  
to a conceptual approach, it brings 
people to focus more on the work 
rather than serving to distract them. 
In other words, there is nothing to 
suggest that a work cannot be both 
mentally interesting and possess  
emotional depth.12 Lewitt himself  
also opens up to this idea in his  
later text “Sentences on Conceptual 
Art,” from 1969, in which he describes 
conceptual artists as mystics, rather 
than rationalists, and claims that  
this role allows them to “leap to  
conclusions that logic cannot reach.”13

Artists mentioned by Heiser as  
examples of this movement include 
Bas Jan Ader, John Baldessari, Sophie 
Calle, and Félix González-Torres. 
Ader’s piece I’m Too Sad to Tell You (1971) 

Rebecca Jansson, NOT SO FAR AWAY, 2021. Pencil on paper, various objects, scaffold, wooden round bars, MDF, dimensions variable.  
Installation view, BFA exhibition, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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of reason and order in the aftermath of the French Revolution of 1789. Kathryn Calley Galitz, “Romanticism,” Metropolitan Museum  
of Art, October 2004, https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/roma/hd_roma.htm.

11 Sol LeWitt, “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art,” in Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology, ed. Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 1999), 12.

12 Heiser, “Emotional Rescue.”
13 Sol LeWitt, “Sentences on Conceptual Art,” in Alberro and Stimson, Conceptual Art, 106.
14 SÚM was a group of young Icelandic artists that included Hreinn Friðfinnsson, Sigurður Guðmundsson, and Kristján Guðmundsson.  

It formed in 1965 in conjunction with the SÚM exhibition in Reykjavik and took inspiration from the conceptual art movement. At the 
time, the Icelandic art scene was highly influenced by the Swiss artist Dieter Roth, who came to Iceland by way of Amsterdam and 
brought with him new influences and directions in art, including conceptual art, Fluxus, and pop art.

15 Hreinn Friðfinnsson, description of the work Five Gates of the South Wind, taken from the list of works for the exhibition To Catch a Fish with  
a Song, KW Institute for Contemporary Art, Berlin, 28 September 2019–5 January 2020.

is a silent 16 mm film, about three 
minutes in length, with accompanying 
stills and a postcard he sent to his 
friends with the message “I’m too  
sad to tell you.” In the film, we 
see Ader sit and cry in front of the 
 camera, but we never learn the reason 
for his tears. When I saw it the first 
time, I remember being struck by  
how emotional it was. 

Another artist who comes to  
mind here is Hreinn Friðfinnsson. 
The Icelandic artist was one of the 
co-founders of the SÚM group,14  
and his art is often noted, and praised, 
for its lyrical expression and poetic 
sensibilities. I am thinking particu-
larly of the work Five Gates of the South 
Wind (1971–72), which I saw as part  
of his retrospective exhibition  
To Catch a Fish with a Song: 1964–Today  
at the KW Institute for Contempo-
rary Art in Berlin during the autumn 
of 2019. The work consists of photo-
graphic documentation of five gates 

that Friðfinnsson constructed  
in Iceland in the summer of 1972.  
His description of the works reads: 

The idea was born in the spring  
of 1971, but the gates were  
not built before the end of the  
summer 1972. They are situated  
in a remote place on the south 
coast of Iceland. They were  
constructed in such a way that 
they would only open with the 
south wind. The photos were  
taken on the same day that the 
gates were installed: a sullen and 
rainy day when the wind blew  
from the north.

I have not seen them since.15

This union of emotion and thought 
can also be connected back to 
 drawing. Drawing as a conceptual  
act and as an emotional way of 
 relating, which occurs in the balanc-
ing act between maintaining one’s 

independence and relating to some-
thing external. For me, as I mentioned 
earlier, drawing is part of a thought 
process, as are the objects and the 
contexts. It’s all a matter of using the 
materials to tell a larger story, one 
that can reach beyond the sheets of 
paper. This is also why Friðfinnsson’s 
storytelling abilities, and the power-
ful narratives he works with, are such 
significant sources of inspiration for 
me. Being able to move unhindered 
between image, material, object,  
and text in order to reach the stories, 
the associations, and the meaning.

In closing, I’d also like to  
briefly mention the artist Sigurður 
 Guðmundsson, who, along with 
Friðfinnsson, showed me the way  
to another kind of conceptual art.  
He also made me realise the impor-
tance of not simply looking carefully, 
but also daydreaming carefully.



232

Kristian Jonatan Krabbe, Heaping, 2021. Arrangement of redeposited incineration and coal slag from Nordhavnstippen in Copenhagen, placed  
between two construction work lights on a HD-PE membrane (used as a lining barrier in waste deposits and contaminated grounds), 200 x 350 cm
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While living on an old landfill plot,  
I have felt instabilities in the founda-
tion and ecological damages lurking 
beneath the surface of my home.  
I find the instability to be something 
that can transcend a material presence 
and take the shape of various proxy 
figures I know from descriptions  
and artistic renderings.1 In my work, 
I try to reiterate such chaotically 
deposited materials in new constel-
lations, with an intention to heal and 
to find triangulations of meaning, in 
order to open up hidden significance 
within the individual pieces. Any 
aspirations for quick regeneration 
are bound to be challenged by the 
well-established industrial systems  
of extraction, circulation, and disposal. 
However, this material  essentialism 
within industrial metabolisms might 
be reworked by removing and trans-
forming its waste into something 
composite, versatile, and useful.2

Sanitary waste facilities use a barrier 
membrane to encapsulate heaps of 
detritus, resulting in degradation so 
slow that this trapped waste even-
tually ends up as a new sedimentary 
layer in the Earth’s strata.3 Such  
layers of technological fossils are  
how our history of production is 
being geologically written. Current 
estimates say that more than a billion 
unique pieces of accumulated man-
made or altered materials are now in 
the ground, which are proving to be  

a major geo-force, complete with  
their own supporting mineral markers 
and compounds. Mineral markers 
can be warning signs of, for example, 
unnatural concentrations of heavy 
metals or artificial substances such  
as phthalates, which, when examined, 
reveal both the effects and compo-
sition of the deposited material.  
I find these mineral markers to have 
the traits of material oracles, and 
when treated as such, they possess 
the ability to speak with insightful 
knowledge from their cesspool  
of detritus and decaying opulence.  
I am interested in how these materials 
can act as agents for our behaviours 
and thought processes. Political 
theorist and philosopher Jane Bennett 
asks: “Can non-organic bodies also 
have a life? Can materiality itself be 
vital?”4 I see these structures that 
surround us as underlying forces  
that can nourish and give rise to life 
under the right circumstances. In  
that sense, they deserve more recog-
nition and attention for their support 
for cognitive capabilities and human  
values as somatic markers. I move 
their forgotten presence into a con-
text of display where it’s possible 
to focus on their idiosyncratic details 
and bring them into relation with 
other materials of interest. I  premise 
my use of deposited artefacts on  
their material values, whereby I  
make alterations in order to empha-
sise certain qualities or quirks.  

By  physically handling these materi-
als, I get a sense as to what structural 
uses and communicative functions 
they can possibly have. For me, this 
aesthetic reworking and handling  
is a very vivid process through which 
internal images generate and act as 
portals to other realms of impressions. 
It is these myriad gathered impres-
sions, observations, and materials that 
form the substructures of my artistic 
work and thought process. 

For the work Heaping from 2021, I was 
interested in working with dry-stone 
construction, based on the idea of 
having a simple and easily transform-
able structure. Old dry-stone struc-
tures were normally stacked from 
stones that had been cleared from 
fields being prepared for agriculture; 
it was a simple but practical way  
of using this surplus material. When  
I began to stack the stones that I  
had gathered at Nordhavnstippen,  
a waste deposit in Copenhagen, I had 
to consider each stone for its ability  
to support the following layers, to-
gether forming a well-organised heap 
that could easily be transformed or 
moved. I soon came to find the stones 
extremely unreliable, with varying 
surfaces and porousness; some would 
crumble in my hands, and some would 
disintegrate in the stack, making the 
whole heap fall to the ground. The 
fragility of such a construction is an 
interesting parameter for me to work  
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with, when sculpturally negotiating 
the large disparities in the  material 
qualities of objects found in a land-
fill. I also rolled out a sheet of high- 
density polyethylene membrane  
to place the rocks on. The millimetre- 
thick membrane is used as a lining 
barrier for waste deposits and  
to seal off contaminated grounds.  
The arrangement of stones in Heaping 
is lit up by two 360-degree work 
lights placed on opposing sides, 
 flooding and reflecting upon  
the stones with their cold LED light. 
As an artwork, I consider Heaping  
an experiment in constructing  
an architectural form that relates 
to a prehistoric method of handling 
material and transforming land- 
scape. The interactive possibilities  
of these composite rocks—and,  
in particular, their materially impure 
or complex way of reflecting light  
in various colours when under  
an inspection light and their heavy 
visual presence in a room—is 
something I would like to  continue 
to  reinstall or rework in other 
 constellations and settings.

When examining the  imperishable 
waste produced today, it becomes 
 obvious what will need to be 
 processed. What can be retracted  
and turned into new forms, and  
what will remain underneath, to  
be built upon as unstable foundations 
and ultimately become part of our 
submerged heritage for generations  
to come. While the knowledge  
and craft behind making these prod-
ucts could fade quickly, a shard of 
coloured glass can endure long ages  
of darkness and be handed over to  
a future beyond our sense of time.  
I’m interested in this passing of infor-
mation through artefacts, and how  
the information read from them can 
be unrelated to their context and 
history. For segments of recognisable 
materials, triangulation with other 
related pieces is possible, and from 
what is unrecognisable there often 
emerges a yearning to recognise, 

 causing apophenic associations.  
I use these associations as part  
of a translation process when re-
working materials into new arrange-
ments, allowing displayed material  
to serve as an agent of controlled  
storytelling and unchecked associ-
ations, both of which converse  
with somatics. 

In the work Displacement in the  
Muck (2019), I am interested in what  
I consider to be a human yearning  
to recognise and value manmade  
material, and how this ability is used 
to understand primordial artefacts.  
I previously cast several Neolithic  
flint tools, one of them being a thin-
necked flint axe found by my grand-
father, which I ended up using in  
Displacement in the Muck. I created a 
mould of this flint axe and then cast 
its shape with paraffin wax,  leaving 
only the strikes made upon the  
stone —the human shaping of the  
material. In the work, I attempt  
to fuse the heavy material burden 
of carrying form and function from 
Neolithic societies to present exca-
vations through the practice of forging 
archaeological proxies. This process 
aims to highlight a productive antago-
nism between authenticity, the dis-
covery of the past, and the imagina-
tion of new relationships to that same 
past. I further worked with displacing 
the cast to see how it would be read 
in different environments, such as in 
exhibition spaces and in marshlands.

As a kid, I frequently moved cities. 
When delving into new areas,  
I would often go on trips around  
my new neighbourhood, thoroughly 
observing flora and fauna as well  
as geological compositions. I moved 
to Copenhagen in 2012, and a few 
years later, a friend and I went on a 
trip to explore an addition to the city 
harbour that was under construction. 
Upon arriving at this restricted area, 
we made our way through a hole in 
the fence that separated us from the 
active construction site. This passage 

had been created by people interested 
in the unique conditions of the area, 
such as the birdlife and the young  
yet diverse yet rogue vegetation,  
as well as an awesome fishing spot 
that extends farther into the sea  
than any other part of the harbour. 
These people then would share their 
wildlife observations as well as paths 
to safely wander the terrain (I later 
discovered a website containing  
all this useful information).5 My friend 
and I had to tread carefully, so as to 
not get stuck or sink into the muck 
that had been caused by immense 
flooding; constant terra stress and  
the compression and collapse of the 
soil under the construction site’s 
heavy  machinery had prevented the 
flow of water through the natural 
substreams. Pipe systems and pumps 
had been laid out in an attempt to 
drain the flooded areas, and  thereby 
stabilise them. We crossed deep 
drainage ditches and lakes crammed 
between tall hills of contaminated 
soil. As we explored this mysteri-
ous land, observing the ground and 
picking up interesting stones, ceramic 
shards, and other materials, I sudden-
ly found myself with an unfamiliar 
piece in my hands. It reflected light in 
momentary glimpses while preserving 
some in a deep, almost infinite, black 
space within. I didn’t know what I 
was looking at, but the alien material 
gave me an eerie feeling, as if I had 
found something with metaphysical 
powers. I took it home with me  
for further study. 

I still come back to revisit and  
document the swift development  
of the harbour extension, which  
is formed from deposited debris.  
As I scan the ground, I take photo-
graphic snapshots of structural 
details of the deposit, documenting  
it before it all becomes inaccessible 
from the overgrowth of vegetation 
or layers upon layers of concrete 
and pavement. My vision is directed 
outwards, searching the unknown 
materials and landscape for images  
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Kristian Jonatan Krabbe , Recurring instabilities, 2021. Landscape photos from Nordhavnstippen in Copenhagen. Gelatin silver prints, 20,3 x 25,4 cm each
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of transformation. I have no inten-
tion of staging or in any way making 
uniform the material that I find,  
as I want my photos to be a valid 
proxy of the site. The selection  
process is carried out only in my  
studio and not in the field. When  
it rains, materials rise to the surface, 
and visual disorientation occurs  
from the millions of scattered shards 
of ceramics, glass, plastics, concrete, 
aluminium, and other deformed  
and altered materials that have lost  
all their individuality in the chaotic 
deposit. To overcome this disorien-
tation, I think it is important to keep 
one’s focus on notable details and  
to be selective in that sense. I am also 
interested in how the harbour land-
scape is shaped according to precise 
height measurements that take into 
consideration the rising sea levels 
and coastal protection. The landscape 
is still developing, but the detailed 
heightmap used by the construction 
workers shows how surplus materials 
from a wide array of sources are being 
meticulously heaped together with 
the intention of mimicking a moraine 
hill landscape, which will become 
one segment around the industrial 
harbour. This massive rearrangement 
of material serves as an agent for 
cognitive functions that are more in 
touch with the outside world.6 I find 
the visual familiarity of the moraine 
hills to be calming and easy to read. 
This shape-shifting and its effect 
on somatics is something that I find 
really interesting for my own handling 
of waste materials. 

I dig into this incohesive soil  
to uncover materials that have been 
slowly decomposing, part of the 
 process of them becoming a new 
 foundation for temporary structures. 
With the contaminated dirt smudged 
into the pores of my hands, I bring  
up a tough but also fragile material 
that looks something like obsidian 
stone. This was formed through  
an industrial heating process inside 
the boiler of a power plant. Coal was 

burned at high temperatures and 
fused in an uncontrolled deforming 
process towards solidification,  
creating thick layers of slag. It is  
one of the most repulsive mineral 
compositions I have ever come  
across. But it is time to bring it to 
light, to decontaminate it. To dig  
into the ground that is the resting 
place for accumulations of waste. 
Now that I have found something 
 tangible to hold on to, I can plunge 
into dreaming of regeneration. 

The obsidian-like coal slag material 
that I found deposited and brought 
home made me start wondering  
how a material with few familiar 
characteristics could be accessed and 
handled. On the Mohs stone hardness 
scale, which runs from 1 (soft) to  
10 (hard), coal slag composite has  
a value of 7 or above, making it  
difficult to manipulate or cut. For  
the work Black Mirror (2019), I asked 
 a gemstone specialist to cut and  
polish the contorted slag piece  
using a diamond bench polisher.  
The dark and smooth polished surface 
of the stone was meant to resemble 
that of a black mirror, which, in  
morphological terms, would serve  
as a medium of divination (in  Latin, 
divinatio means “prediction” or “pre-
monition”). By treating this kind  
of discarded industrial by-product  
as a precious material, I attempted  
to carve the speculative function  
of a black mirror’s reflexivity. 

I do not want to change the scene  
of the areas I visit by approaching 
them with bias or a desire to selective-
ly aestheticise structures. I study  
the material and landscape that 
 is present and document this  
in a detailed gathering process,  
with an aim to relate to the genuine  
representation of material and  
surfaces, as in the artistic “Earth 
studies” made by the collaborative art 
group the Boyle Family in the 1960s. 
In my own work, I find it interesting 
to observe and study materials  

with the intent not to copy a certain 
body of material for representation 
but to accurately describe or retell 
stories from observations and infuse 
them into my practice. I move freely 
through areas of immediate interest 
while looking for a wide array of  
references and proxies from which  
to triangulate, and thus to create  
a realm of first-hand impressions, 
observations, documentations,  
and physically collected materials 
that I can use later. When I move  
this material into the context of 
 my studio, I can create translations 
by changing the environment as  
well as the circumstances in which 
these materials are processed and 
handled. I am interested in the artistic 
practice of Ângela Ferreira, who 
 accumulates archives of her own 
extended research, such as sketches, 
photographs, and found materials,  
to be used in relation to or processed 
in her sculptures. This relation  
seems to broaden the realm of  
communicative entry points in her 
installations, and it shows how an 
archival practice can be productively 
arranged in juxtaposition to sculp-
tural elements. This is how I consider 
my own use of archiving to function 
—becoming a set of tools to be used 
equally with artistic processes.

I am interested in how the archaeo-
logical gaze can be used as a way  
of assembling broken pieces lying  
on the ground into deep-felt attempts 
to find previously original forms, 
accomplished through heuristic 
 methods.7 If approached  otherwise, 
the lack of knowledge around arte-
facts and their origins will create 
historical pollution. A proxy is only 
as valuable as its correlation to the 
things it represents. This fact is  
what often causes difficulty when 
examining the somewhat unwritten 
history of recently disposed materials 
that emerge out of manmade obliv-
iousness. These materials exist in 
the same geological layer as ancient 
artefacts and as such will, geologically 
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speaking, be understood as coming 
from the same realm of materially 
stratified layers and the  technological 
advancements that these layers  
catalogue. For me, the work En tur  
til Skt. Nikolaj Kapel (A trip to the 
 chapel of Saint Nikolaj, 2014) by  
Lasse Krog Møller describes rather 
well the challenges of examining  
such historically polluted grounds. 
Møller gathered a wide array of 
material while on a trip to the ruins 
of a deserted church built during the 
late Middle Ages. Through his own 
narrative, he showcases not only  

the subject of his study but also the 
changes in the area that influence  
the site. I find it interesting how 
Møller haphazardly uses sources for 
diverse storytelling and descriptions, 
along with his own observations  
of different stages of historically  
entangled terraforming. He archives 
and includes proxies that he finds  
to be interesting and meaningful  
for his own image creation and 
representation of the area. Another 
interesting aspect of Møller’s work  
is what seems to me a very honest  
way of archiving and passing on  

observations. Although it is possible 
to focus on manmade changes in  
an area, as a whole the material  
processes and agents of humankind 
are futile. In my own work, I think 
that the process of selecting from 
these chaotic observations can  
be hard to balance. My own arrange-
ments are, in the end, always specified 
by my own image creation. In that 
sense, my material gatherings are very 
much subjective and are arranged 
according to a preference for certain 
aesthetic and associative qualities. 

Kristian Jonatan Krabbe

Kristian Jonatan Krabbe, Subterranean sprites, 2021. Soil sample cooling box with dodged gelatin silver print, 24 x 39 cm
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Skilled archaeologists can be identi-
fied by their ability to tell convincing 
stories. Historical consensus is built 
upon stories and the myriad materials 
gathered that infuse coherency  
into certain narrative combinations.  
It is also through such story telling 
that the archaeologist protects  
alien substances and creatures  
from disembodiment, by trying  
to describe and accurately portray 
their physical forms. A forgotten 
voice or function can then arise from 
this presented form or body. Before 
story-making comes gathering,  
collecting, documenting, and study-
ing materials, to find meaning in and 
unravel previously unknown materi-
als recovered from forgotten deposito-
ries. As they rise from the ground,  

old geotraumas8 can also resurface 
as the retelling of stories.9 I try to  
find the origins of this artefact debris 
and the temporary structures and 
processes that have moulded and 
defined its forms. 

When I describe a substance as 
“ alien,” I mean alienated through 
the impression of a gaze from above, 
moving to hover over the subject 
without fully engaging with it. From 
this position, observations and ex-
cavation cuts are made on appearing 
bodies that are of interest to study 
and whose contents can be harvested 
from underneath their initial surfaces. 
What is exposed occurs through an 
act of selection, revealing some matter 
but concealing others. 

Looking once more at the mining  
pit made with a steady cut into  
the landscape’s surface. Made not  
just to reveal one part of the subject 
but to extract all the needed infor-
mation at once, leaving the subject  
of research extremely vulnerable, 
sometimes even killing it. Exposing 
some layers underneath that we are 
not yet suited to deal with. Taking 
away material and leaving emptiness.

An ancient story in Ugaritic,  
a writing system from Syria in use 
from 1300 to 1190 BCE, describes  
the meandering demon-like sea snake 
Leviathan. This story survived the 
ages through ancient Hebrew texts, 
and through modern storytelling  
it now lends its name to an oil rig  

Kristian Jonatan Krabbe, Black Mirror, 2019. Coal slag from the deposit at Nordhavnstippen in Copenhagen, cut and polished using  
a diamond bench polisher, 10 x 16 cm
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1 I’m here referring to Alexis Pauline Gumbs’s M Archive, a sci-fi novel told from the perspective of a future researcher who uncovers  
historical structures and ecological damage. Through these traumatic impacts on the landscape, the researcher examines possibilities  
for metaphysical being in the artefacts. See Alexis Pauline Gumbs, M Archive: After the End of the World (Duke University Press, 2018), 57–58.

2 This section arises from notes I made after a meeting with an employee from a Danish slag-processing plant. They described to me  
how difficult it is to reuse boiler slag without causing any pollution of the local environment. A particular concern when using slag  
as a building material is leaching accumulated heavy metals into the soil. Heavily polluting power plants that burn coal sell fly ash as  
a by-product to the concrete industry, and it is thus just one part of the present industrial system of circulation. Shutting down one  
unit in this system often means a shortage of supply in the entire system, and thus an overall conversion needs to be made.

3 The word “stratification,” in political science and data collecting, usually refers to data that is sorted in structural layers, but its roots 
come from the Latin meaning “to make cover.” In geology, “stratification” is used to describe how materials are arranged in layers formed 
upon one another. The layers tell the story of their geological formation in a chronological order that can be accessed from a vertical  
sample, which includes revealing the development of human structures and technological fossils, which becomes the research object  
of archaeologists. Layers and their sequence is what gives a sense of spatial complexity, and covering or overlapping is what creates  
sub- elements. When building upon previous layers, new memories are added to this space. See Anne-Catrin Schultz, “The Principle  
of Layering: Precedents,” in Time, Space, and Material: The Mechanics of Layering in Architecture (Stugartt: Edition Axel Menges, 2015).

4 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (London: Duke University Press, 2010), 53.
5 That website is DOFbasen; see the page on Nordhavnstippen at https://dofbasen.dk/IBA/lokalitet.php?lokid=166. This ornithologist  

website describes points of access as well as the history of the area. The information is published by local enthusiasts, who describe  
some of the changes to and the uncertain future of the area as well as record birdlife observations in a thorough open-source archive.

6 N. Katherine Hayles, “Part 1: The Cognitive Nonconscious and the Costs of Consciousness,” in Unthought: The Power of the Cognitive 
 Unconscious (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017).

7 Keith W. Kintigh and Albert J. Ammerman, “Heuristic Approaches to Spatial Analysis in Archaeology,” American Antiquity 47, no. 1  
( January 1982): 31–63.

8 Geotraumas are marks from various forces as well as objects left in geological records. Typically, the notion of geotrauma is mentioned  
in relation to the ecological impacts of human activity, although it also describes a broader archive of entangled traces of both organic  
and non-organic forces affecting the material structures of the Earth.

9 E. B. Itso and Adams, Holes, Huts and Hidings, 2006, mixed media.
10 Bernd and Hilla Becher, “Beauty in the Awful,” Time, 5 September 1969.

off the coast of Israel. While the rig 
itself might not be considered a meta-
phor or a depiction of the Leviathan, 
the advancement of rig structures  
and other recent forms of mining 
technology could be seen as taking 
shapes similar to the frightening  
ancient creature, thus modernising 
the ancient semantics. I recognise  
and use these sorts of apophenic 
visions in an expressive context to 
create awareness about the machinery 
that is cutting into and reshaping  
the surface of the Earth. Drilling through 
layers of sediment, feeding the serpentining 
pipes that flow in and out of land masses  
and offshore across the seas. From the bottom 
of the seabed, a glare is activated, seeking  
the attention of the intruders. 

Extensive marks appear as scars  
upon the strata, along with huge 
amounts of industrial detritus,  
produced with a speed that makes  
it very difficult to reuse the materials 
before more surplus piles up in waste 
facilities. The mining industry heavily 

contributes to this terraforming. 
Through this unviable practice,  
it continues to take away the mate- 
rial foundations that local residents 
need to live and to cultivate  
the land. Whatever opportunistic  
economy and fuel is generated, it  
remains very temporary. And when 
the nomadic heavy machinery moves 
on to new unblemished land, its  
imprint and the caverns it has  
created remain. 

“This is purely economic architecture. 
They throw it up, they use it, they 
misuse it, they throw it away.”10  
So said the artists Bernd and Hilla 
Becher, in reference to the indus-
trial structures they photographed 
throughout the 1970s. Through  
a repetitive photographic process, 
they sought to document temporary 
architecture, something they often 
described as “nomadic structures.” 
Their resulting series of work in 
“typologies” serves as a visual archive 
of these liminal spaces, along with 

their subjective observations. I am 
interested in these snapshots of brief 
existences and structures that form 
a coherency in an archive. I am also 
inspired by the Bechers’ reworking 
and rearrangements of photos into  
typologies, a systemisation that 
allows images of specific structural 
forms and on-site idiosyncrasies  
to converse visually. Somehow, 
through the methodical and repetitive 
documentation of recurring indus- 
 trial architecture, the structures  
seem to transcend from being objects 
of representation as well as from  
their surroundings to become  
a composite of aesthetics. When  
photographing, I try to seek out  
the aesthetic qualities of the entities  
and material presences that are  
distinct to certain landscapes. I 
do not change the visual formations  
of the sites I examine. My intent, then,  
is to benefit from documentation’s 
aesthetic tools for coherency and to 
use my agency as part of the mechan-
ics of these environments. 
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Grälls Johan Kvarnström, Eating spaghettini; close up, twirls, shovels, 2020. Oil on canvas, 365 x 180 cm

From left: Grälls Johan Kvarnström, Across the table (seated view), 2021. Oil on canvas, 66 x 94 cm; Untitled (interlude), 2021. Oil on canvas, 59 x 183 cm;  
Twirling spaghetti, 2021. Oil on canvas, 100 x 140 cm; Whoops!, 2021. Ceramics and ink on paper, 4 x 30 x 105 cm; Eating spaghettini; close up, twirls, shovels,  
2021. Oil on canvas, 365 x 180 cm. Installation view, BFA exhibition, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2021 
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Painting with Paintings

the Age of Empires computer game 
—we were utterly consumed by  
both the game and the act of drawing.  
We spent hours in front of that game, 
and then even more hours making 
drawing after drawing. We laid them 
out in sequences, scenes from the 
game, depicted on several metres  
of paper; if we changed the order  
of the sheets, the story changed.  
It was like a film, unfolding before  
our eyes. The figures we’d drawn 
were almost moving. How could a 
bunch of drawings become so exciting 
just because you laid them out in a 
row? Drawing was fun and all, but 
seeing them together like that really 
made something happen. 

I can remember how we taped them 
together, hung them up all along  
the walls—how magnificent it  
all felt. It seemed like a monumental 
achievement to us at the time. 

Much later, when art came into 
my life, my main object of interest 
remained the same: what happened 
when different works were brought 
together, and how they related to  
one another and to the room. The  
impact this encounter had on every-
thing from the content to the purely 
formal aspects. How the interplay 
between the works would activate 
surfaces, guiding the gaze before the 
painting, and through the space. 

It often seems that a single painting 
can house only part of what I’m  
trying to get at, and that each one 
must always be put in relation to 

something or other. That constitutes  
a large part of my daily work in 
my studio: simply moving paintings 
around. Perhaps it could be said  
that what I’m doing is painting  
with them—painting with paintings.  
Combining them to illustrate  
sequences and suggest events.

This mode of working makes  
me feel free. An individual painting 
doesn’t have to say everything— 
some can serve as intermissions,  
or lead the way to other, more  
dramatic scenes. 

The same is true of expressions,  
and materials. I’m fascinated by  
the way contrasting works can make 
one another indeterminate, how  
a seemingly abstract work can take  
on narrative significance in the 
presence of a more figurative one—
while the figurative painting’s ab-
stract components are simultaneously 
brought more clearly into view. Or, 
how a sculptural work can become 
painterly as a result of the context  
I’ve placed it in. 

In the beginning of A Life Lived  
(1982), the documentary about the 
painter Philip Guston, he describes 
his experience of contemporary  
painting, and his frustration over  
the seeming ease with which he  
was able to elicit a response from  
the audience: “Painters could put 
down some swatches of colour,  
and everybody responds. … I think 
I wanted more and more specificity.”1

Confused. That’s what I get when-
ever I speak about painting: confused. 
There are many aspects to consider,  
so many thoughts to keep in the  
air at once, and, afterwards, I often 
feel that the whole subject is far too 
complex to be contained within the 
bounds of an ordinary conversation. 
Everything is negotiable. Fertile 
ground for misunderstandings.

Painting is difficult, in that sense,  
but it’s also so very easy. I feel I can 
see it as I write—that I think, write, 
the same way I paint; the text is  
fragmented, full of diversions that 
don’t seem to be fully rooted in  
anything that preceded them. The 
simplicity of painting lies with its 
lack of accountability.

Therefore, I’d like to state up front 
that this text is neither true nor  
false; that there is a disconnect in any 
translation between the visual and 
written languages; that what actually 
goes on is a constant back-and-forth 
between opposite poles; and that 
it can at times be hard to single out 
what exactly painting is, and what  
it does. 

It doesn’t help that my interests  
in the field of painting seem to change 
constantly, either. It’s difficult to re-
main perspicacious about something 
while fully giving oneself over to it.

I remember how I and my best friend 
would sit at the high chairs at the 
 table at primary school, filling count-
less A4 sheets with characters from 
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The last part of that quote has  
lingered with me for quite some time. 
In particular, the need for specificity 
is something I can relate to when  
it comes to my own attitudes towards 
painting. I need to attach the work 
to something tangible, a concrete 
subject. For this reason, everyday 
experiences have played a vital role  
in my own work—it is the everyday 
that I feel at home with, and that  
I have something to say about. 

The consequence of this is also  
something I enjoy: growing more 
aware of your surroundings, the way 
creating revolves so much around  
seeing and being—every last thing 
might be something you make note  
of and bring into the study.

Later in the documentary, Guston 
likens his working process to that of 
a film director, relating how he writes 
instructions for himself on slips of 
paper: “Have them around the table 

playing poker, have them drinking 
beer, eating hamburgers.” 

There is something absurd about 
depicting the seemingly insignificant 
aspects of everyday life. Painting  
a person who’s wiping their mouth  
or eating a cheese sandwich seems  
almost irreverent in light of the exalt-
ed stature and presumed pricelessness 
of art. In Manet-PROJEKT 74 (1974),2 

conceptual artist Hans Haacke points 
to a similar correlation, describing 
in ten panels how Édouard Manet’s 
painting Bunch of Asparagus (1880) 
passed from owner to owner, and how 
the meaning and value of the painting 
started to change from the moment 
first left the painter’s studio.

Despite the sense of absurdity I ex-
perience in focusing on the mundane, 
minor everyday phenomena have in 
fact been classic subjects throughout 
art history. Genre painting, as 
this tradition is known, is defined 

by the online encyclopaedia Wiki-
pedia as follows: “Depicts aspects  
of everyday life by portraying ordinary 
people engaged in common activities. 
One common definition of a genre 
scene is that it shows figures to  
whom no identity can be attached 
either individually or collectively— 
thus distinguishing petit genre from 
history paintings (also called grand 
genre) and portraits.”3 My own work, 
then, relates to this tradition in 
 several ways.

There is also something comical  
about the absurd, and the comedic 
aspects of the everyday play a very 
important role in my work, perhaps 
especially in the early stages. The 
childlike glee over thinking, “Can  
I really make a painting about this?” 
But also: “Can I make it something 
that won’t be simply taken as  
a joke?” I want to unite humour 
and seriousness. 
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Left: Grälls Johan Kvarnström, Untitled (interlude), 2021. Oil on canvas, 59 x 183 cm; Twirling spaghetti, 2021. Oil on canvas, 100 x 140 cm; Whoops!, 2021.  
Ceramics and ink on paper, 4 x 30 x 105 cm; Eating spaghettini; close up, twirls, shovels, 2021. Oil on canvas, 365 x 180 cm; Wipes his mouth, 2021. Oil and sugar  
on canvas and ink on paper, 170 x 218 cm. Installation view, BFA exhibition, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2021

Right: Grälls Johan Kvarnström, Whoops!, 2021. Ceramics and ink on paper, 4 x 30 x 105 cm
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The question of what I paint has 
always made me uncomfortable. After 
all—it feels too banal, like having to 
explain a joke before I’ve even had  
the chance to tell it. And if I don’t  
go down that route, I end up offering 
some drawn-out, confused, slightly 
pretentious explanation. I want to  
be entertaining and maintain some 
distance to my work, without  
belittling it. It’s difficult. 

Today, I painted a scene at a dinner table; 
plates, glasses, burning candles, a figure,  
an arm in the background. Someone blows/
wipes their nose. 

I seek ambiguity in my work and 
within my process; I try to acknowl-
edge and amplify the objects that 
appear in the painting. I want my 
associations to produce parallel 
 narratives, which range from the  
personal to references to art history. 
It’s all a matter of being attentive  
to what the painting wants.

Experiencing surprise when  
you stand before a painting you’ve  
just finished is important to me.  
Getting to feel, “What is this?”  
Even though I’ve made every single 
brushstroke myself, and know  
exactly what the painting depicts, 
it’s still hard to comprehend— 
things I never painted are some- 
how suddenly present in it. 

Wednesday. I’ve spent the morning in  
the studio, trying to figure out the right 
distance between the reliefs. When they  
are close to each other, they connect nicely; 
the lines blend, producing an overall  
sense of motion and rhythm. But I can’t  
escape the Asian associations. To my  
mind, the whole construction becomes  
a Japanese folding room divider. I can’t  
live with that. 

If I increase the distance between the reliefs, 
they acquire a monumental quality, like 
columns in an ancient temple, saturated  
with narrative. But something happens  

to their interconnection—each part  
becomes more independent, and the common 
rhythm is lost. I’m not sure if they can stand 
alone, and I think, hope, that the shadows  
will join them together, fill up parts of the  
gaps between them. 

The photogenic qualities also make  
me uncertain. When the boards are close 
together, the camera captures the drawing 
and the flow between them, but if the  
distance is greater, the monumental  
turns into an empty fence.

Starting out with something,  
taking it apart, and then building  
it back up again. 

It begins with something completely 
mundane: I make a quick sketch of it, 
as a memory aid or point of departure 
for the actual painting. Apart from 
this little drawing, I don’t use any 
references at all when I work. I often 
focus on angles, or on some perspec-
tive that you hardly ever reflect on 
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Grälls Johan Kvarnström, Wipes his mouth, 2021. Oil and sugar on canvas and ink on paper, 190 x 230 cm. Installation view, BFA exhibition, KHM1 Gallery,  
Malmö, 2021
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seeing—usually a point-of-view  
perspective. The subject could  
be something like when you drink  
a beer and hold the glass to your  
lips, glimpsing your fingers around 
the glass and the way the beer  
flows into your mouth. Or, perhaps, 
when you rest your head in your  
hand and a section of your palm  
appears in your peripheral vision, 
along with the sleeve of your shirt  
and its cuffs. 

I find it interesting that I can think  
I know exactly what something  
looks like, but then come to realise 
how incomplete my memory is as 
soon as I begin to draw it. How  
I tend to fill these gaps in with signs 
—generic, simplified descriptions  
of the subject. How, for instance, 
drawing the foliage of a tree doesn’t 
necessarily involve correctly captur-
ing the leaves, but rather involves 
drawing rows of arches, extending 
from one side of the tree trunk  
to the other. The similarities of the 
various signs also astound me; how 
the same “foliage” becomes the sign 
for a cloud, a puff of smoke, or a 
thought bubble, if you just remove  
the trunk. Just like in the earliest 

forms of writing, the image is stuck 
somewhere between being a sign  
and being a drawing. 

This is a quality of A. R. Penck’s  
painting that fascinates me: it seems 
to me that his works, without  
in cluding a single letter, manage  
to straddle the line between writing  
and picture.

At first sight, a painter like Jana  
Euler might seem to share no similari-
ties with Penck—and yet, it seems  
to me that her paintings inhabit a 
similar, if not the same, borderlands 
as his; a realm that fills the subjects 
of her paintings with underlying 
meaning. I also can’t help liking the 
indecision her paintings instil in  
me—how her overly explicit use  
of symbols makes the image indeter-
minate, making me doubtful about 
whether I can trust it or not.

I think a similar idea can be applied  
to Jutta Koether’s paintings. Like  
Euler’s works, they can be unfolded 
into successive layers of references,  
to allow the painting to open itself  
up to the viewer. In the essay “Paint-
ing beside Itself,” art historian David 

Joselit describes how Koether does 
this in order to bring to light the  
relation between the painting and  
the network that surrounds it.4

When I finish working on a painting, 
and show it to somebody, I often  
find that what is a very mundane  
story in my mind is much less obvious 
to others; the painting seems a lot 
more abstract to them. 

I’ve considered that this may not 
matter—perhaps the story is better 
thought of as a tool I use while  
I work; however, this idea has left  
me feeling that something has  
been lost. Because of this, I’ve often 
resorted to using very descriptive 
titles—encyclopaedic phrases— 
to coerce the viewer into seeing  
what I see.

For a series of paintings from  
2020, I decided that I wouldn’t rely  
on the titles. Instead, I tried repeating 
the subjects of the paintings in  
small, realistic drawings on pieces  
of canvas, which I pinned to the top  
of the corresponding paintings— 
like name tags or tables of contents.
 

From left: Grälls Johan Kvarnström, Candles, 2021. MDF, wall paint, sugar and steel, 219 x 185 x 35 cm; Across the table (seated view), 2021. Oil on canvas, 66 x 94 
cm; Lifts napkin, wipes (dirty mouth), 2021. Oil on canvas, 75 x 48 cm; Whoops!, 2021. Ceramics and ink on paper, 4 x 30 x 105 cm; Eating spaghettini; close up, twirls, 
shovels, 2021. Oil on canvas, 365 x 180 cm. Installation view, BFA exhibition, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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1 Philip Guston: A Life Lived, directed by Michael Blackwood (US: Michael Blackwood Productions, 1981).
2 Hans Haacke, Manet-PROJEKT 74, 1974, ten panels in black frames, one colour photo reproduction of Manet’s Une botte d’aspergus in its 

museum frame, each panel 80 x 52 cm, in the collection of Museum Ludwig, Cologne.
3 Wikipedia, s.v. ”Genre Painting,” last modified 22 January 2021, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Genre_painting.
4 David Joselit, “Painting beside Itself,” October, no.130 (October 2009): 125–34.
5 John Kelsey, “Stop Painting Painting,” Artforum, October 2005, 222–25.

This approach made it even more 
obvious to me how one image can 
impact the interpretation of another, 
and how I could use this fact to my 
advantage.

A correctly coloured thread in the  
studio turned into an insight regard-
ing the surface of the painting and  
its illusory qualities. Over the last 
three years, apart from painting  
with a brush, I’ve repeatedly in-
corporated rope and textiles, as  
a kind of prefabricated brushstroke.  
I felt the need to step away from  
the vitalism and manneristic gestures 
of the brushstroke, which at the  
time seemed to me to be a way  
to fulfil expectations. So for a time  
I abandoned the brushstroke  entirely, 
leaving behind only a relief-like 
 skeleton of lines made from ropes  
and textiles—which also existed 
somewhere between sign, drawing, 
and painting.

My brush painting was in turn  
influenced by these experiments  
with rope, and became what is 
perhaps best described as “drawings 
made in paint,” in which the line and 
the sign take centre stage. Usually,  
I painted with just a few colours,  
or with nothing but differences  
of hue to separate the background 
from the subject.

After a while, it began to seem to  
me that colour was losing its meaning, 
and I was actually just compulsively 
colouring the painting in. My solu-
tion, as with the ropes, was to peel 

away anything that wasn’t serving  
a specific purpose at the time. I  
decided that I would only use black 
and white, and that I wouldn’t focus 
on varying the surfaces; rather,  
I limited myself to a small  repertoire 
of brushstrokes, performed in a 
near-mechanical fashion. Just like 
with the Age of Empires drawings, 
I wanted these paintings to be a 
sequence of events, where something 
takes place in front of the viewer,  
a movement across the canvas.  
I tried to do this in various ways.

The first approach I came up with 
was perhaps the most obvious way  
of depicting a movement: overlapping 
repetitions of a subject, with minor 
adjustments, like the drawings  
made for animation. I processed  
my drawings digitally, to repeat them, 
and then re-repeated them myself  
on the canvas. In this way I was 
also alienating myself from my own 
hand—I wanted to break free from 
this repetition of myself, by doing just 
that: repeating myself. It made me 
think of the origins of languages—
how objects pass through the im-
pression to be processed, are uttered, 
given a designation, and, eventually, 
form into a language.

My second method for capturing  
this process revolved around 
 blurriness, the indistinctness that 
something acquires when it passes 
by quickly. I thought of Gerhard 
 Richter’s early paintings as well as  
the holographic cards I used to get 
from cereal boxes, and I tried to 

 recreate the look of the embossed 
surface of the cards, and the shifts  
in colour it produced.

My third approach involved erasure, 
the fleeting nature of events. I applied 
layer upon layer, more and more 
white, as if to make the underlying 
painting disappear, only to cease  
doing this just before the subject  
was completely gone. 

The fourth approach was shadow: 
sawn-out reliefs, where light and 
shadow reflected the progression.

In general, I believe it to be a matter  
of being able to move in and out of 
painting, as well as its history, in 
order to see them both with greater 
clarity. Contradicting oneself and 
one’s own method, switching the 
tempo, exhibiting varying degrees 
of skill. I think this is precisely what 
artist, critic, and gallerist John Kelsey 
describes in his text “Stop Painting 
Painting,” which he begins by de-
scribing the painter Michael Krebber 
as “a painter who prefers not to” 
—a statement he returns to in order  
to offer motivation later on in the  
text: “Because it’s not so much by 
banging your head against a Polke 
that you’re going to open up some 
new territory you can call your own, 
it’s by refusing your own style in 
advance.”5

I think I’ve touched on the most  
important parts now—but I may  
as well have left half of them out,  
because I get just as confused every 
time I talk about painting.
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Maia Torp Neergaard, Al-Nisāʾ / The Women, 2021. Video stills. 16mm video, 17:27 min
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Examinations of Different Ways of Walking Along  
the Same Path 

whether there are certain deposits  
left by the portrait that have made  
a special impact on you. Furthermore, 
you write when you happen to get 
ideas related to the later parts of  
the work and in which ways you 
might like to work over the following 
days. As you move further into the 
work itself, you begin to figure out 
what parts are necessary for you  
to portray before completing this 
part of the process. 
 
Both in the course of gathering the 
material and after collecting it, you 
are in doubt. In doubt about whether 
you are going to able to move  anybody 
but yourself with this portrait. In 
doubt about whether what you are 
carrying around in your head, your 
heavy head, can exist outside it.  
The doubt drives you crazy. You dive 
down and up from darker parts of 
yourself, and you have trouble ex-
plaining what you are experiencing  
to other people. Like you are swim-
ming in an ocean, in the middle  
of a December night: ice cold, dark, 
and rustling. The doubt also has 
another aspect, which makes you 
sharp and opens your eyes to seeing 
different possibilities in the material, 
possibilities you could not have  
realised would arise in the moment 
you initiated the process. 

While working with the gathered 
material, you write comments on  
each and every piece of material  
you have been looking through with 
the support of the logbook. The  
actual division between the material 
transpires best during deep breaths.  
After you worked a while on one  
idea, you can either turn to the next,  

a different version, or work on further. 
Or you can ask for help. You will  
find help from people whose vision 
challenges your own. People who  
are kilometres away from the material 
you have been gathering in compari-
son to yourself—you, who are think-
ing with, dreaming about, and living 
inside the material. What do they see? 
What story are they seeing? 

The period of dividing and finish-
ing the work can be both short and 
protracted. It comes to be lengthy, 
because you are going to need to 
walk away from the material and get 
outside in order to work with air, 
water, and everything with roots. 
These breaks can infuse air between 
thoughts, air for being able to as-
semble the puzzle in a fifth, sixth, 
or twenty-eighth way—it is often 
the way the finished work becomes 
assembled that really makes it  
what it is, you learn. Abbreviated 
becomes the last part of the work, 
should you happen to be bitten by a 
n experiment that you have to execute 
immediately! Out from the body  
all at once, and after this putting it  
away, to make way for other portraits 
to be worked on. These portraits  
have more to do with feelings that  
bite you until you bite back than  
they do with groups or communities 
that move you. 

You invite your friends into this 
dance. Friends whom you have  
never met.

To circumvent winding up in the 
darkness that tends to settle in 
upon the completion of each piece, 
the filmmaker Frederick Wiseman 

You are always writing. 

Upon the first sighting of some people 
who interest you, you begin all over 
again. You try describing in words 
why this fascination arises. 

You are trying to understand by  
way of working with them, listening 
to their worries, and sharing your 
own. You enter into a community 
with them, surrounded by their 
neighbours, their families—with 
whoever might be part of the commu-
nity which you become part of. You 
do so by observing how they behave. 
By making room for them even though 
you are there. Some sort of copying  
of their everyday lives during this 
period becomes natural to you. You 
learn to help them wherever you can. 
You are getting to know their patterns 
throughout the days that pass—you 
become, in an unspoken way, part  
of the family. You learn where the  
sun in their world rises, where it sets, 
and how it looks on their faces. You 
go for walks, many walks, and this 
movement around their environment 
embeds a certain knowledge inside 
your body. Your body will tell you 
about them later. 

Later on, when you walk to the other 
side of the community and observe 
the people while gathering material 
about them, you keep on writing. 
You choose the right book to write  
in for this particular portrait—the 
book, the logbook, which you have 
been writing in every day during this 
work. The logbook’s system calls  
to mind that of a diary, wherein you 
write about how the course of the  
day has unfolded and you discuss 
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continues to work—indefatigably, 
fiercely, albeit slowly—and he opens 
up your eyes to these qualities. But 
wait a minute—how very stubborn 
Wiseman is! He makes the longest 
films and, on top of this, frequently in 
the simplest format. “Look right here,” 
he is saying: “Look here! It’s exciting, 
this here, which I’ve been spending 
time on. Come, I’m going to show  
you why it’s also important to you.” 
This is what the interminable minutes 
are telling you, and you are wondering 
whether your tableaux can elicit the 
same effect. You let the people ap-
pearing in your films take their time. 
Are they choosing to walk out of the 
picture frame? That is completely fine, 
because you know that they will be 
coming back again. 

The filmmaker Agnès Varda creates 
a form of experimental cha-cha-cha, 
which instils in you the courage to  
see and do in other ways. In ways that 
you thought were reserved for others 
than yourself. You are surprised  
and you work carefully through the 
realisation—that there are actually  
no limits in your work; limitations  
are something that you set up your-
self, you whisper. There is something 
very immediate about Varda. She  
has to look after her son and cannot 
move around very far. So why  
not make a portrait of her street,  
as she did in Daguerréotypes (1975)? 
 Moreover, you can see the artful 
 fumbling around in Les glaneurs et 

la  glaneuse (The Gleaners and I, 2000). 
These appeal to you because they 
are trying to turn everything upside 
down. You’re going to get dizzy!  
Especially because you often trick 
yourself into thinking that what  
she is doing is certainly not the way one 
does things. Varda as such helps you  
to remember and to work according 
to the maxim that every single work  
is new and you can start and finish  
it precisely as you want. 

Like Varda, the experiment is also  
in the hollow of filmmaker and poet 
Jonas Mekas’s hand. He shows you 
that escape, exile, and darkness can  
be treated with love. Love, which 
stems from having figured out a  
way of expressing oneself, which is 
necessary for one’s innermost being. 
Jonas initiates a dance with you, 
where there is no one specific way  
of working—a chaos dance, if you 
will. He shows you a few steps,  
here and there, several of which you 
may already know, and then he tells 
you that you can put the steps to-
gether in a different way, dance them 
backwards, or follow the music at 
double tempo if that would suit you 
better. With Reminiscences from a  J ourney 
to Lithuania (1972), Mekas reveals the 
world that he left twenty-seven years 
earlier, as a consequence of his escape 
from the Soviet police. He revisits  
his family and his old friends and 
shows the day-to-day life that has 
remained virtually unchanged in the 

countryside after all those years.  
A romantic gaze at the quiet life  
in the countryside is spontaneously 
seen. However, Mekas mixes the 
images with a narrative that appears 
on the soundtrack—a narrative that 
unfurls the reasons why he fled and 
describes how the police were waiting 
for him, as well as stories about his 
capture by the Nazis in Germany and 
his escape from there. He is painting 
atmospheres. 

Maia Torp Neergaard, Al-Nisāʾ / The Women, 2021. Video stills. 16mm video, 17:27 min
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Jonas Mekas (1922–2019) started  
his film career in 1949 in New York City 
after having first fled from the Soviet 
police in Lithuania and later on from 
the Nazis in Germany. Mekas developed 
his essay or diary film format with  
his earliest works, using a 16 mm Bolex 
movie camera; he created the feature 
films Walden (1968) and Lost Lost Lost 
(1976) in this way. Mekas used his  
camera to examine his everyday life  
and the experiences of the past that 
he had brought along with him from 
 Lithuania. With his never-ending cine-
matic investigations, he came to stand 
as a leading figure in experimental  
film and avant-garde art. Moreover, 
Mekas talked about “environmental 
cinema,” which has to do with showing 
films that are so long that the work 
slowly enters into the viewer and 
becomes a part of them. Over the years, 
he also wrote poetry. In 1962, Mekas 
founded the Film-Makers’ Cooperative 
in New York City, which subsequently 
became the Anthology Film Archives 
(AFA). AFA came to be an incubator  
for avant-garde cinema and is still today 
a defining nexus for film-art enthusi-
asts around the world.
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Essayist and novelist James Baldwin 
shows you that you are not able to 
understand the conditions of every 
person. However, you can start by 
taking a look at your own actions. 
How are you going to fight? His  
critique is severe, just as severe as  
the truth, and it penetrates its way 
right into your flesh and sharpens 
your gaze. Political thinker Hannah 
Arendt speaks about taking action 
that affects you by giving you fear  
of falling asleep. For what are you 
—and what is everybody else— 
really doing here? You often do not 
have an answer to this question,  
as you stretch out in your shadows,  
sit down to gather your thoughts,  
and continue with your work. 

“We cannot be free until they are 
free,” Baldwin wrote to his nephew 
about the white Americans, of whom 
Baldwin and his nephew were not a 
part, because they had a different skin 
colour.1 It is the task of Black people 
to help the white person understand 
oneself, he emphasises. Common to 
Baldwin’s letter to his nephew and 
Arendt’s essay “We Refugees”2 is that 
both of their writers are pariahs—

two people standing outside society. 
However, they are very conscious 
about the knowledge they possess, 
and they both want to include others 
in their world of ideas. A world where 
people are attentive to other people’s 
realities — and it is precisely in this 
space that human beings are in a 
 position to take action.

Maia Torp Neergaard, Vi, der læser / We who read, 2021. Two channel video installation, 11:02 min. Installation view, BFA exhibition, KHM2 Gallery, 
Malmö, 2021
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Hannah Arendt (1906–1975) was  
a political thinker. She worked with 
phenomena related to thinking as  
a way of being in life—how somebody 
thinks is tantamount to how one exists. 
In her long working life, Arendt wrote 
many literary works, dealing especially 
with the human condition, totalitar-
ianism, and taking action. She was 
especially interested in ancient Greece, 
whose society was built up around 
people who, together, formed part of 
the “marketplace of ideas” in the form 
of the Greek agora in order to think 
and talk together and to change society 
through these means. Arendt levelled  
a critique at the “I think, therefore I am” 
maxim and argued instead for placing 
the “we” first—this constituting a 
 programmatic attempt to acknowledge 
our differences and as the result of 
acting together in a community rather 
than as individuals. Born in Germany, 

Arendt fled from the Nazis in 1933:  
first to Paris and subsequently to  
the United States. The upshot of this 
for Arendt was spending a period  
of  seventeen years in a “stateless”  
condition, which defined much of  
her thinking. One of the publications 
she wrote for when she resided in the 
United States was the Jewish magazine 
the Menorah Journal. She also taught  
at several Ivy League universities, 
where she carried on with her thinking. 

Arendt’s bibliography is extensive. 
What is common to her books is that 
even though they were written in the 
shadow of World War II, they continue 
to be just as relevant today. Her main 
works are The Origins of Totalitarianism, 
Between Past and Future and The Human 
Condition. In The Human Condition, Arendt 
divides up active life, or vita activa,  
into three distinct areas: work, labour, 
and action. The reason for this division 
is that a human being is free basically 
because they have been born. This is 
a beginning and can therefore create 
something new. Wherever people might 
happen to gather, a public sphere is  
going to crop up, and this action begets 
a new beginning. Here, the human be-
ing can achieve their highest purpose 
—stepping up into the political arena 
and acting together with others, which 
is the most essential way of conducting 
resistance to totalitarianism. 
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In Provence, artist Knud Viktor digs 
down and entrenches himself among 
the animals and creatures in order  
to listen and paint his impressions  
for others in the form of sounds.  
Look here, yet another way! He is 
thorough. He gives himself time and  
offers patience to those around him 
with whom he is working, including 
rabbits and owls. The same thor-
oughness can be found with painter 
Ursula Reuter Christiansen on the 
island of Møn. She does not give  
up until the hen and the pig have  
been portrayed as she can sense them.  
This is something that you talk with 
her about, because you know the 
same feeling yourself—being ready  
to pass something on. Novelist Ursula 
K. Le Guin places herself in nature, 
knowing full well that it is larger,  
older, and more marvellous than you 
and all all all surrounding it. It is  
from this vantage point that she 
writes and asks you how you would 
like to be a part of something large 
r—together. This is probably why  
you walk out into that garden again 
and again, or travel across countries  
in order to help out in the potato 
fields. There are infinite things that 
you have nothing to do with: we  
human beings are so small. And yet—
all of a sudden, one turns into several. 
Inside a community, the experience 
of digging up potatoes and the full 
benefit of conversation become much 
different, much stronger. And so you 
are listening to Knud, Ursula, and  
Ursula, who are placing their stories 
into a larger one. They are sitting 
down patiently because they know 
that no matter what, something is 
going to happen. Nervousness about 
the fact that maybe nothing at all  
will happen simply does not exist 
—for isn’t there always something 
happening, something that is  
worth  observing? 

You meet philosopher and activist 
Simone Weil and you are both clad  
in your working clothes. She is  
interested in learning with and  

from people leading completely 
different lives than the one she grew 
up with. She has faith in the people 
around her and tries to bring them 
into another world by, for example, 
teaching them about Greek tragedies, 
which opens up their world just  
as they open up hers. She makes this 
her life’s work—an oeuvre without 
end, and with a great deal of struggle 
working in this way—and she smiles 
at you. There was something about 
the workers and her. Placing herself 
inside their conditions by standing  
at the machines alongside them,  
feeling the hard work on her own 
body. This procedure has brought  
you out onto the fields, to the docks, 
to workplaces here and there. You 
find that it is easier to talk together 
after you have experienced the  
same bodily understanding as those 
people with whom you would like  
to collaborate. 

Filmmaker Abbas Kiarostami speaks 
about falling asleep in the movie 
 theatre —and it is precisely these 
films that he remembers best. These 
are the movies that wake him up  
at night, the same movies that set  
his thoughts rotating in the weeks 
that follow. All the movies you  
have fallen asleep to! His fascination 
with cars, like that of his fellow  
director Wim Wenders, considers 
cars as accessories to carrying 
people out on journeys that lead 
everywhere and then again nowhere, 
after all. Kiarostami opens up a  
game between him and the spectator: 
“What do you see here?” He believes 
more than anything else in our  
faculty of imagination. This can be 
compared to another dance—one 
step forward, two back, another one 
forward, three steps back. Because 
cinema is basically not about show-
ing everything; it is rather about 
letting the viewer make use of their 
 imagination: guessing, recognising, 
speculating, wondering … whether 
you are succeeding with this in  
your work? 

Simone Weil (1909–1943)  
was a philosopher, political activist, 
teacher, and mystic. Among other 
things, she wrote about revolutionary 
politics, workers’ conditions,  
ancient Greece, human suffering,  
and war. She is known for importing 
her own experiences into her work 
based on a thesis that there are  
conditions she simply could not com-
ment on if she had not experienced 
them herself. She did not believe  
that she could understand people 
whose conditions she was attempting 
to improve if she did not put herself  
in their place. One of result of this  
belief is that she took a year off  
from her teaching job to work at  
a number of factories, in order to  
empathise with how workers think. 
Her con clusion was that the hard,  

dehumanising work engendered  
a stance of resignation and reticent 
isolation among the workers. This  
led her to ask the question: How were 
the workers going to start a revolution 
when they didn’t even have time  
to think? She declared that after  
the time that she spent working  
in factories, she saw herself as a slave. 
Towards the end of her life, Weil  
experienced a series of revelations 
that led her to write more about 
spirituality and Christian mysticism, 
but with a continued focus on social 
and political questions. It was also 
during these years, while residing  
in England and working as part  
of the French Resistance movement, 
that she wrote most of her many works, 
including The Need for Roots, which  
she penned shortly before her death. 
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The Well-Played Piano

aesthetic prompts of the player piano 
and how these turned into a tech-
nological body that simultaneously 
metaphorises and materialises crucial 
interests and inclinations in my  
artistic practice.

Key, Grid, Box
 “The grid is an emblem of modernity 
… the form that is ubiquitous in the 
art of our century.”
— Rosalind Krauss, “Grids”2

Indeed, the above truism of art  
critic Rosalind Krauss applies all too 
well to the visual space delineated 
by keyboards. Their white and black 
keys, sequenced according to the 
standards entrenched since the late 
1800s, operate in a binary scheme  
of on and off. It was in the  Romantic 
era that the piano acquired its  
status as the instrument of Western 
modernity par excellence. Its range  
of pitches encompasses that of a  
full symphonic orchestra, yet remains 
at the disposal of the skilled individ-
ual interpreter. The eighty-eight  
keys of the piano put the totality  
of the hegemonic musical grid of the 
twelve-tone system in the control 
of a single artist. The cult of genius 
surrounding the great pianists,  
which still prevails in classical music, 
is an apt example of how the piano  
as a medium of totality merges  
with Romantic notions of the artist 
and musician as equipped with  
a transcendent ability to make 
pristine interior emotions available 
for exterior, collective, and analytical 
engagement. In front of the keyboard, 
the pianist becomes the ultimate 
translator of that Kantian aesthetic 
divide between a presented aesthetic 
object and its disinterested beholder. 
The movement of the pianist’s hands, 

accordingly, becomes the gesture 
marking that very event of translation.

Poet and critic Kenneth Goldsmith 
traces similar ideas in his text on  
the work of photographer Erica Baum 
(more on Baum later). He contrasts 
the player piano to its successor 
technology of standardised music 
consumption: the phonographic  
recording. Phonographic  recordings 
are, according to Goldsmith, “trans-
parently mechanical.” This is in 
contradistinction to the occultist 
affinities of the player piano.3 This 
 difference is largely about how,  
as media theorist Friedrich Kittler 
makes clear, the phonograph makes  
a “sonic real” palpable through its  
bypassing of interpretative steps, 
which technology such as pianos, 
automatic or not, will always be  
characterised by.4

Spectacle of Dehumanisation?
At the player piano, the absence  
of hands guiding the machine installs 
a ghostly and occultist presence in  
the musical box. In this musical box, 
it is unclear what is pushing down  
the keys in the demonstrative absence 
of hands. The hands disappear from 
the image of the piano keys, and,  
as a result, the emotion represented 
and mediated by the keys (following 
the Romantic legacy of the piano  
and piano hands) is no longer a nomi-
nally human affair. The player piano’s 
visceral exclusion of these hands  
from an insistently acoustic instru-
ment prompts me to think about 
automatisation (and technologisation 
in general) beyond digitalisation  
and its ever lurking telos of immate-
riality, as a process of modernity that 
should never and will never transcend 
its material foreclosure.

The Automatic Piano
Between 1920 and 1923, sales  
of automatic player pianos in the 
US surpassed sales of regular pianos 
by 150 percent.1 During this heyday, 
which stretched from roughly  
1890 until 1930, the player piano  
was a common sight in both domestic 
and public settings. Its technology 
provided a way of listening to music 
without relying on the presence  
of the embodied skills of a musician. 
The player piano was the first tech-
nology of musical automation to have 
its primary use occur within cultural 
mass distribution, that is, not being 
confined either to high-cultural  
experimentation or to an engineer’s 
idea of innovation. The player  
piano is also an example of early  
programmable technology: as 
content-  independent hardware,  
the player piano can play any tune  
inscribed onto its compatible  
software storage medium, which  
in this case is the paper piano roll. 

The player piano marks an  
early  conjunction of automation  
and  aesthetic experience, not only  
as a site of experimentation and  
media-archaeological enquiry but  
also as an object telling a story of 
mass distribution, of popular aesthet-
ics. It’s about here that the player  
piano emerges as a spectral site  
within my artistic practice, where 
many of my interests as well as 
 methods come together and fall  
apart. How is the interior and 
emotional experience of aesthetics 
configured through technological 
exteriorities, and vice versa?  
What are the historical premises for 
the ubiquity of cultural experience 
through, for example, popular music? 
In the following, I expand on some 
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It is against this background that  
I approach Goldsmith’s insistence  
on the ghostly and opaque mode  
of action of the player piano. I ask 
myself: Do the effects of the icon  
of “piano hands” even exist in the 
negative space of the player piano?  
Already in 1925, the modernist 
philosopher José Ortega y Gasset 
proclaimed that “the young set has 
declared taboo any infiltration of 
human contents into art.”5 While the 
player piano indeed excludes human 
infiltration, it does so almost too  
demonstratively—perhaps we can 
speak here of the “spectacle” of de-
humanisation?6 Perhaps we can speak 
also of a kitsch instantiation of  
this basic modernist commitment.7 
And, as we know is the case with 
both the spectacle and corny kitsch: 
they are, at least in part, always 
 symptoms of something else.  

Perhaps of the reduction of art  
in society in favour of an expanding 
relay of the voltages of emotions.

Spectres of the Piano 
 without Hands
The avant-garde composers George 
Antheil and Conlon Nancarrow 
shared an affinity for the player piano. 
For both, the player piano is made 
foreign to its initial conditions of 
possibility. Instead of using it as a 
technology and distribution system 
for the consumption of popular music 
in domestic and public space, these 
musicians activated the inherent  
but not realised or planned for 
 aesthetic potentials of the player 
 piano.  Antheil’s and Nancarrow’s 
compositions are written not only 
for the distinct medium of the player 
piano but for the dialogue between 

artistic intention and the unknown 
potentials of the technology of the 
player piano.8 What emerges is a 
shared conceptual premise of their 
respective practices—the exclusion  
of the human from this site of musi-
cality, a site that is, supposedly,  
deeply human. Or, more aptly,  
Antheil’s and Nancarrow’s alliance 
with the player piano makes them 
parasites of negative space.

George Antheil’s Ballet Mécanique
Antheil’s music for Ballet Mécanique 
—written and directed by Fernand 
Léger, with co-direction by Dudley 
Murphy and scenography by Man 
Ray—was, in his own words, “scored 
for countless numbers of player  
pianos. All percussive. Like machines. 
All efficiency. No LOVE. Written 
without sympathy. Written cold  

Mandus Ridefelt, AID EMOS, 2021. Two channel video, 6 min. Installation view, BFA exhibition, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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as an army operates. Revolutionary 
as nothing has been  revolutionary.”9 
While the “revolutionary” pathos 
of this brand of futurism here 
 epitomised by Antheil was polit- 
ically skewed from its inception,  
it is clear that the notion of “countless 
player pianos” serves as a crucial  
aesthetic choice within an early  
masculine modernism, with its  
preference towards automatisation 
and the conquering of artistic activ-
ities, which privileged the Romantic 
conception of creative men. That 
specific type of human becomes  
the machine. 

Conlon Nancarrow’s  
“Conceptual in the Extreme”
“Ever since I’d been writing music,  
I was dreaming of getting rid  
of the performers.”
—Conlon Nancarrow10

Nancarrow approached composing 
for the player piano as a task that  
is “conceptual in the extreme.”11  

I read this “extreme” level of con-
ceptualism as a way of intensifying 
Ortega y Gasset’s diagnosis of the 
dehumanising role of early modernist 
art. Nancarrow’s pieces are delib-
erately impossible for humans to 
perform. They are too complex, too 
fast, and anatomically beyond the 
grasp of human hands moving across 
canonical keyboard designs. In this 
way, Nancarrow’s work is, just as  
Antheil’s, guided by an urge to 
exclude the human. While Antheil’s 
practice finds its first rationale in 
what, as of today, can be assessed only 
as the fatal technopolitical prophecy 
of the spectre of fascist futurisms, 
Nancarrow turns to a more concep-
tually distinct rationale. Unlike in 
Antheil’s, “LOVE” exists in the music 
of Nancarrow, but hyperkinetically 
enshrouded, and thus undetectable 
for Romanticist piano-LOVE-ballad 
sensibilities, probing the libidinal 
flows of affect and becoming account-
able in front of LOVE, beyond its 
exhausted objecthood.

Completely Normal Phantoms
The most striking visual element  
of the player piano is the ghostly, 
phantasmagoric movement of  
the keys. Perhaps it is no coincidence 
that the player piano was, in its  
heyday until 1929, not primarily  
a site for avant-gardist experimen-
tation but rather a system of mass 
distribution of popular music.  
In his discussion of phantasmagoric 
theatre, philosopher Walter Benjamin 
grounds an understanding of how 
capitalist processes of commodifica-
tion thrive on a decoupling of the 
 reality of material production from 
the production of affect in a hypo-
thesised subject (that is, the crowd). 
In such a scheme, there exists no 
essential relation between affect, 
its concomitant valuation, or the 
material conditions of production 
of the  s ituation. For Benjamin, this 
phantasmagoric effect ascribed to 
commodities is a cornerstone of any 
phenomenology of modernity.12

Mandus Ridefelt, AID EMOS, 2021. Video stills. Two channel video, 6 min 
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Pseudo-Standardisation  
and Popular Music
One of the crucial commodity forms 
of the contemporary is popular  
music. It was also the initial market 
rationale of the development and 
production of player pianos. As  
a commodity, popular music indeed 
relies on a phantasmagoric scheme  
of affecting listeners and,  accordingly, 
acquiring value. Departing from 
philosophers Theodor W. Adorno’s 
critique of pop music and Roland 
Barthes’s concept of the punctum, 
cultural critic Diedrich Diederichsen 
writes that a crucial mode of  
action for pop music is its way  
of “controlling the punctum.”13  
For  Diederichsen, this means that  
pop music, as an aesthetic form, 
works through iterative attempts  
to control the subjective addition  
of an anticipated listener. In Barthes’s 
formulation, the punctum points 
towards an irreducible collision 
between mediality and subject. In 
Diederichsen’s analysis of pop music, 
he develops the notion of the punc-
tum into a pseudo-standardised way 
of harnessing the allegedly valueless 
aesthetic experience of music, so  
as to turn this experience into profit. 
This pseudo-standardisation of  
pop music is described as attempting 
to streamline music-production  
processes yet recognising the  
limitations of such streamlining.  

Simply put, the “perfect” pop  
song includes errors and surprises, 
which rupture the infinite smooth-
ness of loss-less sound capture. 
The aesthetics of error and surprise 
grounds the phantasmagoric mode 
of pop songs insofar as they lend 
themselves as surfaces upon which 
notions of authenticity, provenance, 
and originality can be projected. 
 In this way, the punctum of pop 
music strives to reinscribe a human 
source onto the song, as if it had  
never been separate from the sounds 
flowing through my headphones.  
As such, pop music can be said to  
be a programming of emotion whose 
coded language is dependent on the 
contingency and finitude of error and 
surprise. What makes this program-
ming interesting—beyond its obvious 
appeals to tropes of sentimentality 
and the brute force of recognisability 
—is that pop, in its way of “capturing 
the punctum,” can be seen as feeding 
on the subjectivity of its listener.  
This happens in a way governed  
not by aesthetic faculties but by the 
implication of the listener-subject  
as a function of the formal action  
of pop music. This kind of programme 
is not self-sufficient. It calls, in an 
almost Heideggerian way, upon its 
already anticipated listener to join 
the song. Already through the player 
piano, these aesthetic modes of pop 
music had found a material for their 

distribution. And, conversely, follow-
ing Kittler’s media-archaeological 
project around the concept of the 
“technological a priori,” the player 
piano made possible this aesthetics  
of programmability that is the  
prevailing mode of pop music  
still today.14

Erica Baum and 
 Counterprogramming the Roll
In the series of photographs Roll 
 Playing (2008), Erica Baum intervenes 
in the aesthetics of the player piano  
at the level of the roll. She prints short 
poems on the piano roll, reserving,  
in most cases, a narrow column of  
the right side of the roll for language 
and using the rest for the perfora- 
tions that guide the keyboard when 
mounted into a player piano. Baum’s 
work is photographic and silent.  
The exclusion of sound from a work 
that takes place in a site of music 
production guides my reading of the 
piano roll as a site of intervention, 
rather than of representation. By 
silencing the music and reducing  
it to the strenuous visual figures  
of gridded perforations, Baum sur-
faces, in a Cageian way, how modern 
music (and art) blurs and merges  
with what is excluded from its own 
category. Music becomes language 
and vice versa. The roll as the site 
of intervention makes this possible, 
since the music production  

Mandus Ridefelt, AID EMOS, 2021. Two channel video, 6 min. Details
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tech nologies are left in a signifying 
state, never taking on the role of  
the signified. No sound, only a muted 
command for sound. In the series’ 
affiliation with concrete poetry, the 
opposite seems to apply to Baum’s  
literal interventions. No meaning, 
only language and its material.

I find Baum’s intervention at the  
level of the roll particularly inspiring. 
In visualising the roll, and modifying 
it, the work provides something  
like a counterprogramming to the 
dehumanising conceptualism of 
 Nancarrow. As mentioned before, 
Kenneth Goldsmith partly ascribes 
the demise of the player piano to  
a kind of transparency of technolog- 
ical presence that was granted by  
the phonograph, something that the 
player piano almost mocked in its 
ghostly movement of the keys. In light 
of this, Baum’s roll intervention is  
an act of rendering visible not only 
what the ghost wants us to see and 
what the ghost is allowed to be seen 
as, but also the impossible body of  
the ghost caught red-handed. 

When the policies of technology  
are incrementally integrated into our 
lives, the act of rendering visible— 
of rejecting the occultist withdrawal 
into technological blackboxing— 
can be vertiginous. But Baum’s  
Roll Playing series not only renders 
the body of such a ghost of techné 
visible, it also modifies its condition 
of enacting subjectivity. I see it as 
an act of counterprogramming, an 
expropriation of automated aesthetic 
space and a reclaiming of agency by 
showing that even software is inextri-
cably material, that even spectacularly 
automated music comes from  
somewhere and someone. As if the 
human had never been excluded.

Interestingly, for both Nancarrow  
and Antheil, the player piano is 
alienated from its initial condition of 
possibility: the domestic consumption 
of music. Baum, on the other hand, 

shares a similar aesthetics of formal 
control, but dismisses the hermetic 
allure of hummingbirds in nailed 
coffins, of the music box. She makes 
visible the inexorable inscription  
of the human and her muteness at  
the core of such a Pandora’s musical 
box. That muteness is a muteness  
of becoming through exteriority and 
disidentification. Such is the domestic 
space, the material home as well  
as the feelings of self.

Emotion in Boxes
These considerations around the 
player piano conjure up what have 
emerged as key questions in my 
 artistic practice: What are the con-
ditions of emotion and expression  
in a late modern era whose  discursive 
premises place themselves on an  
uninterrupted line that runs from 
 Antheil’s early modernism, through 
the darkened conceptualisms of  
the 1970s (including that of artists 
such as Mike Kelley), and into today? 
How do we become through the 
simultaneously archaic and mock - 
ingly contemporary extensions of 
subjec tivity? Call them prosthetics; 
call them supplements; call them 
tech nologies. What are the grids  
and counter-grids that encode and 
 decode categories of feeling, their 
collectivities, and their psychic 
 ecologies? How can we act against 
a grid that already has staked itself 
upon nominally human attributes, 
upon the very cracking of a  
singing voice?

Aid Emos: Help the  
Feelers or Ayy People!
My work Aid Emos, produced  during 
2020–21 for the BFA exhibition at 
Malmö Art Academy, attempts to 
make palpable the tension that exists 
between musical automation and 
emotion, but also to alienate this 
tension from its usual manifestation 
in, for example, pop songs. It is a game 
frame, resembling a streaming event 
on Twitch, but it is a visual stream-
ing of The Sims building soundtrack, 

whose ostensible immaterial con-
dition is betrayed by a re-enactment 
in the material player piano form. 
Newly produced player piano rolls 
are performed by a restored Duo-Art 
player piano from 1926. The ghostly 
frame points towards a spectacle  
that never really arrives, but is 
 perpetually postponed—a guiding 
promise or an eschatology stripped 
of its endgame. The roll betrays its 
perennial metaphor of animation,  
the space is left inanimate, yet kinetic, 
expressive, and stubbornly insistent 
on a holographic projection of hands, 
of animation. It is the intention  
of the work to touch and voice the 
flawed  oppositional scheme between 
a mechanism of automation and an 
organicism of intelligence. For how  
do we know that causes precede  
their effects? 

To me, the work offers a commentary, 
an exaggerated vision of how prod-
ucts of affect—commodities staked 
on our feelings—work by capturing 
the pre-existing internal structure  
of emotions before they acquire  
a host, a body. Yet, what is  accessible 
to me is only the completion of this 
movement. Philosopher Bernard 
Stiegler would call this the “prole-
tarianization of sensibilities.”15 Yet, 
and paradoxically, feelings are facts.16 
In that tension, the future-archaeo-
logical project of working with the 
player piano points towards the  
broken form of emotional capture,  
a form of capture that is an emotional 
realism that is a phenomenology of 
fissures that wasn’t even mine, really. 
It is superimposing a story of how 
emotions pre-exist themselves, are 
pre-individuated and flow through 
the oculi of collective imaginaries. The 
hammered strings and vacuum pumps 
of an antique music box spell out 
such songs. It flows as the smoothest 
stutter; a continuum of cuts.



257BFA3

1 Historical notes based on Thomas W. Patteson, “Player Piano,” Oxford Handbooks Online (2014): https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/ 
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2 Rosalind Krauss, “Grids,” in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press: 1986), 10.
3 Kenneth Goldsmith, “The Ghosts in Erica Baum’s Machines,” in Roll Playing: Erica Baum, exhibition catalogue (Philadelphia: Kelly Writer’s 

House, University of Pennsylvania, 2008) 
4 Friedrich Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999), 17.
5 José Ortega y Gasset, The Dehumanization of Art and Other Essays on Art, Literature and Culture (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1925).
6 Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle (New York: Zone Books, 1994).
7 “Kitsch offers instantaneous emotional gratification without intellectual effort, without the requirement of distance, without sublima-

tion.” Winfried Menninghaus, “On the ‘Vital Significance’ of Kitsch: Walter Benjamin’s Politics of ‘Bad Taste,’” in Walter Benjamin and the 
Architecture of Modernity, ed. Andrew Benjamin and Charles Rice (Victoria, Australia: re.press, 2009), 39–55.

8 In the music critique of the time of the player piano, its transfer from a system of mass distribution of popular songs into a site of 
avant-gardist experimentation was facilitated by musicologists like Edvin Evans and Ernest Newman. Evans and Newman advocated  
for the realisation of the player piano as a medium of its own, thus alienating the player piano from its commercial raison d’etre of  
reproducing well-known songs. In 1920, Evans commissioned the first works written specifically for player piano.

9 Carol Oja, “George Antheil’s Ballet Mécanique and Transatlantic Modernism,” A Modern Mosaic: Art and Modernism in the United States,  
ed. Townsend Ludington (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000), 185. 

10 Conlon Nancarrow, “Interview with Composer Conlon Nancarrow,” interview by Charles Amirkhanian, in Nancarrow’s Selected Studies  
for Player Pianos (Lebanon, NH: Soundings, 1977), 15.

11 “Among the copies and interventions is an open letter that [conceptual artist Mario] García Torres wrote to Nancarrow during the time 
he spent visiting his place of refuge, in which he suggests that the implications of knowingly composing music that is unplayable make  
his practice ‘conceptual in the extreme.’” Mario García Torres, Illusion Brought Me Here (Brussels: Wiels, 2018).

12 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 14.
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Mandus Ridefelt, AID EMOS, 2021. Two channel video, 6 min. Installation view, BFA exhibition, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2021
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Christian Stender, Apartment 76, 2021. Glass table, miniature furniture, clothesline, metal clips, wood, paper, miniature paintings by the artist’s grandfather  
Benny Stender, transducers, plastic ladybug, amplifier, mp3 player, audio 4:48 min 
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between people and objects. It can  
be just as random as it can be planned, 
and can be just as reactionary as 
progressive. 

I imagine that irony can fuel my  
work. An irony that can be split up 
into two forms. Irony as a “grasp,” 
which happens when somebody says 
something for the purpose of saying 
the opposite. And a “philosophical” 
irony: an irony driven by doubt.  
It may be this latter irony that, in 
reality, is rooted in my frustrated 
laughter. For what actually happens 
with irony is that it swings back  
and forth. There is the possibility 
that when you say something ironic, 
it is really and truly what you meant 
to say. It is consequently a statement 
that can both mean what it means  
and mean the opposite. Basically, 
there’s an uncertainty inherent in 
this—the motor of irony is doubt. 

The philosopher Alenka Zupančič 
distinguishes between false and  
true comedy.1 She points out that 
the “false” is the comedy where  

a character whom she calls “the  
baron” is subject to downfall, while 
the “true” is the comedy where the 
baron is subject to downfall and  
also ignorant about being so, and 
therefore continues to believe that  
he is, first and foremost, a baron,  
elevated in status. What happens 
when the baron, for example, slips  
on a banana peel is that the rug  
supporting the idea that we are not  
all equal gets briefly pulled away
—that is to say, the idea that the 
baron is elevated above some other 
people by virtue of the role he was 
born into is unmasked. Zupančič  
calls this moment “the universal  
at work.” The universal must be  
understood as an abstraction. For  
nobility is something that only  
exists as value. And when an artist 
addresses themselves critically to  
the institutions they are part of,  
it’s basically a matter of situating 
themselves in a state of wonder  
regarding the institution as idea  
and its justifications—a phenome-
non that can  transpire, for example, 
through comedy. 

There are days when, entirely  
unprovoked, I am overtaken again  
and again by laughter, even when I’m 
all by myself. This is a feeling that’s 
hard to pin down, because I like 
laughing at myself. But this particular 
feeling differs from the otherwise 
releasing type of laughter, by virtue  
of being frustrated, essentially.  
These are days where I have a more 
comical perspective on my life. It’s 
been amplified during the current 
lockdowns. The way I see it, one  
part of the frustration is bound up 
with a realisation that perceiving my 
life from outside myself is an impos-
sible act. For this reason, the real 
comedy of life may be hard to grasp. 
And, for me, this is a foundation for 
creating: creating as a way of looking 
at oneself from the outside, by proxy.

Comedy is for me a strategy that  
I have imagined—and that I am still 
thinking about—in this particular 
connection to my artistic practice.  
I believe that comedy can be used for  
inserting question marks next to 
facts, and for overturning hierarchies 



260

In an artistic context, I come  
to think of Birdcalls (1972) by Louise 
Lawler. In this sound work, the  
names of twenty-eight of Lawler’s 
male colleagues are recited by  
a voice that mimics the chirping  
of birds. In my view, this work is 
incredibly important and powerful. 
When I mention this work in the 
present context, it’s because in this 
work Lawler creates a representation 
of the representation of women in  
a male-dominated art world. She  
exhibits the objectification to which 
she has been subjected through her 
own body, as it were, and manages 
with precision to put its “univer-
sality” to work, if we care to follow 
Zupančič. This is, in my view, a  
truly elegant and serious example  
of comedy as artistic strategy. 

I would say that much of my  
own work has been informed by  
my identity as a consumer and  
as an art student. When I’ve tried  
my hand at making sculptures and 
installations, I envision myself in  
relation to the general tropes that 
caught my interest during my time  
at art school. I’ve done this, for  
example, by recycling objects and 
speaking through them, whether in  
a respectful or a teasing way. I believe 
that when I assemble objects, it’s  
me who is speaking through them— 
a little like a ventriloquist.  Therefore, 
what is being placed on view is  
a representation of myself and my 
relation to the object. This is, in  
many ways, a somewhat banal point. 
But, for me, an inherent attention  
is being paid, in this way, to my 

 identity as a consumer of a wide  
range of things—maybe even what  
in marketing jargon is called a 
“ prosumer”: a synthesis of “producer” 
and “consumer.”

In much the same way that I have 
objects subjugated to me or that I’m 
entangled with objects, I similarly 
take on the role of object for the 
 institution. I think it’s possible to  
exhibit the relation one has to  cultural 
products and to consumer products, 
as well as to certain institutions, 
through a strategy that recycles or 
reprocesses other people’s products,2 
works, and methods, while simulta-
neously creating something new.  
A little like when a DJ makes a new 
song by processing and remixing 
 other artists’ records, if we are 

Christian Stender, Apartment 76, 2021. Detail
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to follow the art theorist Nicolas 
 Bourriaud. Here, two critical figures 
can be identified: on the one hand,  
the DJ, representing an artistic strat-
egy, who is rethinking; and on the 
other, the hacker, who’s working to 
break down. The essential difference 
between the two is that the DJ does 
not and has no interest in working 
subversively. As an artist, I feel subject 
to a grid of rules of which I may very 
well be critical but which I recognise 
is hard to break down. 

The strategy behind Sam Kidel’s  
audio work Disruptive Muzak (2016) 
was basically taken from the comedy 
genre of the hoax telephone call— 
assuming that this can be called  
a genre. To make the album, he  
played his music through a telephone 
receiver while placing calls to job 
centres and similar public institutions 
in England, without speaking at  
all. He then recorded the responses  

of the people on the receiving end  
of the line. His compositions take 
their inspiration from elevator and 
“hold” music which, together with 
the call centres, constitute a familiar 
element of a socially hobbling system, 
which confronts people living on  
the fringes of society with long wait 
times and limited real help. With  
Disruptive Muzak, Kidel throws downs 
the gauntlet in front of the soulless-
ness that is part and parcel of the 
atmosphere of a capitalist society;  
this atmosphere becomes further  
elucidated in the alienation and 
confusion captured in the recordings 
of the call centre workers’  responses, 
when they’re confronted with  
a reflection of the system in which 
they have also been placed. In other 
words, Kidel manages—and quite 
success fully so—to present and 
exhibit a highly transitory affective 
atmosphere by turning it back  
around to face itself. 

The notion of   the “prosumer” is 
 connected to the idea that memory 
and, to some extent, knowledge  
can be anchored in something 
 material. The philosopher Bernard 
Stiegler’s concept of “hypomnesis” 
 describes this kind of anchoring.3 
Using this concept makes sense  
if one is going to talk about cultural  
or cognitive capitalism. On the one 
hand, it can be instrumental in  
explaining how we are losing more 
and more knowledge to, for example, 
technologies like GPS and digital 
music services. On the other hand,  
it can also help explain the satis-
faction we experience when using  
so many of these same tools, given 
their roles as extension devices.  
This notion could potentially explain 
why I might feel, if my music-stream-
ing service were suddenly deleted 
from my mobile one day, like I had  
lost a part of myself. Because my 
 identity is contingent upon the  

Christian Stender, Apartment 76, 2021. Detail
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fact that I have access to curated 
music on a music-streaming  service. 
Might the alternative be that I  
should write down all the songs  
I have  chosen? This is an example  
of a technology that presupposes,  
if not a replacement, then at least  
an externalisation, of my knowledge 
or my memory. 

One question, I suppose, is whether  
or not these externalisations make  
me subject to a control that renders 
me superfluous and deprives me  

of my knowledge: in other words, 
whether they act as “crutches”  
of a kind, and whether the absence  
of these externalisations could  
be equally bad, or, even worse—that 
these externalisations act as a kind  
of prosthesis. 

The philosopher Michel Foucault  
says that subjectivisation is a mech-
anism through which an individual 
subjugates themselves to institutions 
but at the same time through which 
one is given identity.4 You can act  

as a subject, or you can be subject  
to something. For example, the fact 
that I own a piece of software for 
music production means that I’m 
offered certain options that qualify 
me as having an identity as a music 
producer. Or, in relation to Facebook 
or Instagram, I must submit data  
to be able to build a certain profile  
of myself. These things give me 
 identity in return for me subjugat-
ing myself to them and renouncing 
something. 

Christian Stender, Interior View, 2021. Photo, post-it note and metal clip, 21 x 30 cm

Im
ag

e 
co

ur
te

sy
 o

f Y
ou

n
gj

ae
 L

ih



263BFA3 Christian Stender

 1 Alenka Zupančič, The Odd One In (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2008), 27.
2 Nicolas Bourriaud, Postproduction (New York: Lukas & Sternberg, 2002), 41.
3 Bernard Stiegler, “Anamnesis and Hypomnesis,” Ars Industrialis, n.d., http://arsindustrialis.org/anamnesis-and-hypomnesis.
4 Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” Critical Inquiry 8, no. 4 (Summer 1982): 781.
5  Bourriaud, Postproduction, 36.
6 Sianne Ngai, “The Cuteness of the Avant-Garde,” Critical Inquiry 31, no. 4 (Summer 2005): 834.
7 Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (London: Verso, 1997), 33.

When I am busy making music, I give 
myself considerably freer rein than 
when I’m working with sculpture. 
With music, to the utmost extent,  
my activity is held within the frames 
of the production tools I have at 
my disposal, and which altogether 
trivially inform much of the popular 
electronic music produced today.  
A type of music that manages to  
create something new by reusing  
the same sounds over and over again, 
and over the past several decades.  
To be clear, when I listen to music, 
it’s most often music that falls into 
the category of pop music—the most 
widespread cultural product we 
know of today. This kind of music 
assiduously makes use of recurring 
phrases, both in its production  
and in its lyrics. 

At one and the same time, distinctions 
between art objects and consumer 
 objects can appear both solid and  
fluid to me. What this means, in my 
particular case, is that my artistic 
work is characterised by ambivalence. 
It’s certain, in any event, that the one 
can be the other, and vice versa— 
and this ambivalence gets pushed  
to extremes when, for example,  
Marcel Duchamp exhibits a snow 
shovel as a piece of art, or hits upon 
the idea of using a painting by 
 Rembrandt as an ironing board.5  
I think that pop music is especially 
exciting because it appears to me 
to be capable of operating on both 
planes at once: as both art object  
and consumer object. 

The multimedia artist Takashi  
Murakami is renowned for his  
place in popular culture, and I think 
he’s a fine example of an artist who 
has won a wide audience through 
working with the ambivalence that  
I am also trying to address. His  
body of work, to be blunt, may not  
be particularly hard-hitting in its  
criticality. Murakami, in many  
ways, has been following in Andy 
Warhol’s pop art footsteps. But while 
Warhol might have, to state it explic-
itly, taken from consumer culture  
in order to give to the art world,  
Murakami has, in some respects,  
taken from consumer culture and 
given directly back to consumer  
culture. In 1993, Murakami created 
and copyrighted the character  
Mr. Dob (1993–), with an eye   
towards examining the conditions  
of well-known cartoon characters  
like  Mickey Mouse and Hello Kitty,  
as well as in reaction to a wave  
of American art that was gaining 
 popularity in his native Japan at the 
time. Mr. Dob was initially introduced 
as a sweet and smiling character,  
but under Murakami’s hand, the 
 character grew more and more 
deformed and aggressive in its ex-
pression. So what at the outset was 
Murakami’s diminutive and gentle 
invention grew into something large, 
evil, and monstrous. Nevertheless, the 
character gained a foothold, became 
popular, and has by now garnered  
cult status. From my point of view,  
it seems that what Murakami has 
done is take an easy-to-understand 

symbol and rethink its content, in 
order to make it—if nothing else— 
a little bit harder to chew on.6

If we care to follow the critical theo-
rists Theodor W. Adorno and Max 
Horkheimer, the advent of modernity 
was tantamount to a de- enchantment 
of the world, that is to say, a  phasing 
out of an animation of things in 
the world.7 We can speak about an 
exchange of intrinsic value for extrin-
sic value. Adorno and Horkheimer’s 
thought was that a reification of 
“nature” led us to a reification of the 
human being—a reification that they 
believe explains, for example, fascism’s 
advance in Europe, when taken to  
its logical conclusion. Because, as  
a consumer, one is undeniably entan-
gled in a system that is founded on  
an unfair distribution of resources 
and the exploitation of labour and 
people. The whole system is depend-
ent on a re-enchantment of the thing. 
To put this in wholly banal terms,  
it may very well be that the value of  
a pair of sneakers, as an article of cloth-
ing, possesses the ability to enhance 
one’s life. And this re-enchantment  
is undeniably also an important part 
of popular culture. I am interested  
in working right here, where con-
sumer objects and art objects have, 
to put it precisely, enchantment as their 
common denominator. This is where  
I see comedy as a possible strategy  
to uncover and create anew. 
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Amin Zouiten, Norra Grängesbergsgatan, 2021. 4K-video, 12:58 min. Installation view, BFA exhibition, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2021 , and video still
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Le Monde ou Rien1

A – Ahmed Bouanani directed  
only one feature film. Al-Sarab (The 
Mirage),2 from 1979, is a fable-like story 
of a farmer who finds treasures in a 
flour bag—a discovery that takes him 
deep into his subconsciousness and 
far beyond his farm.

Bouanani was one of three founders 
of the collective Sigma 3, a group 
of Moroccan filmmakers trained 
abroad at film academies in France 
and Poland between 1960 and 1970. 
Together, the group tried to lay the 
foundations for a Third Cinema  
in the wake of decolonisation of  
the French empire during the 1960s. 
Bouanani studied in Paris at the 
renowned film academy La Fémis, 
and the collective directed a variety 
of films together, alternating between 
the roles of director, cinematographer, 
and producer.

During the “years of led” under 
King Hassan II,3 Bouanani and his 
colleagues experienced difficulties 
producing and screening their films, 
which eventually made Bouanani  
give up filmmaking altogether.  
The later part of his life he dedicated 
to writing; until his death in 2011, 
Bouanani was largely occupied with 
trying to finish La Septième Porte  
(The seventh gate), a three-hundred-
page history of Moroccan cinema. 
The project bears traits of the often 
contradictory nature of Bouanani’s 
character and life: struggling with 
the retaliations of the Moroccan 
monarchy while insisting on the 
historisation of a national cinema, 
which was entirely formulated in the 
language of the coloniser, the French. 

La Septième Porte is divided into seven 
chapters and covers Moroccan film 
from the early days of cinema until  

the late twentieth century. In it, 
Bouanani proposes that what could  
be characterised as a Moroccan 
cinema is one of constant threading 
between the different modes  
of oral storytelling, autofiction,  
and the fantastical.4

B – Borrow 
The structure of this text is based 
on an idea of active borrowing: 
a lexical writing that draws its 
formal limitations from my initials, 
encapsulated by the Latin alphabet.5 
At the same time, I’m writing from 
a position that borrows manifold 
geographical locations as its material 
basis, in an attempt to outline artistic 
references, sometimes disparate  
ones, in relation to my way of working 
within the cross-section between  
the histories of the moving images, 
artists’ films, and industrial 
filmmaking.
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C – Chantal Akerman: Cartographer
Filmmaker Chantal Akerman was  
in many ways a master cartographer 
—a chronicler of places filtered 
through deeply personal memories 
and experiences. From obsessive 
and claustrophobic routines in an 
apartment in Brussels, to a temporary 
home in New York; told through  
a hotel and its street life, and later,  
in her films-cum-installations, 
through depictions of the Eastern 
bloc in the dawn of a crumbling 
Berlin Wall and of Shanghai on the 
cusp of the new millennium.6 For me, 
it’s hard to understate the influence 
of Akerman’s way of mediating 
encounters and spaces by thinking 
through a site’s texture and many 
levels of narrative strata. 

D – Drottninggatan
The street in Stockholm where the 
clothing store my father and late uncle 
ran together was located. Following 
their migration in the mid-1980s from 
Morocco to Sweden, the two opened 
the store, which carried exclusive 
leather jackets and goods, founded 
on the crafts and material knowledge 
they had obtained while growing  
up in their hometown of Fez. 

E – Enrichment
In her seminal writings on early 
cinema and the twentieth-century 
entertainment complex, Anne 
Friedberg connects this moment  
in time with the rise of cinema and  
the activity of window shopping. 
Where shopping centres and cinemas 
became part of the same type of 
public sphere, and where watching 
and buying became synonymous;  
she named this notion “the  
mobilised gaze.”

The early memories of the physically 
tangible, almost bazaar-like trade  
at Drottninggatan, are now eerie 
with a prolonged distance. Now, the 
activity of window shopping seems 
to have been replaced by performing; 
scrolling and clicking, culminating  

in thousands of filled yet never 
realised shopping carts. 

Sociologists Luc Boltanski and 
Arnaud Esquerre, through their 
writings on “enrichment,” address 
how lives are now lived through 
the circulation of the myths and 
narratives surrounding the goods  
that accompany us. They argue  
that the products that inhabit  
the world are not only produced 
as physical goods but also through 
myths told using the unique selling 
point of origin stories. Within the 
construction of these narratives, 
products are often composed by 
inventing a touch of the “authentic, 
for example held up by the specific 
histories of craftsmanship traditions.”7 
From any product, a selection of 
myths and stories can be constructed. 
A piece of dyed leather is not just 
an object but also represents its 
thousand-year-old histories. For me, 
these narratives can be parasited, 
tapped into, and undermined; where 
objects are charged using these 
constructed myths as a form of 
storytelling strategy. 

F – Fez
I was supposed to follow the loose 
ends of a fantastical family history 
that had taken place in the 1980s.  
On one of the many streets of  
the Medina of Fez, a gang of robbers 
had begun an operation within the 
Mellah, the Jewish quarter, stealing 
gold from the jewellery stores of  
the district. The robberies continued 
for about a year, until the thieves were 
caught by the police. This happened 
under dramatic circumstances, 
 with the robbers allegedly fleeing 
with the gold up to the nearby valley, 
resulting in a car chase. 

G – Gold
The current king of Morocco, 
Mohammed VI, recently had thirty-
six luxury watches stolen from  
him. The ringleader of the group,  
a cleaning lady working at the royal 

palace, was prosecuted together  
with fourteen others for having 
melted down the gold into nuggets. 
The total haul was worth several 
million dollars.8

H – Hotel California / Halaqa
“On a dark desert highway,  
cool wind in my hair
Warm smell of colitas,  
rising up through the air
Up ahead in the distance,  
I saw a shimmering light
My head grew heavy and my  
sight grew dim
I had to stop for the night”
—The Eagles, “Hotel California”

The gold stolen from the Mellah  
was not found with the robbers,  
and the rumour went that it  
had been hidden or discarded in 
 the Fez valley. Supposedly, friends  
of my father found several fabric  
bags scattered around the valley 
containing melted-down golden 
nuggets. After lengthy discussion,  
the gold was traded or sold off  
to buy a complete set of equipment 
for a band. With no previous musical 
experience, the friends formed  
a rock band, booked an open stage, 
and performed “Hotel California”  
by the Eagles.

The story has been told to me on 
multiple occasions, by different family 
members and in different languages.  
It seems like every narrator has  
their own inflections and twists  
in their retelling. For me, this echoes 
al-halqa, the centuries-old oral 
storytelling tradition in Morocco, 
which takes place mainly in public 
squares in the form of a halqa‚ a circle.  
In it, the halaqi, the storyteller, 
entertains and orates the fantastical 
and the supernatural, while using  
the spotlight to communicate 
information and social mores  
in narrative form. This tradition, 
serving as both entertainment and 
communication device, is rapidly 
becoming extinct in the face of 
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modern technologies.9 It’s a situation 
hauntingly close to the description  
of the gestalt sketched by philosopher 
Walter Benjamin a century ago in  
the essay “The Storyteller”:

More and more often there  
is embarrassment all around  
when the wish to hear a story  
is expressed. It is as if something 
that seemed inalienable to  
us, the securest among our 
possessions, were taken from 
us: the ability to exchange 
experiences.10 

I – Idrisi
Abu Abd Allah Muhammad al-Idrisi 
was an eleventh-century cartographer 
who constructed the Tabula Rogeriana, 
an early proposal for a world map. 
Born in present-day Morocco, the 
figure of Idrisi coincided in tandem 
with my interest of the al-halqa. Idrisi’s 
map design literally turns the world 
upside down: the south points up 
and the north down. This simple but 
radical gesture of reading the world 
upside down, for me, proposes that 
map-making is always based on the 
subjective relationship between who 
is doing the mapping, the geography 
that is being created, and in turn how 
the world is being read. Additionally, 
in this cartographic thinking, there 
is a pointing towards my interest  
in how different types of knowledge 
are often appropriated when the map 
switches hands—as in how Idrisi 
outlined a pre-Columbus America, 
which in turn Christopher Columbus 
used in his travels and then laid  
the foundation for a completely  
new world view.11 

J – Jemaa el-Fna
Meaning “the rendezvous of the 
dead,” Jemaa el-Fna has remained  
a spectacular social meeting  
place, during the day as well as 
the night. The central square and 
marketplace of Marrakech serves 
as an endless kaleidoscopic display 
of spectacle and entertainment 

through its resident entertainers 
of storytellers, medicants, and 
merchants.  

K – Kïf kïf
A Maghrebi Arabic expression,  
kïf kïf has become a French slang  
word by way of soldiers from  
the Armée d’Afrique, which can 
equally connotate “it’s the same”  
and “who cares?” 

L – Les mains négatives 
In an uninterrupted travel  
sequence, shot from a moving car,  
we transition from the end of  
night to dawn, filtered through  
the flickering light of window 
displays and fellow vehicles.  
From the Bastille to the Avenue  
des Champs-Élysées.

At first, the images of Les mains  
négatives (The negative hands, 1979) 
pass by in silence, then director 
Marguerite Duras’s cigarette- 
fumed voice appears: “We call 
‘negative hands,’ the hands found  
on the walls of the Magdalenian  
caves of sub-Atlantic Europe.  
These hands were just pressed upon 
the rock after having been covered  
with colour. Usually, they were  
black or blue. No explanation has 
been found for this practice.”12 

M – Malmö
Seven o’clock in the morning:  
an apartment tour. Small talk  
on the balcony. Cranes, containers,  
and finally the sea. Afterwards,  
I take the stairs down from the 
tenth floor and read the names  
of the letterboxes in passing: 
Alkhatib, Escobarson, Sarkar.

N – Norra Grängesbergsgatan
On the straight, approximately 
kilometre-long street Norra 
Grängesbergsgatan in Malmö 
intermingle car washes, furniture 
stores, ground-floor mosques, a  
bread factory, a church, and a cinema. 
The street was established in the 

1930s with a number of small- 
scale industries. One of Sweden’s 
largest bakeries, Pågen, has annexed 
most of the neighbourhood as 
a reminder of the old industrial 
roots of Malmö, in the midst of a 
transformation process to make the 
area into a shopping district.13

Not long after I moved to Malmö,  
this street came to cement an early 
reading of the city that came to last:  
a representation and condensation  
of a cityscape where travelling  
only small distances results in 
significant changes in demographics, 
welfare, and atmosphere. Materially 
negotiated and nestled between 
Malmö’s industrial history while 
also being the new home for many 
migrants. 

The street has figured in two closely 
related works of mine. The first, Norra 
Grängesbergsgatan – One Take (2020), 
takes the form of an uninterrupted 
shot from a car, going up and through 
the street as a site-sensitive gesture 
towards cars’ dominance and 
presence on the street. 

The second and later work, Norra 
Grängesbergsgatan (2021), within  
the confines of the street, draws  
a cartographic line, mapping the  
road in a way akin to a micro city 
symphony. A series of mostly tracking 
shots documents the street’s activity 
and life, drifting through stores  
and landscapes, like an ever moving 
car. A portrait of the street as a 
scenographic backdrop, pointing 
to different geographic and 
cultural styles, juxtaposing the 
neighbourhood’s industrial roots  
and its largely Arabic diasporic 
workers.

O – Ouarzazate 
Via Marrakech and the Atlas 
Mountains, I came to Ouarzazate  
in the closing days of the year.  
Since 1962, when parts of Lawrence  
of Arabia were shot in Ouarzazate,  
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the location has become established 
as the “Hollywood of Morocco.”  
In the 1980s, Atlas Film Studios 
opened, complete with soundstages 
and scenographies representing 
ancient Egypt, Jerusalem, and East 
Asia. I came to Ouarzazate with  
the intent to examine the ruins and 
debris left after the film shoots are 
over. In the wide landscape around 
the city, sets left from previous shoots 
become part of its actual landscape: 
an abandoned castle used in the  
film Kingdom of Heaven (2005) has  
been left on the plains outside  
the city, and along the main road 
resides a full-scale Nevada-style gas 
station. Similar to how Hollywood 
was established in California  
instead of New York because of  
the inexhaustible hours of sunlight, 
Ouarzazate’s topography enables 
it to act as several different places 
at once, reducing production costs 
through cheap local labour. While 
the film industry remains, over 
the last twenty years, the sun has 
become the protagonist for another 
gold rush, that of the solar power 
plant Noor. Not unlike the economic 
opportunism of the film industry, 
this transcontinental investment 
project established on the outskirts 
of Ouarzazate stands as one of the 
most elaborate of its kind, generating 
electricity that is partly exported 
abroad. 

Driving around and outside the  
movie studios, piles of debris begin  
to reoccur: broken mirrors possibly 
from Noor and props left from 
film shoots, of which some depict 
fragments, replicas, and imitations  
of Moroccan ornaments. 

P – Paccard
The French writer André Paccard 
undertook a great deal of research 
into Moroccan architecture  
and its ornamentation through  
his extensive two-volume tome 
Traditional Islamic Craft in Moroccan 
Architecture.14 The book explains  

how different ornaments are  
chiselled meticulously by hand 
and how the zellige—the central 
ornament and geometrical pattern 
that permeates much of Moroccan 
architecture—is constructed  
through mathematical formulas.

Q – Qarawiyyan 
A family riad in Fez had been lying 
dormant for the last several years 
and was finished after years of 
renovations—just in time for not 
being able to visit. On an earlier visit: 
standing on one of the three terraces, 
first I could see the Medina and  
then the vistas of the enclosing valley. 
The floor of the terrace: shards of 
zellige that had been carefully put 
together by hand and attached to  
one another through hours of work. 
And below, one could peek into  
the courtyards of the Qarrawiyin;  
a mosque, library, and one of the 
oldest universities in the world,  
where the same pattern made itself 
present in the ornamentation.15

R – Recast
One of the props from Ouarzazate 
became the foundation for my video 
installation Recast (2019): a stucco 
fragment imitates the classical 
Moroccan pattern, the zellige.  
The fragment is shot on a spinning 
platform in a sequence of macro-
shots, resulting in something akin  
to both a desert landscape and a 
partly comprehensible archaeological 
find. A gesture interested in the 
recasting of the fragment, from 
background prop, through the  
history of the zellige, to its casting  
as cultural cliché: repurposed  
in Western hardware stores  
as decorative screenprinted tiles 
named “Moroccan tile.” 

S – Shards 
As proposed by artist and cultural 
theorist Evan Calder Williams, 
what constitutes contemporary 
blockbuster cinema could be seen 
as one of particles and shards. 

By contrast, an older mode of 
filmmaking, in the now already  
“old” twentieth-century Hollywood, 
was one with a certain derivative  
of the real world, using scale models, 
practical effects, and occasional 
on-location shooting—which 
left physical traces, like the ruins 
in Ouarzazate. This new modus 
operandi of shards within the 
cultural production of cinema is 
more akin to a blending of the earlier 
pre- and post-production processes 
into a composite, whereby the two 
happen simultaneously: editing and 
special effects are done as the film 
is shot, closer to a frame-by-frame 
animation.16

T – Trinh T. Minh-ha
Central parts of the writer and 
filmmaker Trinh T. Minh-Ha’s 
strategies of “speaking nearby” are  
set in relation to the representation  
of the other. She accomplishes  
this through various formal methods, 
the ethical implications of which  
she described in an interview with 
film studies scholar Erika Balsom: 

In homage to Frantz Fanon,  
one can say there are three phases 
marking the struggle of the 
colonized and the marginalized. 
The first is that of assimilation 
—to survive, the dominated  
has to assimilate. The second  
is that of rejection—the younger 
generation often rejects with 
anger whatever their parents have 
assimilated, for example. The 
third phase, the most challenging 
one, is that of speaking “nearby,” 
with, across and in between: it 
is the phase of struggle. You can 
borrow the master’s tools, as long 
as you know that you are merely 
borrowing for strategic purposes.17

U – Under the Gaze of Theory18

A text of art critic Boris Groys,  
which for me cross-sections through 
the thinking of Ahmed Bouanani’s  
Le Septième Porte. Groys’s proposition 
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for the reading and writing  
of theory for artists is to serve  
the purpose of better understanding 
the activities that they undertake, 
in contrast to theory serving as a 
“bad advertisement” for art making, 
where the artworks become 
instrumentalised for specific  
political purposes. Bouanani was  
a practitioner and theoretician, 
whereas I understand his position 
forming from the shards scattered  
and left by the recent decolonisation 
of Morocco, which speak nearby  
the established histories of cinema, 
to a large extent inscribed by and 
through the French. 

V – Voyage
Mohamed Abderrahman Tazi, another 
member of Sigma 3, worked alongside 
Bouanani on the Hamid Bénani film 
Wechma (Traces) from 1970, which is 
largely seen as the first experimental 
Moroccan film.19 After the film was 
completed, the three had a falling  
out, which brought Sigma 3 to an  
end; according to Tazi, Bénani “took 
his film and disappeared.”20

Unlike Bouanani, Tazi got to direct  
a second feature film: Le Grand Voyage/
Ibn al-Sabil from 1981,21 which in 
an almost al-halqa-esque tradition 
follows a young naive truck driver 

who goes on a great journey from  
the south to the north of Morocco, 
which emblematically ends with  
the main protagonist forced to leave 
the country clandestinely, leaving  
by boat from Tangier to Europe.

W – W123
In 1976, the Mercedes W123  
was introduced, which under the 
vernacular of the “white shark”  
in Morocco still constitutes 45,000 
of all operating taxis. With its seven 
seats and grand size, it’s used both  
for short distances and trips of 
hundreds of kilometres, where the 
driver picks up other passengers  
along the way. Since its introduction 
to a Moroccan context, the car has 
shaped its own economy of survival 
through repairs and self-fabricated 
spare parts, while the accounts of  
its still high affection value remain  
of speculation and myth. One rumour, 
told to me by a taxi driver, is that  
the cars remain active because they 
can be replaced with parts from 
stolen ones that are shipped over  
from Europe. Another account is  
that the shipped cars are in fact not 
stolen, but rather defective models 
that can be refurbished through  
the knowledge of Moroccan 
mechanics. 

X – X-Ullared
“First, I was a painter at the academy  
in Baghdad, then I went on to become an 
actor, then I became a businessman and  
the paint dried.” 22

K became a businessman by opening 
the store X-Ullared in Rosengård, 
Malmö. The concept was to resell 
discounted products from the already 
low-cost department store Ullared. 
The sign was blue, with “Ullared” 
written in yellow, led by a red “X.”  
A legal dispute arose in which  
the Ullared corporation sued the  
store owner for one million kronor.  
In court, K proved his rights to  
the name, and Ullared tried to make  
a deal out of court, offering a 
thousand kronor for him to stop  
using the name. K declined, but the 
corporation kept renewing its offer  
by an additional thousand kronor  
for each following year. K’s response 
was firm: “Give me a million kronor 
and the name is yours.” 23

Y – YSL
Part luxury resort and part exotic 
zoological garden, Jardin Majorelle  
in Marrakech was the lifelong project 
and home of fashion designer  
Yves Saint Laurent, and its buildings 
are clad in the specific blue hue  
of another Frenchman—Yves Klein. 
At the same time as Bouanani and  
his colleagues were trying to form  
a structure to think and work within, 
Groupe Zanzibar, formed in Paris  
in the debris of May 68, constituted 
from a loose affiliation of artists, 
hippies, and models, went to 
Morocco to shoot some of the films 
the collective produced. Now, Jardin 
Majorelle stands as a museum, 
highlighting the often complicated 
and long-standing north-south 
relation between France and 
Morocco. Ahmed Bouanani could be 
found film in the cine-clubs of the 
French protectorate; inside the newly 
renovated luxury cinema of the Jardin 
Majorelle, one of the few screenings  
of his Al-Sarab in Morocco took  
place, during the last days of 2019.24

Amin Zouiten

Amin Zouiten, A Star Is Born, 2020. Inkjet-print, 29,7 x 42 cm
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Z –  Zwoboda
Shot on location in Fez, French 
director André Zwoboda made the 
film Le Septième Porte (Al Bab Assaba, 
1947) in two versions with different 
actors, one in French and the other  
in Darija, the Moroccan Arabic 
dialect. Its title inspired Bouanani’s 
book of the same name: an in-between 
cinematic language that did not have 
to be one or the other.25

Amin Zouiten, Recast, 2019. 4K-video, 02:50 min, looped. Installation view, Annual Exhibition, Malmö Art Academy, 2021
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1 Translated from French, the title means “The world or nothing.” This was a slogan used in demonstrations in Paris following social unrest 
in 2015, stemming from the French Algerian rap group PNL who have song with the same name. Jean-Marie Durand, “Le philosophe 
 Ruwen Ogien défend une éthique minimale pour repenser le monde” [Philosopher Ruwen Ogien defends minimal ethics to rethink  
the world], Les Inrockuptibles, 1 May 2016,

2 Al-Sarab is available to view on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0yqqg6D0ykE.
3 The “years of led” describes a period under King Hassan II of Morocco, roughly from the 1960s through the 1980s, marked by state 

 violence and the repression of political dissidents and democracy activists.
4 The manuscripts for Al Bab Assaba were thought to have been destroyed in 2006, when Bouanani’s apartment in Rabat was destroyed by 

suspected arson. The story of the fire is told to artist and filmmaker Ali Essafi in the documentary Obour al bab assabea (Crossing the Seventh 
Gate) from 2017. Bouanani’s book was finally published in 2020, edited by the curator Omar Berrada and Bouanani’s daughter Touda 
 Bouanani under the title La Septième Porte – Une histoire du cinéma au Maroc de 1907 à 1986 [The seventh door – A history of cinema in Morocco 
from 1907 to 1986].

5 As in the writings of Anne Carson and Georges Perec.
6 Brussels: Jeanne Dielman, 23, quai du Commerce, 1080 Bruxelles, feature film (Belgium, France: Paradise Films, Unité Trois, 1975). New York: 

Hôtel Monterey, documentary (Belgium, US: Chant, 1973) and News from Home, documentary (France, Belgium, West Germany: Institut 
National de l’Audiovisuel, Paradise Films, Unité Trois ZDF, 1977). Installation work: D’est, documentary (Belgium, France, Portugal: 
Lieurac Productions, Paradise Films, Radiotelevisão Portuguesa, 1993) and Tombée de nuit sur Shanghai, short (2009).

7 Luc Boltanski and Arnaud Esquerre, Enrichment: A Critique of Commodities (London: Polity, 2020).
8 AFP, “Fifteen on Trial for Stealing Moroccan King’s Watches, Jewellery,” Al Jazeera, 24 January 2020, https://www.aljazeera.com/

news/2020/1/24/fifteen-on-trial-for-stealing-moroccan-kings-watches-jewellery.
9 Abdelilah Salim Sehlaoui, “Moroccan Professional Public Storytellers: An Endangered Species,” Storytelling, Self, Society 5, no. 3 (2009): 

193–217, http://www.jstor.org/stable/41949031.
10 Walter Benjamin, The Storyteller: Tales out of Loneliness (New York: Verso, 2016).
11 “The Book of Roger,” A History of the World, BBC, 2014, http://www.bbc.co.uk/ahistoryoftheworld/objects/-es5mO0-QDKczuQypeWReg.
12 My translation.
13 Felicia Wilén, “Röster från Norra Grängesbergsgatan – En studie om narrativets roll i stadsutveckling” [Voices from Norra Grängesbergs-

gatan – A study of the narrative’s role in urban development], Epsilon Archive for Student Projects, 2019, https://stud.epsilon.slu.se/14378/.
14 André Paccard, Traditional Islamic Craft in Moroccan Architecture (Saint-Jorioz, France: Éditions Atelier 74, 1980).
15 For more information on the Medina, see Medina of Fez,” UNESCO World Heritage Centre, n.d., https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/170/.
16 Evan Calder Williams, Shard Cinema (London: Repeater Books, 2017).
17 Trinh T. Minh-ha, “There Is No Such Thing as Documentary,” interview by Erika Balsom, Frieze, 1 November 2018, https://www.frieze.com/

article/there-no-such-thing-documentary-interview-trinh-t-minh-ha.
18 Boris Groys, “Under the Gaze of Theory,” e-flux journal, no. 35 (May 2012): https://www.e-flux.com/journal/35/68389/under-the-gaze- 

of-theory/.
19 As described by Tazi in an interview by Kevin Dwyer, in Mohamed Abderrahman Tazi, Beyond Casablanca: M. A. Tazi and the Adventure  

of Moroccan Cinema (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2004).
20 As told to Ali Essafi in the documentary Obour al bab assabea.
21 Le Grand Voyage is available to view on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oD6beovMOFc
22 Told to me by a storeowner during the shoot of Norra Grängesbergsgatan.
23 A story told to me by the owner of a store on Norra Grängesbergsgatan.
24 Musée Yves Saint Laurent Marrakech, “Mirage—Directed by Ahmed Bouanani (1980) with Fatima Regragui and Mohamed Saï Afifi  

Moroccan Arabic with English subtitles—1947,” Facebook, 24 December 2019, https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=579114615997456.
25 Ahmed Bouanani, Touda Bouanani, and Omar Berrada, La Septième Porte. Une histoire du cinéma au Maroc de 1907 à 1986 [The seventh door –  

A history of cinema in Morocco from 1907 to 1986] (Rabat: Kulte Editions, 2020).

Amin Zouiten
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Bachelor of Fine Arts
Year 2

Carin Alegre Castegren
Alexander Davidsson
Karolina Bergman Engman    exchange student

Anton Kai
Irene Kaltenborn 
Arsenij Kotlarius
Amanda Moberg
Kristyan Patrick Nicholson
Astta Nielsen 
Karl Pettersson
Jens Alfred Raahauge
Alice Ryne
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Carin Alegre Castegren, Of strange lands in familiar places (I) and (III), 2021. Oil on canvas, 29 x 38 cm each
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Carin Alegre Castegren, Of strange lands in familiar places (II), 2021. Carved concrete, 46 x 12 cm 
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Alexander Davidsson, Performer I, 2021. Stainless steel, neodymium magnets, necklace chain, 30 x 41 cm
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Alexander Davidsson, Performer II, 2021. Stainless steel, neodymium magnets, necklace chain, 30 x 41 cm
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279BFA2 Karolina Bergman Engman    exchange student

Karolina Bergman Engman, Rootless, 2021. Video stills. Video, 05:32 min
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281BFA2 Anton Kai

– Do you lose yourself or find yourself when you do it?
– I don’t really know… I mean… what does it mean to lose yourself?
– If you can’t see yourself in what you are doing, maybe.
– I don’t believe in that. Everything is unknown in the beginning.  

Then it’s just a matter of waiting until you get to know yourself again.

Anton Kai, work in progress, 2021. Photographs and text, dimensions variable 
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283BFA2 Irene Kaltenborn 

Irene Kaltenborn, Transcendence into cosmos, 2021. B&W Super-8 film transferred to video, 5 min looped, textile printed photograph, 65 x 90 cm, 
white bird feathers, burning candles
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Arsenij Kotlarius, Arrivances, 2021. Silver gelatin print, 20 x 20 cm 
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Arsenij Kotlarius, Flash, 2021. Silver gelatin print, 17 x 24 cm
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287BFA2 Amanda Moberg

Amanda Moberg, W, 2021. Hand-woven copper wire, 335 x 150 cm
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Kristyan Patrick Nicholson, Untitled (trauma bonding), 2021. Bone, paper straw, 40 cm
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291BFA2 Astta Nielsen 

Astta Nielsen, Untitled, 2021. Ceramic, 37 x 50 cm each
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Left: Karl Pettersson, An occasion, 2020–. B&W Rolleiflex photography, dimensions variable

Right: Karl Pettersson, Portrait/self-portrait, 2020–. B&W Rolleiflex photography, dimensions variable

Left: Karl Pettersson, Surrounding 1, 2020–. B&W Rolleiflex photography, dimensions variable

Right: Karl Pettersson, Anniversary, 2020–. B&W Rolleiflex photography, dimensions variable
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AIR THE DARK CHAMBER
I have never met my grandparents since they passed away before I was born. To me, they often only appear as characters sprung from  
the stories I have heard from my father and his brothers. Despite this, I understand that my grandparents still affect me and my life today,  
I just do not know in what way.

In an attempt to step into this uncertainty, I have used a Rolleiflex camera, which was once my grandfather’s. The camera can be seen as  
a kind of nexus through which the family’s memories have passed over the years. The part of the work presented here consists of negatives  
that are projected through the camera's viewfinder and photographed with the lower lens. 
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Jens Alfred Raahauge, Cemetery 1, 2021. Oil on canvas, 200 x 178 cm

Jens Alfred Raahauge, Cemetery 2, 2020. Oil on canvas, 150 x 150 cm



295BFA2 Jens Alfred Raahauge

Jens Alfred Raahauge, Cemetery 3, 2021. Oil on canvas, 150 x 150 cm
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Alice Ryne, Sheer, 2021. Oil on canvas, 140 x 140 cm 



297BFA2 Alice Ryne
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Bachelor of Fine Arts
Year 1

Felix Oscar Christiansson 
Cecilie Hansen 
Martin Hornshøj
Pernille Emilia Kjær Jørgensen 
Fredrika Lindeberg
Billie Cecilie Meiniche 
Maria Nadia Nielsen
Jonathan Bue Plauborg Rasmussen 
Sigrid Soomus 
Marcus Wallström
Vigga Heisselberg Wæhrens 
Hannes Östlund 
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 Felix Oscar Christiansson, Porträtt av en mask på en balk under regning himmel ovanpå ett porträtt av ett träd, 2021. Oil and acrylic on wooden board

 Felix Oscar Christiansson, En innegård med glasbad och tistel, 2021. Graphite and acrylic on wooden board
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Left: Felix Oscar Christiansson, Mask, hand, tistel, träkloss med spikar och valnöt med tistel i, 2021. Graphite and acrylic on wooden panel

Right: Felix Oscar Christiansson, Mask, hand, kastanj, trana och en skulptur föreställande vad som lämnas kvar efter ett par händer har klämt, 2020. Graphite,  
charcoal, ink and oil pastel on wooden panel Felix Oscar Christiansson, Porträtt av en mask på en balk under regning himmel ovanpå ett porträtt av ett träd, 2021. Oil and acrylic on wooden board

 Felix Oscar Christiansson, En innegård med glasbad och tistel, 2021. Graphite and acrylic on wooden board
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Cecilie Hansen, Untitled, 2021. Braided net, slime, coloured isomalt, silicone, approx. 100 cm / width. Installation view, Solbjergpark Kirkegaard,  
Copenhagen, 2021 
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303BFA1 Cecilie Hansen 

Cecilie Hansen, Untitled, 2021. Braided net, slime, coloured isomalt, silicone, approx. 100 cm / width. Installation view, Solbjergpark Kirkegaard,  
Copenhagen, 2021 

in the earliest times of existence

it prevailed as what it were

belonging to the depths of an archaic ocean

floating through different colours, heart rhythms

miming its surrounding’s

expressing the properties of its core

now, locked in an alien time

reduced by its boundaries 

it awaits the end of difference

the time, when the final realization will occur
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305BFA1 Martin Hornshøj

Martin Hornshøj, Motion Proposition, 2021. Photographic scan, 21,59 x 29,67 cm
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307BFA1 Pernille Emilia Kjær Jørgensen 

Pernille Emilia Kjær Jørgensen, Hibernator, 2021. Latex and plaster, 81 x 34 x 38 cm 
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309BFA1 Fredrika Lindeberg 

Fredrika Lindeberg, Space I & II, 2021. Acrylic and oil on canvas, 235 x 162 cm each
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311BFA1 Billie Cecilie Meiniche 

Billie Cecilie Meiniche, Fraktion uden navn (Faction of no name), 2021. Plaster, oil, wood, metal, cotton, 180 x 40 x 40 cm, 140 x 39 x 39 cm, and 110 x 37 x 37 cm 
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Maria Nadia Nielsen, Parasites 1 and 2, 2020. Plaster, silicone, acrylic, approx. 60 x 30 cm each 
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315BFA1 Jonathan Bue Plauborg Rasmussen 

Jonathan Bue Plauborg Rasmussen, Untitled, 2021. Collage, 70 x 50 cm each
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Sigrid Soomus, EASY, 2021. EPS concrete, 92 x 65 x 57 cm and 63 x 15 x 13 cm                        
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317BFA1 Sigrid Soomus 
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Marcus Wallström, Exposing, thinking and reshaping, 2021. Charcoal and graphite on paper, diptych, 76 x 56 cm each



319BFA1 Marcus Wallström
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“2500 years ago, my ancestors arose from the dust of history. The seed to my existence:  
A soapstone dick …”

— Excerpt from speak

WORK IN PROGRESS 
A video installation about artificial intelligent sex dolls, sold by companies like RealDoll X. 
The project is going to focus on the way the dolls are branded as the perfect romantic companion,  
but also the “the cyborg”, “the doll” and “sex toy” as a notion in fiction, history and myths and  
where it is present in our everyday lives — and in ourselves.



321BFA1 Vigga Heisselberg Wæhrens 

Vigga Heisselberg Wæhrens, HARMONY (work in progess), 2021. Video stills. Video and audio installation, 7 min, looped
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323BFA1 Hannes Östlund 

Hannes Östlund, Jan, 2021. Silver gelatin print, paper, 13 x 11,5 cm 
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326 Yael Bartana

The Institute of Pre-enactments

 My approach to making art is often  
based in an urgency for change, for undermining 
the illusive inevitability of historical narratives 
grounded in the politics of memory, and for 
reflecting on the political, religious, and gendered 
power structures that are at the basis of interna-
tional relations.
  Through the years, I’ve developed an  artistic 
method of political imagination, which I call 

“pre-enactment.” A pre-enactment is an artistic  
endeavour that has the potential to reimagine 
reality through a critical approach, which is  
also optimistic.
  My projects stem from personal observations 
of sociopolitical events. I work with long research 
processes—collecting materials and relevant 
references—to construct what later will become 
interventions in the public sphere, experimental 
theatre performances, short films, objects,  
and so on. To realise these large-scale projects,  
I invite scholars, activists, writers, and institutions 
to participate in a form of a think tank, which 
examines new ideas and questions specific  
to the project at hand.
 My research question focuses on pre- 
enactment as a method of political imagination 
and as a trove of possibilities common to the 
realm of the imaginary and the real. I want  
to show that political imagination and  artistic 
 imagination are quite close. My working 
 hypo thesis is that in the world we are living  
in, most  politicians have lost their imagination, 
and therefore art should be considered as an 
 alternate way to change and impact our lives. 
 Pre-enactment can make a sociopolitical 
change by creating alternative realities that can 
trigger our emotions and collective consciousness. 
To tackle my research question, I will conduct 

interdisciplinary research to explore historical 
instances in art, theatre, dance, performance,  
and activism that could today be framed  
as pre-enactments. 
 I have developed an artistic methodology 
that uses an experimental approach of deep 
 engagement with a project site’s specificities.  
I will formalise these methods with my PhD 
research to create the Institute of Pre-enactments. 
The institute will continuously develop the 
 methodologies that both other artists and I can 
use while defining the conditions and criteria  
that make for significant pre-enactments.
 Based on methodological analysis of  
contemporary events and political structures,
I will use the institute’s framework to conjure  
a new set of pre-enactments, or alterna-
tive  realities, while proposing or activating 
an  audience to simultaneously witness and 
 participate in an instance of change. One day,  
I would like the institute to have a physical  
space as well as to establish a network with  
other arts and culture institutions to together 
expand on the ideas.
 I hope that pre-enactment will lead to an  
empowerment of artists and the arts to develop 
their agency through the unique ability to re - 
think society’s building blocks and to  reconfigure 
them according to an unrestrained political 
 imagination. This will hopefully result in  
a  cathartic effect for the project’s participants, 
through sincere conversation about existing 
 techniques of vision as well as the power  
of change that has yet to be fully recognised.  
In other words, the project asks: Can pre- 
enactment break out of the art bubble and  
have real impact on our life?
 

—Yael Bartana on her PhD project
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BIO  Yael Bartana is an observer of the contemporary and a pre-enactor. She employs art as a scalpel inside the 
 mechanisms of power structures and navigates the fine and crackled line between the sociological and the imagination.  
Over the past twenty years, she has dealt with some of the dark dreams of the collective unconscious and reactivated  
the collective imagination, and dissected group identities and (an-)aesthetic means of persuasion. In her films, installations, 
photographs, staged performances, and public monuments Bartana investigates subjects like national identity, trauma,  
and displacement, often through ceremonies, memorials, public rituals, and collective gatherings.
 Her work has been exhibited worldwide and is represented in the collections of many museums, including  
the Museum of Modern Art, New York; Tate Modern, London; and Centre Pompidou, Paris. She currently lives and works  
in Berlin and Amsterdam. 
 Selection of solo exhibitions: Fondazione Modena Arti Visive, Modena, Italy, 2019–20; Philadelphia Museum  
of Art, 2018; Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam, 2015; Secession, Vienna, 2012; Tel Aviv Museum of Art, 2012; Moderna Museet, 
Malmö, 2010; and MoMA PS1, New York, 2008. Selection of group exhibitions: São Paulo Biennial, 2014, 2010, 2006; Berlin 
Biennale for Contemporary Art, 2012; documenta 12, Kassel, Germany, 2007; Istanbul Biennial, 2005; and Manifesta 4, 
 Frankfurt am Main, Germany, 2002. 
 Bartana won the Artes Mundi 4 Prize in 2010, and her trilogy … And Europe Will Be Stunned (2007–11) was  
ranked as the ninth most important artwork of the twenty-first century by the Guardian newspaper in 2019.

Yael Bartana, Malka Germania, 2021. Video stills. Three channel video and sound installation. Courtesy of Capitain Petzel Gallery, Berlin; 
Annet Gelink Gallery, Amsterdam; Sommer Contemporary Art, Tel Aviv; Galleria Rafaella Cortese, Milan and Petzel Gallery, New York
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328 Jürgen Bock

Revisiting through the Lens  
of an Art School 

Parting with the Bonus of Youth – MAUMAUS as Object, eds. Jürgen Bock and Simon Thompson; with essays by Stefanie Baumann, Filip de Boeck,  
Sabeth Buchmann, Avery F. Gordon, Tobi Maier, Manuela Ribeiro Sanches, Gertrud Sandqvist, Alberto Toscano, Giovanbattista Tusa and Emily Wardill. 
Design by Arne Kaiser. Published by Maumaus / Lumiar Cité and Galerias Municipais / EGEAC, Lisbon, 2021
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BIO  Jürgen Bock earned an MFA from the Cologne University of Applied Sciences and works as a curator, writer,  
and producer. Exhibitions he has curated include a series at the CCB Project Room, Centro Cultural de Belém, Lisbon 
(2000–01), comprising projects with artists such as Eleanor Antin, Nathan Coley, Harun Farocki, and Renée Green; Andreas 
Siekmann, Triennale-India, New Delhi, 2005; Ângela Ferreira, Maison Tropicale, Portuguese Pavilion, 52nd Venice Biennale, 
2007; Heimo Zobernig, Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía, Madrid, 2012; Allan Sekula, The Dockers’ Museum,  
La Criée, Rennes, 2012, and Johann Jacobs Museum, Zurich, 2014; Parting with the Bonus of Youth—Maumaus as Object  
(with Simon Thompson), Galeria Avenida da Indía, Lisbon Municipal Galleries, 2019. 
 Over the course of the last three decades, Bock has established and grown the Maumaus School of Visual Arts 
in Lisbon from a local photography school to an internationally recognised independent study programme, where par-
ticipants are encouraged to analyse and develop their art practice in a stimulating and intellectually rigorous, yet informal, 
 environment, in which they encounter a number of international lecturers, among them artists, filmmakers, art historians, 
philosophers, sociologists, anthropologists, and cultural and political scientists. 
 Since 2009, Bock has curated and programmed more than forty solo exhibitions at Lumiar Cité, the exhibition 
space affiliated with Maumaus, including work by artists and filmmakers such as Gabriel Abrantes, Maria Thereza Alves, 
Judith Barry, Gerry Bibby, Tiffany Chung, Manthia Diawara, Loretta Fahrenholz, Harun Farocki, Ângela Ferreira, Peter 
Friedl, Renée Green, David Hammons, Florian Hecker, Judith Hopf, Aglaia Konrad, Lone Haugaard Madsen, Christodoulos 
Panayiotou, Simon Thompson, and Fredrik Værslev. 
 In addition, Bock has written numerous essays, published a range of catalogues, and edited several books, 
 including From Work to Text: Dialogues on Practise and Criticism in Contemporary Art (2002) and Parting with the Bonus of 
Youth—Maumaus as Object (co-edited with Simon Thompson, 2021). He produced Renée Green’s artist’s book Negotiations  
in the Contact Zone (2003) as well as Portuguese versions of Allan Sekula’s books TITANIC’s wake (2003) and Ship of Fools /  
The Dockers’ Museum (2015). Bock has been responsible for the organisation and coordination of numerous international 
conferences and has produced several documentary films, such as Negritude: A Dialogue between Soyinka and Senghor  
(2015) and An Opera of the World (2017), both directed by Manthia Diawara. Since 2019, Bock has been a PhD candidate  
at Malmö Art Academy and Lund University. 

 Through the lens of the history of 
 Maumaus, an art institution in Lisbon dedicated 
to education, curation, and production, my aim  
is to come to a greater understanding of how  
the notion of art and arts education has shifted 
over the last three decades. The research aims  
to assess the extent to which Maumaus has 
been able to counteract the normative modes 
of  operation of an in creasingly entrepreneurial 
art world. A larger, underlying aim is to explore 
to what extent the history of Maumaus can be 
considered to mirror developments in the wider 
art world from the 1990s onwards. The project 
explores whether Maumaus has been able to  
provide an alternative to an increasingly acceler-
ated world of “cultural industries,” or whether  
it might paradoxically be understood as an in-
stitution that has enabled the systems it  opposes. 
The PhD is based on the development of a re-
flexive analytical approach, with the aim to  
come to an in-depth understanding of today’s 
pheno mena within what seems to be an increas-
ingly professionalised art world that functions  
under dictates of performance and productivity,  
based on  instrumentalised modes of enquiry  
and experimentation. 

 In a first attempt to render notions of art and 
pedagogic complexity inherent to the Maumaus 
Independent Study Programme visible in an 
 exhibition, a “solo show by Maumaus” titled 
Parting with the Bonus of Youth—Maumaus as Object 
took place in 2019 at Galeria Avenida da Índia  
of the Lisbon Municipal Galleries. The exhibition 
brought together several works of art alongside 

“objects of interest.” The exhibited artworks— 
as well as the objects of interest presented in the 
context of art—“functioned” on their own, while 
at the same time making a nod and a wink to  
the idea of the documentary through engaging  
in a negotiation around the terms of art,  
education, and the exhibition itself. 
 A follow up on the exhibition in the format  
of a book was produced in 2020. Functioning  
as both a primer and a form of documentation,  
the publication brings together essays by con -
tributors to the Maumaus Independent Study 
Programme alongside visual and textual  mate rials 
from the exhibition. Partly a response to the 
conceptual background of the study programme, 
partly a public examination of the school’s self- 
interpretative gestures, and partly a search for  
a way out of both, the exhibition and publication 
expand each of these walk-on parts into a formal 
intermission: “Maumaus as Object.” A play  
in one act. A meta-theatre of self-legitimacy?

—Jürgen Bock on his PhD project
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Left: Bouchra Khalili, Speeches—Chapter 1: Mother Tongue, 2012, Digital film, 25 min. From The Speeches Series (video trilogy), 2012–13. Installation view,  
La Triennale, Palais de Tokyo, Paris, 2012

Right: Bouchra Khalili, Twenty-Two Hours, 2018. Digital film, 45 min. Installation view, Push the Limits, Fondazione Merz, Turin, 2020

Bouchra Khalili, The Mapping Journey Project, 2008–11. 8-channel video installation. Installation view, The Mapping Journey Project,  
Museum of Modern Art, New York, 2016
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BIO  Bouchra Khalili is Moroccan-born, Berlin-based interdisciplinary artist, educator, and cultural activist working primarily 
with photography, video, film, installation, printmaking, and editorial projects.
 For the last two decades, she has been developing a collaborative practice with undocumented workers, ethnic minorities,  
and communities of immigrant descent on topics related to the imperial and colonial continuum and the politics of memory of anti- colonial 
struggle and international solidarity. Combining documentary and conceptual practices, her work questions issues of self-representa-
tion, public visibility, and strategies of resistance of subjects rendered invisible by the nation state. In her practice, she develops civic 
platforms for first-person accounts at the intersection of microhistory and the collective memory of suppressed histories to challenge 
restrictive conceptions of “citizenry” and to suggest forms of egalitarian communities.
 Khalili’s work has been the subject of numerous solo exhibitions internationally, including recently at the Museum of  
Fine Arts, Boston; Museum Folkwang, Essen, Germany; Jeu de Paume, Paris; MAXXI – National Museum of 21st Century Art , Roma; 
 Vienna Secession, 2018; Centro Andaluz de Arte Contemporáneo, Sevilla, 2017; Museum of Modern Art, New York, 2016; Palais de 
Tokyo, Paris; MACBA – Barcelona Museum of Contemporary Art, 2015; and daadgalerie, Berlin, 2013, among others.
 She has participated to major group shows such as documenta 14, Athens, and Kassel, Germany, 2017; Triennale di Milano; 
Asian Art Biennial, Taipei, 2017; 6th Marrakech Biennial, 2016; 8th Göteborg International Biennial for Contemporary Art, 2015; 55th 
Venice Biennale, 2013; 5th Moscow Biennale of Contemporary Art, 2013; 18th Biennale of Sydney, 2012; and 10th Sharjah Biennial, 
2011.
 A Guggenheim Museums’ Hugo Boss Prize (2018) and Artes Mundi Prize (2018) finalist, Khalili was awarded in 2019  
the Fellowship at the Institute for Ideas and Imagination, Columbia University, and the Arts Exchange Award from the Open Society 
Foundations, New York. She was also the recipient of Harvard University’s Radcliffe Institute Fellowship (2017–18), the Ibsen Award 
(2017), the Abraaj Art Prize, (2014), the DAAD Artists-in-Berlin residency (2012), and the Vera List Center for Art and Politics  
Fellowship (2011–13), among others.
 A long-time educator, Khalili has lectured at many art schools and universities, such as Sorbonne Nouvelle in Paris, the  
New School in New York, the Art Institute of Chicago, Tufts University in Boston, and the Städelschule in Frankfurt. From 2014 to 
2020, she was Professor of Contemporary Art at the Oslo National Art Academy. In 2020, Khalili was appointed Professor of Artistic 
Strategies at University of Applied Arts Vienna. 
 As a cultural activist, Khalili is a co-founder of the Cinémathèque de Tanger, Morocco, the first non-forprofit cultural  
institution devoted to developing and promoting moving-image culture in North Africa.

Bouchra Khalili

The Opposite of Voice-over

 The Opposite of Voice-over interrogates 
methods of public visibility and the production  
of speech acts in film and video in relation  
to the politics of representation of communities  
excluded from citizen membership. Departing 
from my practice on topics related to the  im perial 
and colonial continuum and the politics of 
 memory of anticolonial struggle and internation-
al solidarity, my research looks at the question: 
When someone speaks in a film, who speaks?  
To investigate this core question, my research  
examines the unachieved work in film  semiotics 
of the Italian poet and filmmaker Pier Paolo 

 Pasolini and his proposal for a “cinema of   
poetry.” In his essay “The Cinema of Poetry,”  
Pasolini envisions a “technic of equality” based  
on a cinematic “free indirect speech,” allowing 
multiple voices to share a common platform.  
As a potential promise for an ethics of represen-
tation, my research investigates the  emancipatory 
potential of a cinema of poetry for speech acts, 
self-representation, and strategies of public 
visibility of members of communities rendered 
invisible by the nation-state model.

—Bouchra Khalili on her PhD project
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Lea Porsager, G.O.D. [GENERATOR.ORGANIZER.DESTROYER], 2020. Installation views, STRIPPED, Kunsthal Charlottenborg, Copenhagen, 2021
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333PhD Lea Porsager

Cunt-splicing thought-forms  
— promiscuous play with quantum 
physics and spirituality

 Cunt-splicing thought-forms — promis cu- 
ous play with quantum physics and spirituality  
could perhaps best be described as an invocation 
of excited states. In more ways than one, this  
dissertation indulges in a weird threesome  
between quantum thinking, tantric practices,  
and feminist theory, with artistic practice  
at the core. It propo ses the term “cunt-splicing 
thought-forms”—a  reference to ropework and  
the so-called cunt-splice (a.k.a. cut-splice) knot 
 —as a tool to conceptualise the meeting, rubbing, 
and knitting together of fields as (seemingly)  
distinct as quantum physics, feminist theory,  
and tantric technology in order to examine  
how changing fibres, flows, and currents can  
generate excited states. The dissertation argues 
that cunt-splicing thought-forms differ from  
New Age concepts like those found in quan-
tum mysticism, which tend to reduce the fluid 
complexities of physics to fixed metaphors for 
spiritual truths. Feminist theorist Karen Barad’s 
concept of agential realism situates the  theoretical 
framework in a queer tradition, exploring the  
innate “perversity” of particles and the mind- 
bending queerness of quantum field theory.  

The works of Barad, Alfred N. Whitehead,  
Niels Bohr, Wolfgang Pauli, Genesis Breyer  
P-Orridge, Lee Lozano, Ann Weinstone,  Annie 
Besant, and Donna Haraway function as a many- 
headed apparatus of thinking-with. These are 
thinkers and artists who have already dealt  
with quantum or tantric excitement, or both, 
either from a spiritual position or a politically 
charged feminist one. Equally important, the  
dissertation uses tantric technologies stemming 
from a lived engagement with Kundalini and 
tantric practices. Approaching artworks as  
entangled fieldworks to think-with, the text  
is pulled by the weightiness of situated knowl-
edge and embodied experience. 
 Cunt-splicing thought-forms — promiscuous  
play with quantum physics and spirituality poses  
the following questions: How does the process  
of cunt-splicing avail excited states (and the  
perversion inherent in them) from both quantum 
and tantric systems? How can these paradoxical 
and excited states be activated in art making 
 —and to what end? 

—Lea Porsager on her PhD project

BIO  Lea Porsager graduated from the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, Copenhagen, and the Städelschule, 
 Frankfurt am Main, in 2010. She began her studies as a PhD candidate at Malmö Art Academy and Lund University  
in September 2015. Porsager’s practice interweaves fabulation and speculation with a variety of mediums, including  
film, sculpture, photography, and text. Her works encompass science, politics, feminism, and esotericism. 
  Porsager’s recent solo exhibitions include Moderna Museet, Stockholm, 2021; Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Roskilde, 2019; Nils Stærk, Copenhagen, 2016; Brandts, Odense, 2016; G.ttingen Kunstverein, Göttingen, 2015; Overgaden, 
Copenhagen, 2015; Künstlerhaus Bethanien, Berlin, 2015; Henie Onstad Kunstsenter, Høvikodden, 2013; and Emily  
Harvey Foundation, New York, 2013. Group exhibitions include SMK – National Gallery of Denmark, Copenhagen, 2017; 
Rebuild Foundation, Chicago, 2016; Den Frie, Copenhagen, 2016, 2014; Monash University Museum of Art, Melbourne,  
2015;  Moderna Museet, Malmö, 2014; Kumu Art Museum, Tallinn, 2014; Sorø Kunstmuseum, 2014; Contemporary  
Art Centre, Vilnius, 2013; and Neue Gesellschaft für Bildende Kunst, Berlin, 2013. 
  Porsager was selected as a CERN Honorary Mention for the Collide International Award in 2018. In 2012, 
 Porsager participated in dOCUMENTA (13), Kassel, Germany, with Anatta Experiment. She was awarded the Carl Nielsen 
and Anne Marie Carl-Nielsen Scholarship in 2014. In 2015, Porsager partook in the 14th Istanbul Biennial: SALTWATER:  
A Theory of Thought Forms as Annie Besant’s “medium,” recreating thirty-six of Besant’s watercolours from the book 
 Thought-Forms: A Record of Clairvoyant Investigation (1905). Porsager’s earthwork and memorial Gravitational Ripples was  
inaugurated in June 2018 in Stockholm, commemorating the Swedish lives lost in the 2004 tsunami in Southeast Asia. 



334 Pia Rönicke

Drifting Woods, Deserted Forest.
Working through Place

 This thesis is formed by Drifting  
Woods, Deserted Forest as an artistic ontology 
and a modus operandi. Drifting Woods,  Deserted 
Forest is a condition that is being described  
and refigured through an artistic practice, while 
also establishing methods of reaction. “Drifting 
Woods” refers to the migratory conditions of  
trees and how they travel distances over time.  
The “Deserted Forest” is unsettling; it  connotes 
abandonment and loss but also creates an 
 opening. The Drifting Woods and Deserted  
Forest are interconnected through transitional 
patterns of generation and ruination.
 The PhD relates, through artistic visions,  
to how forests drift and become deserted  within 
the context of massive disruptions caused by 
 extractive economies, land grabs, and coloni-
sations. Forest-scapes are challenged by mono-
cultivation, overextraction, and climate change 
and are losing the ability to drift. With this  
urgent concern, the PhD examines possibilities  
of rerooting with forests under pressure.  
It is a practice aligned with philosopher Bruno 
 Latour’s concept of “the Terrestrial,” specifi- 
cally in under standing geographies as reactive.  
The  thesis considers the potential of a decentred 
 p osition, formed by the Drifting Woods, Desert-
ed Forest as a terrain and moving entity that 
 connects the local with the migratory. This work 
is driven by visions of the Drifting Woods  existing 
in time lapses between the poetic and an the 
everyday, while imagining a space in between.  
  Central to the project are the questions:  
When the forest is defined within a state of migra-
tion, why is it important to connect it to a site? 
Why is it that Drifting Woods, Deserted Forest as 
an artistic ontology and method of reaction needs 

to be understood through rootedness, in tension 
with the concept of drifting? And how does  
this method carry a potential to refigure concepts 
of place from the pressure of desertion? 
 Forests are diversified by compositions of  
soil, water, and temperature; they form a position 
that impacts and is impacted by global condi-
tions. The thesis’s five chapters bring attention to 
interconnected forest sites, including the Petrified 
Forest in Arizona, a mountain cloud forest in 
Mexico, industrial plantations of pine and spruce 
in Sweden, and a migratory forest close to Copen-
hagen. Framing the Drifting Woods within a  
site creates a tension with the concept of  drifting, 
and it is through this tension that my artistic 
involvement takes place. This occurs through 
 artistic fieldwork transfigured into spatial 
 montages. The work interconnects with eroding 
time-scapes of petrified forests, common forests
 in tension with colonialism, and forest commu-
nities as renarrated production sites, and through  
a practice in close proximity to the patchy realities 
of forests. The relevance of this artistic research 
project takes place in uncovering the forest be-
yond its devastation, through an artistic process  
of figuration and refiguration of what is hard  
to envision. The urge is to connect with Drifting 
Woods’ ways of expanding space as a counter-
balance to desertion and to refocus the forest  
as site of cohabitation. With this goal in mind,  
I conclude that an artistic method of refiguration 
through reflection is not enough. A new kind  
of infiltration is needed, one of multidirectional 
communication. It is an interactive mode  
of engaging with the forest all at once, while  
signalling out difference.

—Pia Rönicke on her PhD project
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BIO  Pia Rönicke is an artist based in Copenhagen. In recent years, she has been investigating different botanical 
 collections that show traces of colonial and geopolitical conditions. Her work is concerned with problems of space and  
spatial transformations. She is interested in the connection between work space and filmic space, and how we conceive  
historical matters in relationship to our daily activities. Rönicke often works with archives, and the practice of collecting  
is a recurring theme in her artworks. Her artistic practice spans film, prints, sculptures, and objects, which together  
build narratives. 
 Rönicke’s work is the subject of numerous international solo exhibitions, including Drifting Woods, Gävle 
 Konstcentrum, Sweden, 2021; Astrid, Lotte og Florence, Astrid Noacks Atelier, Copenhagen, 2020; One Artist / Two Films/ 
One Week, gb agency, Paris, 2019; Word for Forest, Parallel Oaxaca, Mexico, 2018; The Cloud Document, Overgaden Institute  
of Contemporary Art, Copenhagen, 2017; The Pages of Day and Night, gb agency, Paris, 2015; Aurora, Museo Rufino   
Tamayo, Mexico City, 2012; Facing, Centro Cultural Montehermoso Kulturunea, Vitoria-Gasteiz, Spain, 2009; A Usual  
Story from a Nameless Country, Casco Art Institute, Utrecht, Netherlands, 2008; Rosa’s Letters, Croy Nielsen, Berlin, 2007;  
The Plan Is  Dictator! What Is the Plan, Lunds Konsthall, 2006; Hoardings II, Tate Modern, London, 2005; and A Place Like  
Any Other, Moderna Museet, Stockholm, 2001. 
 Rönicke’s work has also been featured in many group exhibitions and festivals, including Earth Day: Sharna  
Pax Film Screening, Somerset House, London, 2021; The Secret Life of Plants, Casa da Cerca, Almada, Portugal, 2021; Rencontres 
Internationales, Paris and Berlin, 2021, 2019; BLOOM_Festival on Science and Ideas, Copenhagen, 2020; The City, BEK –  
Bergen Centre for Electronic Arts, 2020; This Is Not an Apricot, SixtyEight Art Institute, Copenhagen, 2019; CPH:DOX, 
 Copenhagen, 2018; FIDMarseille, 2018; Botany under Influence, Apexart, New York, 2016; A Story within a Story, Göteborg 
International Biennial for Contemporary Art, 2015; Human-Space-Machine, Henie Onstad Kunstsenter, Høvikodden, Norway, 
2014; Buildering: Misbehaving the City, Contemporary Arts Center, Cincinnati, 2014; Reports from New Sweden, Tensta Konst-
hall, Stockholm, 2013; Newtopia: The State of Human Rights, Mechelen and Brussels, 2012; Rehabilitation, WIELS, Brussels, 
2012; After Architecture, Centre d’Art Santa Mònica, Barcelona, 2010; Imagine Action, Lisson Gallery, London, 2008; Elephant 
Cemetery, Artists Space, New York, 2007; Anachronism, ARGOS Centre for Art and Media, Brussels, 2007; GNS, Palais  
de Tokyo, Paris, 2003; and Manifesta 4, Frankfurt am Main, 2002. 
 Her publications include Rosa’s Letters (Mousse Publishing, 2012) and Skydokumentet (The cloud document)  
(Space Poetry, 2017).
 Since 2019, Rönicke has been a PhD candidate at Malmö Art Academy and Lund University.

Pia Rönicke, Title Drifting Woods, 2021. 5-channel video projection, 126 min. Installation view, Gävle Konstcentrum, 2021
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Imogen Stidworthy, Balayer—a Map of Sweeping, 2019. Installation view, Dialogues with People […], Netwerk Aalst, Belgium, 2019
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337PhD Imogen Stidworthy

Voicing on the Borders of Language

 My research engages with the  
varieties of relationships between verbal and 
non-verbal forms of language and  communication. 
I approach the issue through three people who 
live or work with non-verbal people on the 
 autistic spectrum: Phoebe Caldwell, Fernand 
 Deligny, and Iris Johansson. Their practices  
bring singular perspectives to my core  question: 
How can we (re)conceive and engage with 
non-verbal forms of language and communi - 
cation in our verbal being? 

 There are diverse experiences of language 
and a multiplicity of registers through which it 
is voiced. In non-verbal communication, voicing 
mainly manifests through non-vocal registers, 
such as body language, rhythm, vibration,   
gesture, and spatial relationship, as well  
as “sonic utterances” beyond exchange centred  
on words and speech. Voicings at the ends of  
the spectrum of coherent “normal” speech tend  
to be ignored as senseless babble or not recog-
nised as voicing at all. The practices I focus  

Imogen Stidworthy was awarded a Doctorate of Fine Arts after defending her dissertation, 
“Voicing on the Borders of Language,” on 25 September 2020 at Malmö Art Academy.  
Her dissertation opponent was Professor Christa-Maria Lerm Hayes, University of Amsterdam, 
and the examination committee included Dr. Petra Bauer, Taru Elfving, and Kent Olofsson.

“Voicing on the Borders of Language” is presented on a dedicated website: 
www.voicing-on-the-borders-of-language.com
The dissertation contains links to video and audio clips of related research materials and 
 artworks as well as the artistic submission (which has been adapted for online conditions  
in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic).

BIO  Imogen Stidworthy’s work focuses on the voice as a sculptural material in investigations into different forms  
of language and relationship. She works with people who inhabit the borders of language and whose relation to language  
is affected by conditions such as aphasia or the impact of overwhelming experiences. Often combining the staged and  
the observed, Stidworthy makes films and installations and uses a wide range of media including sculptural objects,  
print, and photography. 
 Solo presentations include exhibitions at Netwerk Aalst, Belgium, 2019; Württembergischer Kunstverein, 
 Stuttgart, 2018; Imperial War Museum, London, 2015; AKINCI, Amsterdam, 2013; Galerie Raum mit Licht, Vienna, 2013; 
Matt’s Gallery, London, 2011; Kunstpavillon, Innsbruck, 2010; and Arnolfini, Bristol, 2010. 
 Major group exhibitions include Ambères, M HKA, Antwerp, 2019; Acts of Voicing, Powerhouse, Sydney,  
2017–18; Murmur, Netwerk Aalst, Belgium, 2017; Suzhou Documents, Suzhou, China, 2016; This Is a Voice and States of Mind, 
 Wellcome Collection, London; British Art Show 8, Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh, and Leeds Art 
 Gallery, 2015–16; Kiev Biennale, 2015; São Paulo Biennale, 2014; Listening, a Hayward Touring show at SITE in Sheffield, 
Bluecoat in Liverpool, and Baltic 39 in Newcastle, 2014; Bergen Assembly, 2013; Busan Biennale, 2012; October Salon,  
Belgrade, 2011; and documenta 12, Kassel, Germany, 2007. 
 Stidworthy curated the group exhibitions BLACKOUT!, Exhibition Research Centre, Liverpool, 2013; In the  
First Circle (in collaboration with Paul Domela), Fundació Antoni Tàpies, Barcelona, 2011–12; and Die Lucky Bush, MuHKA, 
 Antwerp, 2008. 
 Stidworthy’s work is represented by Matt’s Gallery, London, and AKINCI, Amsterdam.
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Left: Gisèle Durand, Hameau de Graniers, 1977. Chalk on tracing paper, 70 x 60 cm. Map of the ‘wandering lines’ of a child on the autistic spectrum  
in the collective living space developed by Fernand Deligny, at Monoblet, France

Right: Imogen Stidworthy, Iris [A Fragment], 2018. Video still

on have developed methods and “technologies” 
to open (us) to a wider scope of listening and  
voicing, so that we can engage with non-verbal 
forms of language in and as communication. 
 Fernand Deligny (France, 1913–1996)  
was an educationalist, writer, and filmmaker.  
Between 1967 and 1991, he elaborated an exper-
imental living space with non-verbal autistic 
children, outside institutional and therapeutic 
frameworks. Phoebe Caldwell (UK) is a therapist 
and writer who specialises in non-verbal com-
munication, working with non-verbal autistic 
people individually in contexts of state-run  
care. Iris Johansson (Sweden) is a therapist  
and writer who is autistic. She was non-verbal  
until the age of twelve and lives in both non- 
verbal and verbal modes of being. The practices  
of all three describe non-verbal autism both  
in clinical terms as a developmental condition  
and as a mode of being—as an alternative,  

“other” way of living. 

 Caldwell, Deligny, and Johansson emerge  
as “go-betweens” between verbal and non- 
verbal being. My research—as recording situa-
tions or film shoots—has developed through 
 personal encounters with them and with non- 
verbal people close to them, and by immersion 
in their community life. These situations have 
brought me into closer contact and involvement 
with non- verbal being and the experience  
of the “rub-up” between our different forms  
of language. The rub-up is the productive  
friction that arises in grappling with unfamiliar, 
often “untranslatable,” terms. The go-betweens 
engage in the rub-up through their practices  
of Intensive Interaction (“mirroring behaviour”; 
Caldwell); using the mirror and cinema-screen 
technologies to connect with a sense of self  
(Johansson); and tracér (“mapping”) and using  
the film camera as a tool to produce a non- 
subjective gaze (Deligny). These technologies 
 produce different forms of relationship, gather 

Im
ag

es
 c

ou
rt

es
y 

of
 th

e 
ar

tis
t



339PhD Imogen Stidworthy

Imogen Stidworthy, video still from research footage, Fagersta, Sweden, 2018. Iris Johansson, who is on the autistic spectrum and was non-verbal until  
the age of twelve, watching therapist Phoebe Caldwell working with Olly, who is non-verbal and on the autistic spectrum

traces of communication in recordings or pencil 
marks, and sensitise us to registers of voicing  
that elude verbal  listening and word-centred 
interaction.
 Cinematic thinking plays a key role for 
 Deligny and Johansson. They use films and film-
making in a metacinematic mode, as channels  
for shaping exchange between verbal and  
non- verbal people. In my practice, my method  
is to use the cinematic apparatus to shape  
relationships in a rub-up with different forms  
of language in the recording situation and  
between the work and the visitor. I have 
 formulated this as a meta cinematic modality  
of artistic practice.
 Through an examination of the practices  
of the go-betweens and my artistic work with 
them, we come into a more intimate grapp- 

ling with non-verbal voicing. The process  
pro duces fresh, challenging listening positions  
that we have to learn to attend to and wrestle 
with. Mirroring, indirect attention, dual  
awareness, and multidimensional sensing  
are among the array of modes through  
which this happens and to which these  
new positions correspond. 
 I see the research as contributing 
towards  attempts to widen our understanding  
of the  normal, everyday verbal/non-verbal  
divide and to go beyond its rigidities. It con-
tributes to the search for a more inclusive,  
expanded experi ence of exchange and voicing  
at the borders of  language

—Imogen Stidworthy,  
dissertation abstract, 2020
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Maj Hasager has been Rector of Malmö Art Academy  
since 2021. 
 Hasager is a Danish artist based in Copenhagen.  
She studied photography and fine arts in Denmark, Sweden,  
and the UK, earning an MFA from Malmö Art Academy. 
 Hasager’s artistic approach is research and  
dialog ically based, and she works predominantly with text, 
sound, video, and photography. 
 She has exhibited her work internationally in  
events and at institutions such as Lunds Konsthall; Fondazione 
Pastificio Cerere, Rome; Critical Distance, Toronto; GL STRAND, 
Copenhagen; Galleri Image, Aarhus, Denmark; FOKUS video 
art festival, Nikolaj Kunsthal, Copenhagen; Moderna Museet, 
Malmö; Cleveland Institute of Art; Red Barn Gallery, Belfast; 
Laznia Centre for Contemporary Art, Gdańsk; Liverpool Biennial; 
Al-Hoash Gallery, Jerusalem; Al-Kahf Gallery, Bethlehem;  
Khalil Sakakini Cultural Center; Ramallah; Overgaden Institute  
of Contemporary Art, Copenhagen; and Guangzhou Triennial. 
 Hasager is the recipient of several international 
residencies and fellowships, most recently at 18th Street Arts 
Center, Los Angeles. She has been awarded grants in support  
of her work from Edstrandska, Danish Arts Council, Danish  
Arts Foundation, Arab Fund for Arts and Culture (Beirut),  
and ArtSchool Palestine. Additionally, Hasager is a guest lecturer 
at the International Academy of Art Palestine; Dar al-Kalima 
University College of Arts and Culture, Bethlehem; Barbados 
Community College, Bridgetown; Sacramento State University; 
and University of Ulster, Belfast. She occasionally writes  
essays, catalogue texts, and articles.

Verina Gfader is an artist, researcher, and occasional poet  
whose practice is orchestrated as organised fields of research 
aided by printed matter, drawing and animation, text perfor-
mance and fabulations, and fictional institutions. The work  
is an interaction, a relation between thinking-theory and making-  
performing-practice, and it often results in a book object or 
piece of printed matter: a diagram encompassing “worlds,  
materiality, study, spirit.”
 Gfader is Co-director of the international animation 
network Animate Assembly and Creative Director of EP,  
a book series across art, architecture, and design, published  
by Sternberg Press, Berlin. 
 Her recent research on abstract animation for 
the University of Hong Kong follows on from a postdoctoral 
fellowship at Aarhus University, doctoral studies at Central Saint 
Martins, London, and a research residency at Tokyo University  
of the Arts (Geidai).
 Often residing in Japan, Hong Kong, and elsewhere 
in Asia, Gfader has exhibited and presented internationally in 
places such as Centre Pompidou, Paris; 13th Shanghai Biennale; 
Asia Art Archive, Hong Kong; Los Angeles Art Book Fair; and  
the Institute of Contemporary Arts, London. 
 Her publications include The Last Resident (Sternberg 
Press, 2019) and Cloud Chamber (Officin/Antipyrine, 2017). The 
talks she delivers at conferences (including at the universities 
 of Princeton and Harvard in the US and Waseda in Japan)  
underline her pursuit of research around fine art animation  
and time-images, including performance.

Maj Hasager 

Rector; Senior Lecturer  
in Fine Arts

Verina Gfader 

Professor of Fine Arts; 
Programme Director  
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Joachim Koester is a Danish artist based in Copenhagen.  
His work has been shown at documenta X, Kassel, Germany; 
2nd Johannesburg Biennale; 1st Gwangju Biennale; 54th  
Venice Biennale; Busan Biennale 2006, South Korea; Manifesta 
7, Trento, Italy; Tate Triennial 2009, London; and Taipei Biennale 
2012. Koester’s solo shows include Bergen Kunsthall,  Norway; 
Camden Arts Centre, London; Beirut Art Center; Statens 
 Museum for Kunst, Copenhagen; Centre d’Art Santa Mònica, 
Barcelona; Palais de Tokyo, Paris; Moderna Museet, Stockholm; 
Museo Rufino Tamayo, Mexico City; Power Plant, Toronto; 
Kestnergesellschaft, Hanover; Institut d’art contemporain, 
Villeurbanne, France; MIT List Visual Arts Center, Cambridge, 
MA; Kunsthal Charlottenborg, Copenhagen; S.M.A.K.—Municipal 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Ghent, Belgium; Camera Austria, 
Graz; Centre d’art contemporain Genève; Turner Contemporary, 
Margate, UK; Greene Naftali Gallery, New York; Galleri Nicolai 
Wallner, Copenhagen; Gallery Jan Mot, Brussels; and Galeriá  
Elba Benitez, Madrid. 
 Koester’s work can be found in the following  
museums and collections: Tate Modern, London; Louisiana  
Museum, Humlebæk, Denmark; Centre Georges Pompidou,  
Paris; Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía, Madrid;  
Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam; S.M.A.K., Ghent; 
Museum of Modern Art, New York; Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York; Philadelphia Museum of Art; Baltimore Museum 
of Art; Centro de Arte Dos de Mayo, Madrid; SMK—Statens 
Museum for Kunst, Copenhagen; ARoS, Aarhus Kunstmuseum; 
Carnegie Museum of Art, Pittsburgh; Kiasma, Helsinki; Kongelige 
Biblioteks Fotografiske Samling, Copenhagen; Fonds  national 
d’art contemporain, Paris; Sorø Kunstmuseum, Denmark; 
Moderna Museet, Stockholm; Malmö Konstmuseum;  Sammlung 
Hoffmann, Berlin; Museum of Fine Arts, Houston; MACS— 
Grand-Hornu, Boussu, Belgium; Kadist Art Foundation, Paris; 
FRAC Le Plateau, Institut d’art contemporain, Villeurbanne, 
France; Generali Foundation, Vienna; Sammlung Verbund,  
Vienna; and Museum Sztuki, Łódź. 
 Publications on his work include Bringing Something 
Back (Koenig Books 2019), maybe one must begin with some 
particular places (Guayaba Press, 2015), Of Spirits and Empty 
Spaces (Mousse Publishing, 2014), I Myself am only a  receiving 
apparatus (Verlag der Buchhandlung Walter König, 2011),  
Message from the Unseen (Lunds Konsthall, 2006), Nordenskiöld 
and the Ice Cap (Space Poetry, 2006), and Message from  
Andrée (Lukas & Sternberg and Pork Salad Press, 2005).

Sarat Maharaj (South Africa / United Kingdom) is Professor 
of Visual Art and Knowledge Systems at Lund University and 
Malmö Art Academy, and Research Professor at Goldsmiths, 
University of London, where he was previously Professor  
of Art History and Theory (1980–2005). Maharaj was Rudolf  
Arnheim Professor, Philosophy Faculty, Humboldt University  
of Berlin (2001–02) and Fine Art Research Fellow at the  
Jan Van Eyck Academie, Maastricht (1999–2001). In 2018,  
he was the  Stedelijk Fellow at the University of Amsterdam /  
RKD, Art  History Institute, Den Haag / Stedelijk Museum and  
is Visiting Fellow at Royal Academy of Fine Arts Antwerp  
in 2020–21. 
 Maharaj’s specialist research and publications  
focus on Marcel Duchamp, James Joyce, and Richard Hamilton,  
and his writing covers: Monkeydoodle—“thinking through  
art practice,” visual art as know-how and no-how, textiles,  

Joachim Koester 
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xeno- sonics and xeno-epistemics—“thinking the other  
and other ways of thinking,” cultural translation, “dirty cosmo-
politanism,” North / South divisions of work, manufacture,  
and “creative labour.” 
 His selected publications include The Sarat Maharaj 
Reader, published in both English and Chinese (Nanfang Daily 
Press, 2010); “Small Change of the Universal,” British Journal  
of Sociology 61, no. 3 (2010); Hungry Clouds Swag on the Deep: 
Santu Mofokeng at Kassel 2002: Chasing Shadows (Prestel, 
2011); Sounding South Africa: In the Rainbow State (2012);  
“The Jobless State: The Global Assembly Line, Indolence,”  
in Work, Work, Work: A Reader on Art and Labour (Iaspis, 2012); 
“What the Thunder Said,” in Art as a Thinking Process (Sternberg 
Press, 2012); “Nicky-Nacky to Bunga-Bunga: Venice Preserv’d 
in the Global Assembly Line of Biennials,” in Venezia, Venezia 
(Actar, 2013); and “The Surplus of the Global,” a conversation 
with Marion von Osten, Texte zur Kunst, September 2013; 
“ Weggebobbles to Virginatarian: The Alimentary Passage 
through the Vegan and Beyond in James Joyce’s Foodscape”  
for the XXVI International James Joyce Symposium; “‘Sillymoto-
craft / Cinematograph’: Towards e-Gutenberg: On Finnegans 
Wake” (2019); and “Diversity Fever: Notes Towards an Epidemio-
logical Map,” South as a State of Mind, no. 11 (2019) 
 He was a co-curator of documenta11 and he curated 
retinal.optical. visual.conceptual … at Museum Boijmans Van 
Beuningen, Rotterdam, in 2002, with Richard Hamilton and  
Ecke Bonk. Maharaj was also co-curator of Farewell to Post
colonialism, Guangzhou, in 2008, and Art, Knowledge and 
Politics, at the 29th Bienal de São Paulo in 2010. He was Chief 
Curator of the 2011 Göteborg International Biennial for Con-
temporary Art, Pandemonium: Art in a Time of Creativity Fever, 
and a peer advisor to the Sharjah Biennial 11 in 2013.
 Recent lectures include “Surya Namaaz. Deniz Sõzen,” 
Institute of International Visual Arts, London, 2020; “Dataists  
or Dadaists? Drivers of the Human,” ZKM Karlsruhe, 2020; 
“ Mapping the First India Diaspora, Euro-Art History and  Tantra,” 
Bihar Museum Biennale, Patna, India, 2021; “The Sphinx 
 Contemplating Napoleon: Gilane Tawadros,” Africa Institute, 
Sharjah, 2021.
 His current research projects (2016–) are  
“Repristi nating London: Knowledge Mecca” and “The Apartheid 
Era Art History Room, Durban, Salisbury Island.” Maharaj sits  
on the boards of several journals, museums, galleries, and  
other institutions.

Gertrud Sandqvist was Rector of Malmö Art Academy from  
2011 to 2020, a post she also previously held from 1995 to 2007. 
 Professor Sandqvist has been writing extensively  
on mainly European contemporary art since the early 1990s, 
and most recently she authored Estragon, a monograph  
on the Norwegian painter Olav Christopher Jenssen,  
published in 2018. 
 Sandqvist is the curator of Jag bor i ett annat land, 
men du bor ju i samma, Drömmare söder om Hallandsåsen  
at Ravinen Konsthall, Båstad, held in the autumn of 2021.  
In 2010, she was the co-curator of the Modernautställningen  
at  Moderna Museet, Stockholm. She co-curated, together  
with Sarat  Maharaj, Dorothee Albrecht, and Stina Edblom, 
the Göteborg International Biennial for Contemporary Art, 2011. 
Furthermore, she recently curated Siksi—The Nordic Miracle 
Revisited at Galleri F 15, Moss, Norway, 2015; Red Dawn at HISK, 
Ghent, Belgium, 2014; Channeled, which showed contempo-
rary artists alongside Hilma af Klint, at Lunds Konsthall, 2013; 
and Against Method for Generali Foundation, Vienna, 2013. 
 Since 2019, Sandqvist has been a member of the 
Novo Nordisk Foundation’s Committee on Research in Art  
and Art History.
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Fredrik Værslev is a Norwegian artist based in Drøbak,  
Norway, with a focus on conceptual painting. 
 Selected solo exhibitions include Astrup Fearnley 
Museet, Oslo, 2018; Bonner Kunstverein, 2018; Kunst Halle  
Sankt Gallen, Switzerland, 2017; Andrew Kreps Gallery,  
New York, 2017; Gió Marconi, Milan, 2016; Bergen Konsthall, 
2016; Kunsthal Aarhus, Denmark, 2017; Le Consortium,  
Dijon, France, 2016; STANDARD (OSLO), 2015; Power Station, 
Dallas, 2014; Lumiar Cité, Lisbon, 2014; Circus, Berlin, 2013;  
and Indipendenza Studio, Rome, 2012, among others. 
 Selected group exhibitions include Nasjonalmuseet, 
Oslo, 2017; Moderna Museet, Stockholm, 2017; CANADA, New 
York, 2017; National Art School Gallery, Sydney, 2017; Ramiken 
Crucible, New York, 2017; Index, Stockholm, 2017; Galleri Riis, 
Stockholm, 2016; Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris, 2016; Gavin 
Brown’s enterprise, New York, 2015; Tegnebiennalen, Oslo,  
2014; Galerie Mehdi Chouakri, Berlin, 2014; Lunds Konsthall, 
2013; and Modern Institute, Glasgow, 2013, among others. 
 Værslev is Director of the artist-run project  
space Landings in Vestfossen, Norway, which he founded  
in 2008. The organisation also produces Landings Journal,  
published once a year. 
 Publications on his work include Fredrik Værslev  
as I Imagine Him (JRP|Ringier, 2018); Tan Lines (Sternberg Press, 
2018); The Constant Gardener (Hatje Cantz, 2016); All Around 
Amateur, vols. 1 and 2 (Sternberg Press, 2016); Reality Bites 
(Mousse Publishing, 2015); East Bound and Down (Power 
Station, 2016); and Fredrik Værslev: The rich man’s breakfast, 
the shopkeeper’s lunch, the poor man’s supper (STANDARD 
(BOOKS), 2012). 
 Værslev’s work is found in the collections of Centre 
Georges Pompidou, Paris; Le Consortium, Dijon; Moderna  
Museet, Stockholm; Malmö Konstmuseum; Nasjonalmuseet, 
Oslo; and Astrup Fearnley, Oslo.

Emily Wardill lives and works in Lisbon and Malmö. Solo 
exhibitions of Wardill’s work include Secession, Vienna, 2020; 
Kohta, Helsinki, 2019; Bergen Kunsthall, 2017; Gulbenkian Project 
Space, Lisbon, 2017; INDEX, Stockholm, 2014; National Gallery 
of Denmark, Copenhagen, 2012; De Appel, Amsterdam, 2012; 
Contemporary Art Museum St. Louis, 2011; MIT List Visual Arts 
Center, Cambridge, MA, 2010; and Institute of Contemporary 
Arts, London, 2007–08. Her work has been included in group 
shows at Te Tuhi, Auckland, 2019; XYZ Collective, Tokyo, 2019; 
Biennale de l'Image en Mouvement, Geneva, 2016; Salzburger 
Kunstverein, 2015; Serpentine Gallery, London, 2012; Showroom, 
London, 2010; Gallery of Modern Art, Glasgow, 2011; MIT List 
Visual Arts Center, Cambridge, MA, 2010; Institute of Contempo-
rary Arts, London, 2008; Hayward Gallery, London; Witte de  
With, Rotterdam; mumok, Vienna; and Museum of Contempo-
rary Art, North Miami. 
 Wardill’s work was awarded the Jarman Award  
in 2010, the Philip Leverhulme Prize in Visual and Performing  
Art in 2011, and the EMAF Award in 2021. She participated  
in the 54th Venice Biennale in 2011 and the 19th Biennale  
of Sydney in 2014. 
 Some of the international collections holding Wardill’s 
work are Tate Britain, London; mumok, Vienna; Gulbenkian Art 
Museum, Lisbon; Le Fonds d’art contemporain de la Ville de 
Genève; FRAC Champagne-Ardenne, Reims, France; Saastamoi-
nen Foundation, Finland; and Arts Council Collection, United 
Kingdom, as well as numerous private collections. 
 She is represented by carlier | gebauer, Berlin;  
STANDARD (OSLO); and Altman Siegel, San Francisco. 
 Wardill has taught at the University of the Arts 
 Helsinki; University of British Columbia, Vancouver; Central Saint 
Martins, London; Academy of Fine Arts Munich; School of the  
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Art Institute of Chicago; National Art School, Sydney; 
Städelschule, Frankfurt am Main; State Academy of Fine Arts 
Karlsruhe; Goldsmiths, University of London; and California  
College of the Arts, San Francisco. She is currently Professor  
of Fine Arts at Malmö Art Academy and a visiting tutor  
at Maumaus, Lisbon.

Maria Hedlund is a Swedish artist based in Berlin. She  grad - 
uated from the Photography Department at the University  
of  Gothenburg in 1993. 
 In her latest ongoing works, she uses objects,  
plants, and smaller collections. They are mostly found  
or given to her. What they all have in common is that they  
are in a state of transition and of being outside their original 
context. This specific interest has formed works such as  
Life at Hyttödammen (2006–), Dissolve (2011), and Some Kind  
of Knowledge (2014–). The title of Some Kind of Knowledge 
refers to an ambivalent condition that always needs to be  
renegotiated and rephrased as new objects come into play.  
The work’s “collection” is in a state of constant evolution.  
Sometimes there is a clear direction, which a while later might 
be forgotten, followed by a new one. Its objects and plants 
appear in other works as well. 
  Hedlund has recently exhibited at Kohta, Helsinki, 
and Västerås Konstmuseum. Last year, she completed a public 
commission for the Tranströmer Library in Medborgarhuset, 
Stockholm. 

P-O Persson is a Swedish artist based in Malmö. He graduated 
from the Royal Academy of Fine Arts, Stockholm, in 1988. 
 As a Senior Lecturer at Malmö Art Academy, P-O 
Persson is responsible for technical and practical courses. 
 Exhibitions include Skulpturträdgården—Galleri 
 Arnstedt, Östra Karup, Sweden, 2017 and 2018; Liljevalchs 
Konsthall, Stockholm, 2004; Krognoshuset, Lund, 2003; Busan 
Metropolitan Art Museum, Seoul, 1999; Kampnagelfabrik,  
Hamburg, 1991; Lunds Konsthall, 1989; and Malmö Konsthall, 
1987. Public commissions include Landskrona stad, 2007; 
Helsingborg Fire Department, Public Art Agency Sweden, 2005; 
Karlskrona stad, 2001; and Astra Zeneca, Lund, 1999–2000. 
 Grants include Edstrandska stiftelsens stipendium, 
1996; the Swedish Arts Grants Committee, working grant, 
1990–95; Ellen Trotzig Foundation, Malmö, 1981; Malmö Stad 
kulturstipendium; and Aase and Rickard Björklund stipendium, 
Malmö. Public collections include Malmö Museum, Kristianstad 
Museum, and Blekinge Museum, Karlskrona.

Youngjae Lih is a Korean artist and engineer living and  
working in Sweden. He holds a Master of Fine Art from Malmö 
Art Academy and Bachelor of Fine Art from Korea National  
University of Arts, Seoul. Previously, he had a career as a 
research and development engineer in the semiconductor 
industry. Focusing on the nature of existing objects and the 
interactions between them, Lih is interested in the syntax  
and formation of new narrative strands. In this sense, while  
the majority of his works are developed in different mediums,  
they share an obvious grammatical and linguistic structure.
 Solo exhibitions include Färgfabriken, Stockholm;  
S:t Pauli Kyrka, Malmö; Skånes konstförening,
Malmö; and Luxelakes·A4 Art Museum, Chengdu.
 Selected group exhibitions include Fotografisk  
Center, Copenhagen; Sharjah Art Foundation; Cinema Museum, 
London; Hiroshima Art Document, Japan; Royal Academy  
of Arts, Stockholm; and Ewha Womans University, Seoul.
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 Lih was a recipient of the Beckers Art Award,  
Stockholm; Robert Rauschenberg Foundation Archives  
Research Grant and Residency, New York; Swedish National  
Arts GrantsCommittee International Artist Studio Programme, 
Stockholm; and Mercedes Benz Art Foundation, Seoul.

Rosa Barba, an Italian-born artist who lives and works  
in Berlin, engages with the medium of film through a sculptural 
approach. In her works, Barba creates installations and site- 
specific interventions to analyse the ways film articulates  
space, placing the work and the viewer in a new relationship. 
Questions of composition, physicality of form, and plasticity  
play an important role for the artist, as she examines the 
 industry of cinema and its staging vis-à-vis gesture, genre, 
information, and documents. Barba’s film works are situated 
between experimental documentary and fictional narrative.  
They often focus on natural landscapes and manmade  
interventions into the environment and explore the relation- 
ships between historical records, personal anecdotes,  
and filmic representation, creating spaces of memory and  
uncertainty. Pushing the cinematic experience beyond the 
boundaries of the generic setting of the black box, her site- 
specific installations create performative spaces that are 
informed scientific research from the fields of astronomy,  
geography, and ecology alike. 
 Barba studied at the Academy of Media Arts  
Cologne and completed her PhD, entitled “On the Anarchic 
Organisation of Cinematic Spaces: Evoking Spaces beyond  
Cinema,” in the Malmö Faculty of Fine and Performing Arts at 
Lund University in 2018. Recent solo exhibitions include Neue 
Nationalgalerie, Berlin (upcoming); Cukrarna, Ljubljana (up-
coming); and Tate Modern, London (upcoming). She has also 
participated in several biennales, such as the 32nd Bienal  
de São Paulo, 2016; 56th Venice Biennale: All the World’s  
Futures, 2015 (curated by Okwui Enwezor); 8th Berlin Biennale 
for Contemporary Art, 2014; 19th Biennale of Sydney, 2014;  
Performa, New York, 2013; International Biennial of Contem-
porary Art of Cartagena de Indias, Colombia, 2014; Liverpool 
Biennale, 2010; and 53rd Venice Biennale: Making Worlds,  
2009 (curated by Daniel Birnbaum). 
 Her work is part of numerous international  
collections and has been widely published, among others  
in the monographic books Rosa Barba: From Source to Poem 
(2017), Rosa Barba: Time as Perspective (2013), and Rosa  
Barba: White Is an Image (2011), all published by Hatje Cantz; 
Rosa Barba: In Conversation With (Mousse Publishing, 2011);  
and Rosa Barba: The Color Out of Space (2016), published  
by MIT List Visual Arts Center and Dancing Foxes. Barba has 
had residencies at the Rijksakademie van Beeldende  Kunsten, 
Amsterdam; the Chinati Foundation, Marfa, Texas; Iaspis, 
 Stockholm; and Artpace San Antonio, Texas, among others.  
She has been awarded various prizes, such as the 46th PIAC  
– International Prize for Contemporary Art of the Fondation 
Prince Pierre de Monaco in 2015 and the Calder Prize  
in 2020.

Charif Benhelima is a Belgian artist. He lives and works  
in  Antwerp, Belgium. 
 Through the medium of photography, Benhelima 
deals with the topics of memory / oblivion, time, space,  
origin, identity, politics of representation, and perception.  
He gained recognition with the Welcome to Belgium series  
(1990–99), a nine-year research project on the sentiment  
of being a foreigner. Besides having worked with analogical 
photography, he has been experimenting for fifteen years 
 with the Polaroid 600. 
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 In parallel to his artistic research, Benhelima  
is a guest professor at the Higher Institute for Fine Arts 
(HISK), Ghent. 
 Recent solo exhibitions include Museu Oscar  
Niemeyer, Curitiba, Brazil; Niterói Museum of Contemporary  
Art, Rio de Janeiro; BPS 22, Charleroi, Belgium; Palais des  
BeauxArts (Bozar), Brussels; Station Museum of Contemporary 
Art, Houston; Volta NY 2010, New York; and Künstlerhaus  
Bethanien GmbH, Berlin, among others. 
 Benhelima participated in the Lubumbashi Biennale, 
DR Congo, 2015; Beaufort, Triennial of Contemporary Art by  
the Sea, Belgium, 2015; Marrakech Biennale 5; International 
Biennial of Photography, 2010 and 2012, Houston; and in group 
exhibitions at the Museu de Arte Moderna, Rio de Janeiro;  
MuHKA, Museum of Contemporary Art, Antwerp; Musée de  
Marrakech; Institute of Contemporary Arts Singapore; Bag 
 Factory, Johannesburg; Shanghai Art Museum; Palau de la 
Virreina—La Capella, Barcelona; Centro Arte Moderna a Con-
temporanea Della Spezia, Italy; Museo de Arte  Contemporáneo, 
Buenos Aires; Witte de With, Rotterdam; EMST—National 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Athens; Jewish Cultural Quarter, 
Amsterdam; and Lunds Konsthall, among many others.

Alejandro Cesarco is a Uruguayan artist based in New York. 
 Recent solo exhibitions include A Solo Exhibition, 
Kunst instituut Melly, Rotterdam, 2019; These Days, Tanya 
 Leighton, Berlin, 2019; Tactics & Technics, Contemporary Art 
Centre, Vilnius, 2019; Song, Renaissance Society, Chicago, 2017; 
The Measure of Memory, Galleria Raffaella Cortese, Milan,  
2017; Public  Process, Sculpture Center, New York, 2017;  
Prescribe the Symptom, Midway Contemporary Art, Minne-
apolis, 2015; Loyalties and Betrayals, Murray Guy, New York, 
2015; Secondary Revision, Frac Île-de-France/Le Plateau,  
Paris, 2013; A Portrait, a Story, and an Ending, Kunsthalle Zürich, 
2013; Alejandro Cesarco, mumok, Vienna, 2012; A Common 
Ground, Uruguayan Pavilion, 54th Venice Biennale, 2011; One 
without the Other, Museo  Rufino Tamayo, Mexico City, 2011;  
and Present Memory, Tate Modern, London, 2010. These 
exhibitions addressed, through different formats and strategies, 
Cesarco’s recurrent interests in repetition, narrative, and the 
practices of reading and translating. 
 Group exhibitions include Question the Wall Itself, 
Walker Art Center, Minneapolis, 2016; Under the Same Sun, 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York, 2014; Tell It to  
My Heart: Collected by Julie Ault, Museum für Gegenwartskunst, 
Basel, 2013; and The Imminence of Poetics, 30th Bienal de  
São Paulo, 2012. 
 He has also curated exhibitions in the US, Uruguay, 
and Argentina, and most recently a section of the 33rd Bienal  
de São Paulo, Brazil (2018) and ARCOmadrid (2020). He is  
Director of the non-profit arts organisation Art Resources  
Transfer, New York.

Matts Leiderstam is a Swedish artist based in Stockholm.  
He obtained a PhD in Fine Arts at Malmö Art Academy in 2006 
and studied painting at Valand Academy between 1984  
and 1989. 
 Leiderstam is currently working on the research  
project “What Does the Grid Do?,” with support from the  
Swedish Research Council. The project aims to focus on ways  
of seeing in relation to contemporary painting practices and  
to trace what it is that remains—the ruins, perhaps, of artistic 
knowledge connected to the grid, a concept deeply rooted  
in Western art history. How might the grid frame what it is that 
 we inherit? Whether that be in the recent return to  abstract 
painting, historically associated with the grid, or in the 

Alejandro Cesarco

External Visiting 
Lecturer in Fine Arts

Matts Leiderstam 

Researcher;  
External Visiting  
Lecturer in Fine Arts
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 amplification of the uses of the grid in the context of a  
quantum shift in our time of today’s planetary-scale computing 
—in a culture dominated by the mediations of the screen. 
 Selected solo exhibitions include Tomelilla Konsthall; 
Wilfried Lentz, Rotterdam; Andréhn-Schiptjenko, Stockholm;  
Kunsthalle Düsseldorf; Grazer Kunstverein; Salon MoCAB—  
Museum of Contemporary Art, Belgrade; Badischer Kunstverein, 
Karlsruhe; Kunstmuseum Liechtenstein, Vaduz; and Magasin  
III, Stockholm.
 Selected group shows include Art Encounters  
Biennial, Timi oara, Romania, 2019; Tensta Konsthall, Stockholm; 
11th Shanghai Biennale; National Gallery Prague; Henie Onstad 
Kunstsenter, Høvikodden, Norway; Fondazione Prada, Milan;  
8th Berlin Biennale; Gasworks, London; Museo Rufino Tamayo, 
Mexico City; Witte de With, Rotterdam; Göteborg International  
Biennial for Contemporary Art 2010; Moderna Museet,  
Stockholm; and Third Guangzhou Triennial. 
 Publications on and of his work include Matts  
Leiderstam: Panels (Wilfried Lentz Rotterdam, 2018); MOM /  
2011 / 47 (and into the room swallows flew) (artist book, 2012); 
Matts Leiderstam: Seen from Here (Verlag für moderne Kunst, 
2010); Matts Leiderstam: Nachbild / After Image (Argobooks, 
2010); and his dissertation, “See and Seen: Seeing Landscape 
through Artistic Practice” (Malmö Art Academy, Lund  
University, 2006).

João Penalva is a Portuguese artist who since 1976 has  
been living and working in London, where he also studied  
at Chelsea School of Art. He has been External Visiting  
Lecturer at Malmö Art Academy since 2003. 
 Penalva represented Portugal in the 23rd Bienal  
de São Paulo (1996) and in the 49th Venice Biennale (2001).  
He also exhibited in the 2nd Berlin Biennale (2001) and  
the 13th Biennale of Sydney (2002). 
 Solo exhibitions include Centro Cultural de Belém, 
Lisbon; Camden Arts Centre, London; Contemporary Art Centre, 
Vilnius; Galerie im Taxispalais, Innsbruck; Tramway, Glasgow; 
Rooseum Center for Contemporary Art, Malmö; Institute of  
Visual Arts, Milwaukee; Power Plant, Toronto; Serralves Museum, 
Porto; Ludwig Museum, Budapest; Irish Museum of Modern  
Art, Dublin; DAAD Gallery, Berlin; Mead Gallery, University  
of Warwick, UK; Lunds Konsthall; Berlinische Gallerie, Berlin; 
Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, Lisbon; Brandts Kunsthallen, 
Odense, Denmark; Trondheim Kunstmuseum, Norway; LOGE, 
Berlin; Musée d’Art Moderne Grand-Duc Jean, Luxembourg;  
Culturgest, Porto; Lumiar Cité, Lisbon; and Appleton  
Square, Lisbon. 
 Group exhibitions include, among others,  
Haus der Kunst, Munich; Museum Folkwang, Essen, Germany; 
K20 Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen, Düsseldorf; Staatliche 
Kunstsammlungen Dresden; Württembergischer Kunstverein, 
Stuttgart; Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney; Australian  
Centre for Contemporary Art, Melbourne; National Museum  
of Contemporary Art, Seoul; Museum of Contemporary Art  
Taipei; Bombas Gens Centre d’Art, Valencia; Tramway, Glasgow; 
Wellcome Collection, London; South London Gallery; Lunds  
Konsthall; Hayward Gallery, London; and Tate Modern, London. 
 Penalva was awarded the DAAD Berlin Artist’s  
Residency in 2003; the Bryan Robertson Award, London,  
in 2009; and the Paul Hamlyn Foundation Award, London,  
in 2020. 
 He is represented by Simon Lee Gallery, London,  
Hong Kong, New York; Galerie Thomas Schulte, Berlin; and  
Galeria Filomena Soares, Lisbon. He has had numerous  
exhibitions with these galleries

João Penalva 

External Visiting  
Lecturer in Fine Arts
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Nina Roos is a visual artist working in the field of painting.  
She lives and works in Helsinki. 
 Solo exhibitions have been held at Kohta, Helsinki; 
Lunds Konsthall; Galerie Forsblom, Helsinki; Galerie Francois 
Mansart, Paris; Galleri K, Oslo; Kunstnernes Hus, Oslo;  
Moderna Museet, Stockholm; Malmö Konsthall; Kiasma,  
Helsinki; and Brandts Klædefabrik, Odense. 
 Selected group exhibitions include the MuHKA,  
Museum of Contemporary Art, Antwerp; Kiasma, Helsinki;  
Galleri F15, Moss, Norway; Espoo Museum of Modern  
Art, Finland; Artipelag, Stockholm; Lunds Konsthall; Carnegie  
Art Award touring exhibition (first prize 2004); KUMU Art  
Museum, Tallinn; Kunstverein München; Museum of Contem-
porary Art, Helsinki; Nordic Pavilion, 46th Venice Biennale;  
and Frankfurter Kunstverein. 
 Public commissions include Campus Allegro,  
Pietarsaari, Finland, 2013; the Church of Shadows, Chengdu, 
China, 2012; and University of Gävle, Sweden, 2006. 
 Roos’s works are included in collections inter-
nationally, including the Amos Anderson Art Museum, Helsinki; 
Apoteket AB, Stockholm; ArtPace, San Antonio; Gothenburg  
Museum of Art; Helsinki City Art Museum; Kiasma, Helsinki; 
Malmö Art Museum; and Moderna Museet, Stockholm,  
among others.

Christine Ödlund is a Swedish artist and composer living  
and working in Stockholm. Ödlund graduated from the  
University College of Art, Crafts and Design, Stockholm,  
in 1995, and from the Video Department of the Royal Academy 
of Art, Stockholm, in 1996. She studied composition at EMS 
(Electronic Music Studio), Stockholm, in 2002–04. 
 Recent shows include the group exhibitions  
Modern Nature, Drawing Room, London, 2019, and With  
the Future Behind Us, Moderna Museet, Stockholm, 2018.  
In 2016, her large solo exhibition Aether & Einstein was  
held at Magasin II—Museum & Foundation for Contemporary 
Art, Stockholm; the accompanying monograph of the same 
name was published by Magasin III and Skira and features  
a text by Linda Dalrymple Henderson. 
 Other solo exhibitions include MLF | Galleria  
MarieLaure Fleish, Brussels, 2019, and Galleri Riis, Oslo, 2018. 
Ödlund’s work has been shown in group exhibitions such  
as the 8th Momentum Nordic Biennale, Moss, Norway, 2015; 
Marrakech Biennale 6, 2014; Magasin III, Stockholm; Stedelijk 
Museum Amsterdam; Museum of Contemporary Art, Tokyo; 
Moderna Museet, Stockholm and Malmö; Nationalmuseum, 
Stockholm; and Lunds Konsthall. 
 Her work is included in the public collections of  
Moderna Museet, Stockholm; Magasin III—Museum & Foun-
dation for Contemporary Art, Stockholm; Public Art Agency 
Sweden; Museum of Sketches, Lund; Statoil Collection,  
Oslo; and Trondheim Museum of Art.

Nina Roos 
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352 About Malmö Art Academy

Malmö Art Academy is a department at Lund University that has been offering higher 
education in fine arts since 1995. Together with the Academy of Music and the Theatre 
Academy, Malmö Art Academy is part of the Faculty of Fine and Performing Arts,  
one of nine faculties within Lund University. 
 Malmö Art Academy offers advanced study programmes in fine arts at the  
Bachelor’s and Master’s degree levels for aspiring artists. Malmö Art Academy also  
has a well-reputed research studies programme. Teaching is not divided into separate  
categories of art. As a student, you can choose to move freely between various forms  
of artistic expression or to specialise in a particular form. Your studies will provide  
ample opportunity to develop your art and a firm professional identity. You will be  
included in new and inspiring contexts and acquire the tools to develop your critical  
thinking. To enable you to develop your skills, you have access to the Academy’s  
premises and your own studio around the clock. 
 Malmö Art Academy offers well-equipped workshops for work with wood,  
metal, plaster, plastic, clay, concrete, photography, video, and computing. It also  
features large project studios, a library, and lecture rooms, as well as the students’  
own studios. Malmö Art Academy also offers a PhD programme in fine arts, mainly  
intended for internationally active artists, at the Academy’s research centre, the  
Inter Arts Center. The programme is key to current artistic research. 
 Our study programmes offer students the opportunity to work with  
internationally active artists and teachers, whose expertise covers a broad spectrum  
of interests and mediums. Individual supervision of the student is considered to  
be key. The language of tuition is usually English. The students’ commitment to and  
influence on the design of the study programme is given high priority. In 2014, Malmö  
Art Academy was assessed as being of very high quality, with regard to both its BFA  
and MFA programmes, by the Swedish Higher Education Authority’s quality evaluation  
of all higher education in fine arts in Sweden. 
 Malmö Art Academy cooperates with other fine arts programmes all over  
the world and has built up strong networks over the years. The education offered at  
Malmö Art Academy also benefits from the active artistic climate in the Öresund  region, 
with its galleries, museums, and other arts institutions in a markedly cosmopolitan  
context. Lectures from visiting artists, critics, and curators, as well as various forms  
of collaborative projects, are natural elements of Malmö Art Academy’s activities. 
 Several graduates of Malmö Art Academy have become successful artists  
who have earned strong international recognition.
 Since the autumn of 2018, Malmö Art Academy has been located at three  
addresses in Malmö; Båghallarna at Föraregatan 4, in Kulturhuset Mazetti at Bergsgatan 
29, and in Dimman at Bergsgatan 20. The premises offer large project studios, a library, 
and lecture rooms, as well as private studios for the seventy students in the fine arts  
programmes and a common study room for students taking the Master of Fine Arts in 
Artistic Research. Students have access to their studios and the common study room  
as well as most of the workshops twenty-four hours a day throughout the year. 
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HISTORY

Malmö Art Academy was set up in 1995 by Lund University. Its study programmes  
were offered in the former Mellersta Förstadsskolan in central Malmö, a building  
that was considered a model of modern school architecture in 1900.
 Lund University’s remit for the new school included the ambition that the 
 Academy be interdisciplinary and international. The Academy became the first school  
in Sweden to actively avoid the so-called professors’ school model. No divisions  
were created; rather, the idea was to make the hierarchies as horizontal as possible.  
Another central concept was the requirement for students to be independent. It is  
still the case that meetings with lecturers take place on the students’ own initiative.
 From the outset, Malmö Art Academy wanted to make the most of the  
artistic expertise of its lecturers and professors. This is also why administration  
is not part of their duties. The Academy further wished to facilitate the continuation  
of the artistic careers of its lecturers and professors, enabling them to participate in  
major international contexts. Hence lecturers and professors have come, and continue  
to come, to the Academy for defined periods in order to free up time for their artistic  
work. To extend opportunities for students to benefit from a broad spectrum of artistic 
supervision, external supervisors were also introduced in 1996. External supervisors  
are internationally active artists who come to the Academy five times per year.
 Malmö Art Academy was the first art academy in Sweden to invite external  
contributors to examinations in 1996. The Academy wanted both to ensure its quality  
in an international context and to reinforce students’ chances of being correctly  
assessed. The external examiners have primarily been internationally active curators  
such as Bart De Baere, Charles Esche, Lynne Cooke, Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev,  
Maria Lind, Iwona Blazwick, Dirk Snauwert, Jürgen Bock, Robert Storr, Sabine Folie,  
Brigitte Franzen, Lisa Le Fevre, Martin Clark, Lolita Jablonska, Jochen Volz, Mats 
 Stjernstedt, Jens Fänge,  Abraham Cruzvillegas, and John Peter Nilsson.
 Malmö Art Academy launched a Master of Fine Arts in 2002, the same year  
the PhD in Fine Arts was established. Malmö Art Academy was the first institution  
in Sweden to award three doctoral degrees in fine arts in 2006, to Sopowan  
Boonimitra, Miya Yoshida, and Matts Leiderstam.
 The Bachelor of Fine Arts was introduced in 2007. 
 In 2020, the Master of Fine Arts in Artistic Research was launched, directed  
by Verina Gfader. The programme builds on the earlier Master of Fine Arts in Critical  
& Pedagogical Studies, which ran from 2011 to 2019 under the direction of Maj Hasager. 
Prior to this, the Critical Studies programme was set up by Simon Sheikh, first as  
a one-year Master’s programme in 2001 and later as a two-year Master’s programme  
in 2008–10.
 Over the years, the following people have worked as professors and lecturers  
at the Academy: Lars Nilsson, Charlotte Gyllenhammar, Anette Abrahamsson, Niels  
Bonde, Axel Lieber, Jimmie Durham, Sophie Tottie, Jens Fänge, Andrea Geyer, Matthew 
Buckingham, and Annika Eriksson.
 External supervisors have included Sigurdur Gudmundsson, Berend Strik,  
Cecilia Edefalk, Voobe de Gruyter, Eva Löfdahl, and Olav Christopher Jenssen.
 Maj Hasager has been Rector of Malmö Art Academy since 2021. Gertrud  
Sandqvist was Rector of Malmö Art Academy from 2011 to 2020, a post she also  
previously held from 1995 to 2007. Anders Kreuger was Director of Malmö Academy  
from 2007 to 2010. 
 The Academy’s first Yearbook came out in 1996 and has been published  
every year since.Gertrud Sandqvist has been Rector of Malmö Art Academy since 2011, 
before which she was Head of Department from 1995 to 2007. Anders Kreuger was  
Director of Malmö Art Academy from 2007 to 2010. 
 Malmö Art Academy’s first Yearbook came out in 1996 and has been published 
every year since then.

About Malmö Art Academy
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Malmö Art Academy is the ideal institution for those intending to pursue a professional 
career as an artist and who want solid training in their field of interest. 
 The teaching is not divided into artistic specialisations and the Academy has  
no separate departments. Students have the opportunity to move freely between different 
forms of artistic expression or to specialise in a specific form. 
 The programmes offer a wide range of courses and projects in artistic  
creation, theory, and technique. Students choose freely from these options and build up  
a personalised programme of study. Regardless of the focus the students choose for their 
work, their own artistic development is always key, and emphasis is therefore placed on 
individual artistic supervision.

The three-year Bachelor’s programme consists of individual work in the studio and  
individual tutoring from professors and other teachers, as well as scheduled courses  
in major areas of artistic techniques, artistic interpretation, and art theory. Malmö Art 
 Academy’s internationally active professors work in a range of artistic fields. This leads  
to important and diverse interaction at the Academy and also gives the students the  
opportunity to choose courses that reflect their artistic intentions.
 The programme begins with a set of compulsory foundation courses dealing 
 primarily with different artistic techniques and the development of the artist’s role over  
the last two hundred years. After this, students select their courses in theory, technique,  
and artistic creation. The topics offered vary from year to year, depending on students’  
interests and the current artistic activities of teaching staff.
 Students who successfully achieve 180 ECTS credits through their studio  
practice and completion of courses are awarded a Bachelor of Fine Arts. Students must  
also have participated in a group exhibition at one of Malmö Art Academy’s galleries  
and have written a short text (approx. five pages) based on their artistic position  
(artwork documentation and texts from this year’s graduating students are available  
in this Yearbook). Professors at Malmö Art Academy act as examiners for undergraduate 
students, and an external examiner is always invited to participate in the assessment.
 Graduates with a Bachelor of Fine Arts degree from Malmö Art Academy  
are entitled to apply for the two-year Master of Fine Arts programme at the Academy  
or for Master’s programmes at other institutions.

The Master’s programme in Fine Arts is a two-year programme offering more specialised 
artistic training through individual studio practice and courses in art and various  
related disciplines.
 During the first year, students begin their advanced artistic work, along  
with  different types of teacher-led seminars and also a study trip. Just as on the Bachelor’s 
 programme, students choose from a range of technical and theoretical courses, many  
of which are taught by internationally recognised artists. Guest lectures from visiting artists 
and critics as well as various forms of collaborative projects are regularly offered at the 
Academy. 
 In the second year, students focus on their degree projects, which includes  
writing an essay (approx. ten pages) about their artistic practice and presenting a solo  
exhibition at one of the Academy’s galleries (artwork documentation and texts from  
this year’s graduating students are available in this Yearbook). Students who pass their  
degree project are awarded a Master of Fine Arts (120 ECTS credits). Professors at Malmö  
Art Academy act as examiners for Master’s students, and an external examiner is  
always invited to participate in the assessment.

Programmes

Bachelor’s Programme in Fine Arts
— BFA

Master’s Programme in Fine Arts
— MFA

Programme Descriptions
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The Master’s programme in Fine Arts in Artistic Research (MFAAR) is a two-year full- 
time education programme. The purpose of the programme is to prepare visual artists  
to define and formulate a research project in fine arts that aims at admission to  
a Doctoral programme in fine arts. 
 The programme maintains a high international profile and prepares artists  
for professional activities at an international level. The focus is on the individual research  
project, which the student uses as their application and then develops during the  
programme. From this project, the student is encouraged to develop research questions  
that emerge from their own research processes and artistic methods. These are discussed 
and advanced in relation to methods that have emerged from other relevant research  
fields, in close collaboration with existing academic disciplines.
 Through this training, the student is encouraged to develop their own methods 
that differ from those applied in other fields of research. The teaching method includes  
both seminars and courses. The seminars include programme-specific seminars and  
seminars together with the PhD programme at Malmö Art Academy, where the student 
becomes an auscultant.
 Courses include method courses with a special focus on artistic research projects, 
but also more general method courses with invited researchers and artistic researchers  
from Lund University and other educational institutions. A course in research ethics is also 
given. The students have access to a shared workspace.
 During the two years of study, students will encounter various think tanks  
through which to open up new vocabularies around thinking through the visual: a meth-
odology lab, a reading group, seminars and workshops, a publishing forum, writing  sessions, 
proposal writing, and archives. Further, they will participate in assemblies, tutorials, 
 meditation sessions, creating a collective glossary, and other discursive events. Conducted  
or choreographed across those units, the MFAAR essentially links to the Doctoral programme 
at the Academy and fosters exchanges with other disciplines, thereby underlining an  
ethics of inclusion and heterogeneity. Within this relational context, the call is for thinking 
about artistic research today as an expanded and all-encompassing field around visual 
thinking. Additionally, the programme aims to confirm artistic research against its apparent 
marginality as a core field of thought, in synchrony with and producing emerging forms  
of sociality, culture, and thought. 
 The degree project consists of a joint exhibition / seminar / publication /  
conference, where the individual project is presented. A longer individual text proposing  
a research project, including a research question and timetable, is also required. Teaching, 
supervision, and examination is conducted in English. Students who pass their degree  
project are awarded a Master of Fine Arts in Artistic Research (120 ECTS credits).

Find more information about admission requirements, the selection process, and tuition  
fees at www.khm.lu.se/en/education/programmes.

The four-year Doctoral programme in Fine Arts for practising artists and curators is  
the first of its kind. Sweden’s first Doctors of Fine Arts graduated from Malmö Art Academy,  
Lund University, in 2006. Professor Gertrud Sandqvist is responsible for the programme  
and Professor Sarat Maharaj is Head Supervisor of the Doctoral candidates, who gather  
for seminars in Malmö at least twice every semester. 
 The study programme is experimental and highly individualised, focusing on  
identifying, understanding, and developing artistic thinking as a specialised field of knowl-
edge production. The studies are based on artistic knowledge and artistic work, and the 
focus is on individual artistic work and research. 
 The artistic work is both object and method. Reflective and theoretical study  
is not a self-fulfilling goal but serves as a means for developing artistic competence.  
The programme in total is 240 ECTS credits, subdivided into various seminars and courses  
(60 ECTS credits) and a documented artistic research project (180 ECTS credits).

Read more about PhD studies at Lund University at www.lunduniversity.lu.se/admissions/
phd-studies.

Master’s Programme in Fine Arts in 
Artistic Research—MFA

Admission requirements,  
selection process, and tuition fees

PhD Programme in Fine Arts—PhD

Admission requirements, application  
process, funding and financing

Programme Descriptions
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Foundation Course Autumn
Mandatory for all BFA students
Credits   30

Objectives
The course is intended to stimulate the  
students’ ability to formulate and present  
a fully developed artistic concept and  
to offer an introduction to artistic tech- 
niques and ideas. The ambition is for the 
students to gain a deeper understanding  
of artistic work.

Contents
The course provides basic technical  
training in the following disciplines:  
computers, woodworking, photography, 
video editing, moulding, and casting.  
It also includes writing exercises revolv- 
ing around the students’ own work and  
a survey of the role of the artist over  
the last two hundred years. Basic library  
use is also taught. For the studio work 
assignments, professors and other teachers 
serve as mentors. Presentations of the 
oeuvres of all participating professors  
and teachers are also included. Through  
the course, students will become familiar-
ised with the school’s premises, facilities, 
staff, and work processes and will have 
opportunity to get to know others in  
the class as well as the other students  
at the Academy.

 
Welding 
Teacher   Senior Lecturer  
  P-O Persson 
Guest Teachers  Robert Cassland, 
  Ariel Alaniz
Credits   12

Participating students: Alexander 
 Davidsson, Anne Gammelgaard,   
Tringa Gashi, Amanda Moberg, Kristyan 
 Nicholson, Ruben Risholm,  
Viktor Strand.

Through this course you will gain  
knowledge about different welding tech-
niques such as MIG and gas welding  
as well as information about the security  
regulations for the different techniques. 
After the course you will receive a “driver’s 
licence” that allows you to work on your 
own with the welding equipment.

 
Economy and Law for Students
Guest Teacher  Katarina Renman  
  Claesson
Credits   7.5

Participating students: Jack Laing  
Aiken, Carin Alegre Castegren,  Alexander 
 Davidsson, Anne-Sofie Djernis, Irene 
Kaltenborn, Arsenij Kotlarius, Amanda 
Moberg, Anton Kai Lindemann Moesgaard, 
Kristyan Nicholson, Astta Nielsen,  
Karl Pettersson, Jens Alfred Raahauge, 
Alice Ryne. 

After completing the course, students  
will have a basic understanding of  
economic and legal issues. They will become 
familiar with fundamental concepts and  
the impact economic and legal issues may 
have on their future activities. Students  
will also understand the impact that intellec-
tual property rights may have both on their 
own protection and their possibilities to  
be inspired by others, as well as the effect  
of different types of agreements,  including 
how agreements can be a part of the 
 creative process. The course also covers  
the difference between different kinds  
of associations and imparts a basic under-
standing of accounting. 

The course is built on three modules: 

Module 1 covers the importance  
of understanding economy and law, how  
economy sets frames, and how law can  
be seen as a tool to be able to do what  
you want. Furthermore, we will look at  
the function of intellectual property rights, 
with a focus on how to protect oneself 

BFA Courses

 
Roles of the Artist
Part of Foundation Course Autumn
Teacher   Professor 
  Gertrud Sandqvist

This course offers a discussion of  
different approaches available to artists  
and of the expectations placed on artists  
by society at large. It takes a historical  
perspective, as this allows us to trace  
the various components that constitute  
the present-day view of the artist. We start 
in the late eighteenth century, as it was 
during the Romantic era that the role of  
the artist first appeared as one distinct  
from that of the artisan.

Subjects 
•  Genius and the weeping audience;  

the sublime; how and why the  
artist became a genius.

•  Commissioned by history; the 
 emergence of museums and their 
impact on artists.

•  The independent artist; the art 
 proletariat.

•  Modernity in Paris; Charles Baudelaire 
and positioning the artist.

•  Bourgeois life; salons and galleries;  
the art market; summing up the 
 nineteenth century.

•  The avant-garde; the artist as boundary 
crosser; Marcel Duchamp.

•  The artist as political revolutionary; 
 Alexander Rodchenko and Walter 
 Benjamin.

•  The artist crosses other  boundaries; 
conceptual art, feminism, and 
 postmodernism.

 
Plastic
Teacher   Senior Lecturer 
  P-O Persson 
Guest Teacher  David Nilsson
Credits   3

Participating students: Sungmin Lee,  
Astta Nielsen.

The course in handling plastics  
gives knowledge in laminating and  
casting plastics, plus basic information 
about the safety prescriptions of the  
workshop. After finishing the course,  
you will get a “driver’s licence” that  
permits you to work in the workshop  
on your own.
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against imitation and the basic requirements 
for setting up a business. Finally, we  
will focus on copyright and on regulation  
and function: What can be protected?  
How is protection obtained? What does  
the protection mean?

Module 2 deals with conceptual creations, 
including the legal view on conceptual  
creations and the legal possibilities for 
packaging conceptual creations. The focus 
will then turn to contracts and agreements, 
including the legal rules and other con-
siderations surrounding these. Finally,  
we will look at contracts and agreements 
regarding intellectual property, copyright, 
and other intellectual property rights,  
as well as contracts and agreements  
as tools in artistry.

Module 3 focuses on different types  
of associations, looking at the different  
kinds of associations that can be used and 
what advantages and disadvantages each 
has. This will be followed by accounting: 
What are the demands? And where  
can assistance be obtained?

Guest Teacher:
Katarina Renman Claesson, JD (Juris  
Doctor) and PhD in Intellectual Property.

 
Ghosts, Haunting,  
Appropriation, Re-enactment
Teacher External Visiting Lecturer 
  Alejandro Cesarco
Credits   10

Participating students: Bárbara Sánchez 
Barroso, Carina Emery, Vala Foltyn,  
Oscar Eriksson Furunes, Karin Hald,  
Fanny Hellgren, Hillevi Högström,  
Sanna Jarl-Hansson, Dagmar Kestner, 
Ellinor Lager, Malthe Møhr, Ivan Nylander,  
Amund Öhrnell, Niels Munk Plum,  
Mandus Ridefelt, Christian Stender,  
Mathilde Helbo Stubmark, Elísabet  
Birta Sveinsdóttir, Amin Zouiten. 

This month-long course meets twice  
a week: one day is dedicated to individual 
studio critiques, and on the other day  
we meet as a group for a reading seminar.

The condensed reading section of  
our seminar focuses on ghostly presences  
to question what structural issues haunt  
the ways we in which we work today.

The question of the “now” has continued  
to haunt contemporary thinkers. Philosopher 
Theodor W. Adorno warned, “Art wills what 
has never existed so far, but at the same 
time all art is one big déjà vu, for the past 
looms over everything.” And short-story 
writer Jorge Luis Borges claimed, “There 
is no new thing upon the earth, all knowl-
edge is but remembrance. All novelty is but 
oblivion.” Artist Douglas Huebler declared 
his working statement to be: “The world  
is full of objects, more or less interesting; 
I do not wish to add any more. I prefer, 
simply, to state the existence of things in 
terms of time and place.” And artist Elaine 
Sturtevant’s was: “My work is the immediacy 
of an apparent content being denied.”  
All these statements allude to different  
ways of conceptualising what constitutes 
the now: How does the past enable or  
frustrate our possibilities? Together we will 
set out to find contemporary equivalents  
or reactions to this question.

In advance of each session, each student 
will prepare a short written proposition  
or question to pose to the class.

Week 1: Avery Gordon, “Her Shape and  
His Hand,” in Ghostly Matters, pp. 3–28.
Week 2: Mark Fisher, “The Slow Cancellation 
of the Future,” in Ghosts of My Life,  
pp. 2–29; Tony Cokes, Testament A:  
MF FKA KP X KE RIP, 2019, visual essay.
Week 3: Louise Lawler in conversation  
with Douglas Crimp, “Prominence Given, 

Authority Taken,” in An Arrangement  
of Pictures, n.p.; Andrea Fraser and George 
Baker, “Displacement and Condensation:  
A Conversation on the Work of Louise  
Lawler,” in Louise Lawler and Others,  
pp. 105–43.
Week 4: Sven Lütticken, “An Arena  
in Which to Reenact,” in Life Once More,  
pp. 17–60; Lucrecia Martel, Zama, 2017,  
feature film; Peter Watkins, La Commune 
(Paris, 1871), 2000, feature film.

Further Reading: Jacques Derrida,  
Specters of Marx; César Aira, Ghosts;  
Giorgio Agamben, “What Is the Con-
temporary?”; Peter Osborne, Anywhere  
or Not at All. 

Unless otherwise stated, BFA courses are open to students of all levels.
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Hocket (The Music Video)
Guest Teacher  Michael Portnoy
Credits   10

Participating students: Jithu George,  
Djoana Gueorguieva, Ivan Nylander.
Malmö Theater Academy students: Maya 
Fritz Brinell Ingrid Långström Einarsson, 
Tilde Jonasson, Sungmin Lee, Elnes  
Eik Leknesund, Jonatan Mattisson, Marit 
Mevold, Agnes Sabel, Hanna Westling. 

Hocket (Lat. hoquetus, (h)oketus,  
(h)ochetus; from Fr. hoquet, Old Fr. hoquet, 
hoket,  ocquet, etc., related to English  
hickock, hicket, hiccup, and similar ono-
matopoeic word formations in Celtic, Breton, 
Dutch, etc., meaning bump, knock, shock, 
hitch, hiccup) is the musical technique  
of distributing a melody among different 
voices, with each voice or instrument  
alternately playing a note at a time. You 
could see it as an extreme form of collabo-
rative micro-tasking. In this course—a joint 
production between students from the  
Art Academy and the School of Performing 
Arts course in Conceptual Theatre—we  
will make a video composed of micro- pieces 
created by each student and arranged  
in hocket to an original musical score by 
an outside composer. These performance- 
based micro-pieces—of durations  between 
less than a second to ten seconds or 
more—can take many forms: actions,  
dance moves or dances, photos, graphics, 
gifs, performative bits, text, and so on.  
The working method of this course will  
be one of overflowing and quick creation, 
feeding off each other in a wild cause  
and effect.

Guest Teacher: 
Michael Portnoy is an artist based in New 
York. Coming from a background in dance 
and stand-up comedy, he employs a variety 
of mediums in his performance-based work, 
from participatory installations, sculpture, 
and painting, to writing, theatre, video, and 
curation. Recent exhibitions include Witte 
de With, Rotterdam, 2016; Centre Georges 
Pompidou, Paris, 2015; Stedelijk Museum, 
Amsterdam, 2014; Cricoteka, Krakow, 2014; 
Palais de Tokyo, Paris, 2013; KW Institute for 
Contemporary Art, Berlin, 2013; The Kitchen, 
New York, 2013; dOCUMENTA (13), Kassel, 
2012; and Taipei Biennial, 2010.

 
Ceramics
Guest Teacher  Karin Auran 
  Frankenstein 
Credits   6

Participating students: Oscar Eriksson 
Furunes, Sungmin Lee, Amanda Moberg, 
Anton Kai Lindemann Moesgaard,  
Kristyan Nicholson, Astta Nielsen. 

The course is intended as an introduction 
to working with clay and ceramic  materials, 
dealing with different techniques and the 
stages in the process leading to a final 
object. 

The course consists of three days of work-
shops over four weeks. The content includes 
teaching, shorter exercises, and individual 
work and individual tutoring. We will work 
with stoneware and stoneware glazes.

An information meeting will be held by 
Senior Lecturer P-O Persson well in advance 
of the start of the course. The meeting date 
will be sent out in an email. 

 
Criticism, Essayism,  
and Artists’ Writings
Guest Teacher  Hans Carlsson
Credits   6

Participating students: Jack Laing 
Aiken, Carin Alegre Castegren, Vilhelm 
 Christensen, Jithu George, Djoana 
 Gueorguieva, Rebecca Jansson, Therese 
Bülow Jørgensen, Arsenij Kotlarius,  
Kristian Krabbe, Rebecca Larsson, Rebecca 
Lindsmyr, Maia Torp Neergaard, Ivan  
Nylander, Karl Pettersson, Alice Ryne,  
Emil Sandström, Christian Stender, 
Elísabet Birta Sveinsdóttir, Filip Vest,  
Amin Zouiten.

This course aims to introduce three  
forms of critical writing: art and cultural 
criticism, essayism, and artists’ writings.  
Theoretical seminars presenting the  
different writing traditions’ genealogies 
are combined with short writing exercises. 
The course also investigates the relation- 
ship the writing exercises have to  
critical theory. 

We will look at texts by artists, critics,  
and philosophers including Theodor W.  
Adorno, Jürgen Habermas, Gayatri C.  
Spivak, Lucy Lippard, Allan Sekula, and  
Maria Fusco.

Jürgen Habermas said in his classic  
1962 book The Structural Transformation  
of the Public Sphere that cultural criticism, 
as we know it today, originated in large  
parts of Europe in a bourgeois public sphere 
at the end of the eighteenth and into the 
nineteenth century. In a new bourgeois 
environment, in new public spaces—such 
as cafés and the daily press—in European 
cities, art and culture had started to be 
discussed and critiqued. The autonomous 
artist, the “genius,” also needed to be  
legitimised by a profession: a public  
opinion maker, a critic. 

Habermas was himself part of the so-called 
Frankfurt School, based around the Institute 
for Social Research at Goethe University 
Frankfurt, which was founded in the 1930s 
and, at the time, most famously represented 
by Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer. 
Those linked to the school presented an 
approach that, through Marxism, psychol-
ogy, and social studies, criticised not only 
policies and modes of production but  
also cultural expressions, which they said 
created ideas and conceptions of normality 
and ideology. Since the 1930s, critical  
theory has developed through and impacted 
on, for example, gender analysis and 
 decolonisation theory. 

Autumn Semester 2020
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In addition to cultural criticism, the  
essay was a form of writing commented 
on by the representatives of the Frankfurt 
School. Adorno said the essay itself was  
in constant conflict between form and  
content—bound to its subject but also  
to the need for a form of individual observa-
tion, an aesthetic approach. This circum-
stance ties the essay to the particular rather 
than to the universal. Or, in the words of  
a later exponent of the essay, Robert Musil: 
the essay presents probabilities rather  
than truths. 

During the latter half of the twentieth 
century, the presence of text in art and by 
artists increased. Conceptual artists such as 
Sol LeWitt opposed themselves to the rules 
of the Enlightenment, which held that the 
artist should be interpreted and understood 
only through their mouthpiece, the critic. 
According to LeWitt, art should approach 
pure information, requiring no interpretation. 
LeWitt’s practice is an example of how text 
occurs in art; however, he was himself also 
an example of an artist who began to talk 
about and not just through art. The artists’ 
writings genre includes not only forms  
of writing that are one or the other, however. 
A strength of the texts written in art today 
is that they are able to transcend genre  
divisions. Allan Sekula does this, for  example, 
in his epic Fish Story (1989–95), a report  
on the global maritime shipping industry. 
Sekula uses photography’s ability to portray 
real events while also reflecting on the  
role of representation in the transformation 
of the world’s oceans into an abstract  
natural resource that has “disappeared” 
from the collective consciousness. 

In addition to learning about the three 
aforementioned writing traditions through 
practical exercises in the course, we  
will also look at how artists’ writings can  
be compared to criticism and essayism,  
and at the critical potential that lies in  
the genre when examined with the help  
of critical theory. 

 
On Materiality 
Guest Teacher  Runo Lagomarsino
Credits   3 

Participating students: Sofie Amalie  
Andersen, Anne Gammelgaard, Malthe 
Møhr Johnsen, Jens Alfred Raahauge,  
Ruben Risholm, Erlend Rødsten,  
Filip Vest. 

“Until lions have their own historians,  
tales of hunt will always glorify the hunters.”
—Chinua Achebe

This one-week workshop focuses 
on different strategies within the praxis  
of sculpture. Together we will discuss, read, 
and present works that use materiality  
as a form for narrative. 

Thinking with novelist Chinua Achebe:  
new systems, new ways of narrating have  
to be produced, not only in content but also 
in the form in which the conversation is 
being held. Can a material speak? Can  
it be a voice-over? And if so, what is it telling 
us? Can a material be a narrator? A form  
for witness? What traces and memories  
can a material carry? 

We will look at different forms of artistic 
strategies within sculpture praxis that focus 
on material. These can be works that use 
the specificity of a material (be it historical, 
visual, or social) as a starting point, but also 
works that use the experience of a material 
as the strategy of narration. 

The students in the workshop will also  
present their works, and we will discuss  
it together. I will also give a presentation  
of my work in relation to the topic. 

Proposed Reading: 
Thomas Keenan and Eyal Weizman, 
 Mengele’s Skull: The Advent of Forensic 
 Aesthetics; Anne McClintock, “Ghostcapes 
from the Forever War”; Amalie Smith, 
Marble.

We will discuss artists such as Félix 
González-Torres, Pia Arke, Teresa Margolles, 
Allora & Calzadilla and Ximena Garrido- 
Lecca. 

 
Painting in Pandemic Times
Teacher Professor  Fredrik Vaerslev
Credits   9

Participating students: Lukas Andersson, 
Carin Alegre Castegren, Grälls Johan 
Kvarnström, Rebecca Lindsmyr, Jens Alfred 
Raahauge, Alice Ryne. 

“Painting in Pandemic Times” is a five-day 
course and conversation group (one day  
per week over five weeks).
 
The course looks at and discusses the  
current conditions of the medium of painting 
in the wake of the outbreak of COVID-19.  
We will take a point of departure in a selec-
tion of shorter texts and interviews made 
prior to, during, and after previous crises, 
including John Kelsey’s Rich Texts (2010), 
Isabelle Graw’s The Love of Painting (2018), 
and others. 
 
The course consists of a shorter morning 
session, with reading of the text material 
(handed out one week in advance), followed 
up by a longer afternoon session that  
will be a discussion directly in response 
our morning reading. A broad selection of 
 images relevant to the topic of each session 
will be presented.
 
The aim of the course is to discuss and 
challenge the constant change of a medium 
that never ceases, but on the contrary,  
tends to further develop in challenging 
times. In addition, we will look critically and 
evaluate the meaning of testimonial writing 
on the medium of painting written prior to 
the occurrence of a crisis (such as a recent 
example by Graw).
 
What does it mean to look at painting 
through the internet and social media—
pre-coronavirus—and now during world-
wide lockdowns? What do recent and 
established conclusions on our medium 
mean today when works such as “network 
painting” now can be viewed and discussed 
only online? How can one move forward 
in such a climate? These are just a few, but 
relevant, questions in the changing times 
and movement of painting today. 
 
At the end of the course, all participants  
will be asked to write a short summary  
and individual conclusion of our five-week 
analysis of the topic.
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Power Trip Course:  
A Practical Guide to Becoming an Idiot
Guest Teacher  Kira Nova
Credits   6

Participating students: Ludvig Briland, 
Tringa Gashi, Djoana Gueorguieva, Therese 
Bülow Jørgensen, Irene Kaltenborn, Ivan 
Nylander, Niels Munk Plum, Elísabet Birta 
Sveinsdóttir, Filip Vest. 

How do we deal with our creative  
work when the whole world around us  
is  changing, collapsing, and reconfiguring?  
On the one hand, we need to find a place  
of stability, while on the other we need  
to know how to be flexible. 

I think a lot of wisdom can be found  
in becoming an idiot. Here is the evolution  
of this definition based on my readings  
of philosopher Hannah Arendt: In Greek 
times the idiot was considered the one  
who lives in their own household and  
is concerned only with their own life and  
its necessities. However, Romans were  
the first ones to claim the sanctity of the 
private sphere: the notion that private 
rights and life are sacrosanct. In fact,  
owning the private sphere was the  
sine qua non to participating in public 
life. In this instance, the idiot is nether  
lost in public affairs nor locked in 
their privacy. 

I personally find the position of an idiot 
something in between that of a trickster  
and a shaman, a wise woman and a  
preacher. Someone who functions within 
and outside the borders of society. This  
is, of course, a philosophical position,  
but in our course we will be learning lots  
of physical techniques that will hopefully 
lay pathways to becoming an idiot—and 
remember: humour, just like vitamins  
C and D, should be taken daily, preferably 
before breakfast. 

Structure: If the world around us is  
massively transforming, let’s play the same 
game! The first seven days of the course 
will follow the seven days of Creation from 
the Bible. There will be seven video classes, 
each filmed in a 3D-generated environment 
(renderings of a surrealist Earth), with  
3D soundscapes and specially composed 
music, followed by daily homework. 

The week after, we will have one-on-one 
physical training sessions over video call. 
Here, we will address your needs and 
questions. We will aim to create an individual 
toolkit to find your inner idiot and that  
place of stable flexibility. 

Day 1: Light 
Day 2: Atmosphere / Firmament 
Day 3: Dry Ground and Plants 
Day 4: Sun, Moon, and Stars 
Day 5: Birds and Sea Animals 
Day 6: Land Animals and Humans 
Day 7: Rest 

Video classes are based on a number 
of physical techniques, such as butoh 
(Japanese physical theatre), qigong, tai chi, 
various fitness and dance methodologies, 
theatre and method acting techniques,  
and myofascial meridian work. 

Guest Teacher: 
Kira Nova is a Slow Loris based in  
New York. She works in visual arts and  
theatre and combines physical theatre, 
dance, stand-up, butoh, perverted  
academic language, and sculptural work  
in her practice. Nova holds a research  
MA in Cultural Analysis and an MA  
in Political Studies from the University  
of Amsterdam.

 
On a Meandering Path  
with Jacques Derrida
Teacher Professor  Gertrud Sandqvist
Guest Teacher  Stephan Møller
Credits   9 

Participating students: Jack Laing Aiken, 
Alexander Davidsson, Carina Emery,  
Oscar Eriksson Furunes, Jithu George, 
Djoana Gueorguieva, Rebecca Jansson, 
Malthe Møhr Johnsen, Therese Bülow 
Jørgensen, Dagmar Kestner, Ellinor Lager, 
Rebecca Lindsmyr, Kristyan Nicholson,  
Karl Pettersson, Mandus Ridefelt, Erlend 
Rødsten, Alice Ryne, Emil Sandström, 
Elísabet Birta Sveinsdóttir.

French philosopher Jacques Derrida  
is one of postmodernism’s most eminent 
philosophers. His work aims to highlight  
the ruptures, inconsistencies, and impossi-
bilities in primarily metaphysical philoso - 
phy. Above all, this involves a criticism  
of language, albeit through language. 

Derrida was born in colonial Algeria,  
as a neighbour to Hélène Cixous, another 
language critic with whom he remained 
close friends throughout his life. They shared 
Jewish roots, something that also became 
important to them in their philosophical 
work. For Derrida, this meant that parts of 
the Jewish scriptural tradition reverberated 
in his own work, particularly the mysticist 
tradition that claims that, in language, 
writing came first, not speech. Shibboleth, 
the biblical concept meaning that a speaker 
reveals their origin, was used by Derrida  
in his famous analysis of the Jewish poet 
Paul Celan, specifically as a marker for  
the ruptures in language. 

The late Derrida dedicated himself to ethics 
and society above all. Through close read-
ings, we will primarily look at his early texts 
and ideas that highlight the ruptures in  
and through time and language. 

Reading Derrida is to read a thorough and 
incredibly sensitive reader, who developed 
his own method and philosophy through  
a series of distinctive close readings of other 
thinkers. We will try to give the texts the  
time and attention they require and our 
focus will be on Derrida; however, we will 
also branch out to a few of his closest 
references. 

This time, we will leave Martin Heidegger  
to his fate to instead delve into Heiddegger’s 
and Derrida’s predecessor, the phenome-
nologist Edmund Husserl.

MFA Courses
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The Artist, the Researcher:  
About Darkness 
Guest Teacher  Marie Muracciole
Credits   15 

Participating students: Bárbara  
Sánchez Barroso, Ludvig Briland, Vilhelm 
Christensen, Vala Foltyn, Karin Hald, Sanna 
Jarl-Hansson, Olle Helin, Hillevi Högström, 
Malthe Møhr Johnsen, Therese Bülow  
Jørgensen, Dag Kewenter, Elísabet Anna 
Kristjánsdóttir, Ellinor Lager, Rebecca  
Larsson, Ivan Nylander, Niels Munk  
Plum, Emil Sandström, Mathilde Helbo 
Stubmark, Øystein Sølberg.

The artist as a researcher chooses  
a direction, but they find at least some  
surprises along the way. This seminar  
begins by examining some artistic practices 
that relate to process of “investigation,”  
be it of real life or not. It will also consider 
the way these investigations engage  
an exploration of the medium. 

Research seems to be a “natural”  
condition for an art practice. But some 
artists specifically deal with unavailable 
historical facts. Opposed to the belief that 
abstraction or expressionism can reach 
through some repressed truth, they instead 
consider authority and how referring  
to truth can be a legitimation procedure. 

So it is about some missing history— 
the history of the defeated, or the history 
repressed in the long tradition of domination 
between humans. The question remains: 
Why art? And how does art deal with  
memory and justice through its forms,   
rather than through a discourse or a 
straightforward narrative? Given that there 
is ideology within most representations, 
how can the artist provide representations 
of history without becoming an ideologue? 
And it is also about the history of art  
itself, the categories it carries, and the  
fact this discipline took time to gradually 
include a diversity of voices. 

Avant-gardes are linked with histories of 
violence. There were times when practices 
were displaced from one cultural context  
to another, from transmission to reinvention, 
from one medium to another, and had  
to confront alien gestures so as to escape 
logics of power. In the context of the  
changing relationships between history,  
history of art, and cultural history, can art 
offer an exit to theoretical closures?

This seminar extends from a few  modern 
and contemporary art practices and 
 positions to explore how artist David 
 Hammons gestures towards invisibility  
and has built an “œuvre” by stepping  
voluntarily into the dark.

1. The Artist as a Researcher
We will start from historical relationship 
between research and art, with the  
valorisation of formal experiments as  
a way to reconsider categories and  
definitions, to question high and low, and 
more specifically to question hierarchies 
between practices. Some historical figures 
are Josef Albers and his reinvention of  
colour, Anni Albers and her exploration 
of a new medium, Eva Hesse and her inves-
tigations into the vocabulary of assemblage, 
and Lygia Clark and Hélio Oiticica and  
their cannibalism of occidental art. 

Looking at the teaching project at Black 
Mountain College in North Carolina, we  
will remember the necessary redefinition  
of the academic transmission of knowledge 
that happened at the time of the collapse 
of the German scientific model—during 
World War II and its aftermaths—when art 
seemed to provide a paradigm as a potential 
“redemption” for science. 

– From European avant-gardes  
to  experimental art in the US: Anni  
and Josef Albers, Eva Hesse, and  
process art

– Avant-gardes, experimentation,  
and partial knowledge

–  Cannibalism of culture: Lygia Clark  
and Hélio Oiticica

–  Art and ethnography: Otobong  
Nkanga and Kapwani Kiwanga 

2. Archive: Babel of Languages
Considering carefully Walid Raad’s strategies 
with the Atlas Group, and the very particular 
moment of the 1990s in Lebanon, we will 
look at artworks dealing with the making  
of history and the disparities between  
a single or a collective voice. Some artists 
treat the archive as a medium: some found 
or invented materials provide elements  
of languages to utter the missing history  
of some traumatic contexts. And they 
activate the poetic to raise the politic.

From the film montages of Pier Paolo  
Pasolini and Black Audio Film Collective  
to those of Yto Barrada and Penny Siopis,  
as well as in Eija-Lisa Athila’s first films,  
we will explore how the polyphonic can 
inform the montage. The dramatisation  
of voices can create some space to  
resist the authority of a discourse and  
of ideology. 

–  Critical languages of archive: the Atlas 
Group, Rabih Mroué’s On Three Posters 
(2004), Paola Yacoub, and archaeology

– History making from news to the  
projection room: Pier Paolo Pasolini,  
and Black Audio Collective

– Home movies building history in  
the dark: Yto Barrada, Penny Siopis,  
and Eija-Lisa Athila

3. About Darkness
This section will drive us to the role played 
by fiction, to the strategies for including  
reverse angles and spaces for missing 
points of view: in Marcel Broodthaers 
defence of Stéphane Mallarmé’s poetical 
revolution, in Peter Friedl dramaturgy  
of Franz Kafka’s “A Report to an Academy,” 
in invisibility and strategies of listening  
as a political gesture with Pauline Oliveros 
and Lawrence Abu Hamdan. These different 
practices will be questioned in regard to 
Édouard Glissant’s theory of opacity and an 
approach to David Hammons’s strategies 
with darkness. 

–  Poetical, political: Marcel Broodthaers, 
Peter Friedl, Rosemarie Trockel,  
Pauline Oliveros, Lawrence Abu Hamdan

– A shot in the dark: David Hammons

Course Descriptions
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My first thought after reading Memoirs of the Blind by philoso-
pher Jacques Derrida was that it’s a text that is quite heavy  
and hard to read. At the same time, it was a very fun text to 
read. I found both the themes Derrida is talking about and the 
way he wrote the text very interesting. Even though I felt the 
text was quite difficult and dense, it didn’t feel like a text that  
is typically academic in its jargon; instead, it’s written in a  
bit more simple of a way. 

One of my first impressions when reading this text was,  
in particular, related to how Derrida uses language. To me the 
text feels playfully written, and I remember from one of our 
reading seminars for the Derrida course that we talked about 
the way he uses associations in his writing, along with the 
 importance of phonetics: how it sounds, how it is written,  
and so on. This is something I could very much pick up on  
while reading  Memoirs of the Blind. 

It obviously feels very clear that the text was originally written  
in French, because of the French words that have been left  
in some parts of the text and in the footnotes, next to the 
 English translations. In a way, this made me feel that I maybe 
missed out on something when it came to the experience  
of reading the text, by reading it in its English translation. I got 
the feeling that the English translation sometimes didn’t fit  
as well as the original French word that Derrida had chosen 
(even though I don’t speak French—which is important to add), 
or that, in some way, the English equivalent wasn’t as rich  
as the original word. In some parts of the text, several possible 
English translations are listed next to a French word, suggest-
ing and opening up different meanings of that specific French 
word—meanings that cannot emerge by choosing only one 
single English word for its translation. In other parts, meaning  
is also created through the connections between several words 
in French, which do not connect as well when translated to 

English. This makes me think about Derrida’s thoughts about 
“drifting,” and how he states that meaning drifts in different 
languages—such as when we translate a text, for example. 

According to Derrida, there is no truth above language.  
He claims that you cannot think outside of language, since  
the language you speak, or are using to think, shapes the  
way you are thinking. That means that universal truths can’t 
exist, because truths can’t be the same in different languages. 
To me, it seems that Derrida’s way of writing could be a way 
to argue this claim, in the sense of showing the gap between 
words and translation, and showing this drifting. To claim that 
you cannot translate the thinking done in philosophy from  
one language to another was a very radical way of thinking  
at the time Derrida made this statement. 

But, at the same time as I was feeling that I might be missing 
out on something because I was reading the work in translation, 
I still very much appreciated the wordplay and Derrida’s way 
of writing. In a way, I sometimes thought that the text felt quite 
poetically written, and that this made me almost forget about 
the ideas or arguments that make up the content of his writing.  
I was instead reading the form of the language, which was  
a beautiful and very special experience. I was not really  
expecting that to happen. 

Memoirs of the Blind was written as a catalogue for an art  
exhibition held at the Louvre Museum in Paris in 1990, which 
makes it something else compared to the usual philosophy 
books you read. Derrida is writing about some of the drawings 
at the Louvre, or at least is talking through them, and mainly 
discusses their motifs. Blindness is a constant theme in the  
text. And as he writes both at the very beginning and at the  
very end of the book: “The point of view will be and has been 
my theme.” 

A Summary of Memoirs 
of the Blind by Jacques Derrida

by Rebecca Jansson, written in relation to the course “On a Meandering Path with Jacques Derrida”, Autumn 2020.
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Blindness

In the very beginning of the book, Derrida mentions two 
 hypotheses. The first is: the drawing is blind. The second is:  
a drawing of the blind is a drawing of the blind. 

The first one, “the drawing is blind,” I understand in the context 
of what Derrida calls the “powerlessness for the eye,” which  
I will touch upon more later. But, in brief, one could describe  
this first kind of hypothesis with what Derrida calls “the 
 pathbreaking,” which he explains as being a kind of blindness. 
This pathbreaking has to do with the act of starting a drawing: 
you can’t see where on the paper you are supposed to start, 
where to put the pencil on the paper, since this happens  
in blindness. Then, when you have found the place to start  
the drawing on the paper, the first line can be drawn. This  
actual drawn line is also blind, because one can’t really  
see it—it is not present as such. 

And for the second aspect—“a drawing of the blind is a  
drawing of the blind”—one can explain this aspect especially 
when the nature of the drawing is a self-portrait. It involves  
a kind of blindness that has to do with the way you see, which  
is being blind to what you are drawing.

Derrida also talks about blindness in a physical sense, as  
in a person who can’t see. He talks about this in relation to  
the drawings of blind men (often depicted together with Jesus,  
as the healer of sight). When Derrida describes drawings with 
the motif of blind men, he talks about their hands.

He talks about the hands, or the fingers, as extra eyes that  
one uses to navigate instead of the actual eyes, when a person 
can’t see. As an example of this way of using your hand as  
your eyes, Derrida describes how he uses his hand to navigate 
a pencil across paper when he is writing in the dark, or when 
he’s jotting something down while also navigating the road 
when behind the wheel, driving his car. You have to use touch  
to see when you can’t use your eyes. You can’t see what you 
are feeling. Your hands have to be the leading point forward. 

Derrida also talks about blindness as being blindfolded. This  
is not a “natural” blindness—this is when someone is naturally 
able to see but has some kind of covering over their eyes, tied 
around the head. It could have been put there by one’s own 
hands or by the hands of another. Thinking about this state  
as being blindfolded by your own choice (by your own hands), 
one can think of it as choosing to being blind to truths, as not 
wanting to see. One can think of it as keeping yourself from 
seeing what is there to be seen. 

Derrida also brings up the allegory of the cave from Plato’s  
Republic when he speaks about different kinds of blindness. 
Here, as I understand it, he describes how the people in Plato’s 
text are blind to their own blindness. Socrates, as the main  
voice in Plato’s text, tries to tell people about and get them to 
see their own blindness. Here, blindness is of course connected 
to knowledge. It also has to do with being able to see something 
that can’t really be seen (something invisible) by blinding our-
selves to what we normally see, our everyday seeing. 

Self-portrait

Memoirs of the Blind is a text that very much deals with  
blindness in relation to self-portraiture. Derrida talks about  
Henri Fantin-Latour’s Selfportrait (1860) and describes the 
characteristics of the self-portrait in general using this specific 
drawing. Derrida explains that what makes it a self-portrait  
is very much the title. There is really nothing in the drawing  
itself that makes us clearly understand that it is a self-portrait. 
As Derrida writes: “Fantin-Latour might also be showing himself 
in the process of drawing something else.” If you look at the 
drawing, what you see is just someone sitting with something 
in their hands. To say that the person is actually drawing in  
the picture could even be an overstatement. It’s hard to tell.  
So, to know that it’s a self-portrait, you have to rely on the title. 
You have to be told it’s a self-portrait. 

As I understand it, Derrida also means that the viewer  
of the self-portrait also has to have a certain attitude towards  
the self-portrait; that is, the self-portrait can’t just show you  
that it’s a self-portrait. The drawing is somehow pointing at 
something that you, as a viewer, has to do. He talks about  
this as a kind of performance of the spectator. I thought this  
argument was very hard to understand, but, as I read it, he 
means that the self-portrait shows a perspective that it can’t 
have by itself. The self-portrait is supposed to be a portrait  
of seeing, a portray of the self: a seeing subject that is looking  
in the mirror, at the drawing, and so on—but, instead, it is  
a portrait of an object of a gaze. 

The self-portrait can’t have this perspective by itself, by  
which it is defined. Bringing this perspective is something  
the  spectator has to do. Derrida says this means that the self- 
portrait is always the ruins of what it was meant to portray.  
In a sense, it has always already failed. 

The Powerlessness for the Eye

Derrida talks about what he calls the three types of power-
lessness for the eye. These three aspects, as he calls them,  
describe how, using a trait of or through drawing, the  experience 
of the gaze turns into blindness. The first aspect he calls “the 
aperspective of the graphic act.” The second is “the withdrawal 
or eclipse, the differential inappearance of the trait,” and the 
third “the rhetoric of the trait.”

The first aspect, “the aperspective of the graphic act,” can  
be described as when the hand moves forward upon making 
contact with the surface. It has to do with the act of tracing,  
in the tracing of the trait. It’s when you’re about to make  
the first lines of a drawing. You can’t see where on the paper  
you should start. You have nothing to follow on the paper.  
Derrida compares this to when you’re drawing in the dark. 

This is a situation where you have to bring into being something 
on that piece of paper. This act can be compared with the act  
of tracing, in the sense of when you have a piece of blank paper 
with a motif underneath it (for example, using a light table  
or a window), and you trace and follow the lines that you can 
see through the blank paper. If you just have a blank paper  
and aren’t using this technique of tracing, then you have nothing 
to follow. So, where on the paper are you going to put your 
 pencil? This is a moment that takes place in the dark, and this  
is one type of blindness that Derrida describes. You can’t see 
what you are doing, but you have to go forward in blindness. 

A Summary of Memoirs 
of the Blind by Jacques Derrida
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The second aspect—“withdrawal or eclipse, the differential 
inappearance of the trait”—has to do with the situation after  
the trait has been traced. When you make this move of path-
breaking or non-following, the very move itself is simultaneously 
the creation of the path. And it exists by leaving a trace of  
itself. You could describe it as the path being like a shadow 
of the pathbreaking. So, the visible mark is the shadow, or the 
trace, of the invisible marking. Derrida calls this “what remains” 
from the pathbreaking. 

As I understand it, one can think of a line on a piece of paper. 
To make it easy, one can think of a line in the middle of the 
paper, that goes from one edge of the paper to the edge directly 
across, crossing the paper. The line that is drawn on the paper  
is the trace of the activity of tracing. If one thinks of the char-
acter of that line, or trait, one can consider it to be a mark that 
divides the paper into two parts. Actually, one can think of any 
line that is drawn as something that is dividing and delimiting  
a space into two spaces. So, by drawing a line, one is also  
marking a space at the same time as the line is being brought 
into being. From what I understand, the line, by being drawn  
on the paper, limits two spaces to where one space ends and 
the other begins. And, by that, the limit doesn’t exist separately 
from the limited (the spaces). It exists as the limited. 

Derrida says, “A tracing, an outline, cannot be seen.” That  
means that you don’t see the limit as such. Instead, what  
Derrida means is that you see what it limits. The limit is a kind  
of invisibility that you see through the limiteds, but it’s never 
something that is actually present. This makes me think about 
my own experience in my first year of preparatory art school, 
some years ago, in a sculpture class where we learnt about 
what in Swedish is called mellanrumsformer: to see the spaces 
between the shapes of objects or between lines. This concept 
could be a useful way to understand how it’s possible to  
shift your gaze a little bit. 

So, if one thinks about a drawing, what one usually deals with  
is the traces, the result of drawing, the activity. But what you  
get is also the drawn. This leads to the third aspect: “the rhetoric 
of the trait.” This is when the drawing becomes a picture of 
something. It has to do with what you can see when you look  
at a drawing. Do you see the drawn, or do you see the draw- 
ing? On the one hand, you can see the traces of the act of 
drawing, and on the other, you can also see what the drawing 
is  representing, for example, a chair. Then you can see the 
presence of the chair. 

Something I found very interesting in the text is that  
Derrida describes drawing as something you do from memory,  
not from perception. In this discussion, he quotes the poet  
Charles Baudelaire, who also spoke about this phenomenon. 

As I understand, Baudelaire contends that a good craftsman,  
or a true artist, draws from memory, not from nature. In the 
quote from Baudelaire, he states as much, along with the fact 
that he thinks drawing from a model is “more of an embar-
rassment than a help to the artist.” True artists exercise their 
memory and store images in their memory instead of letting  
the physical model be a paralysing hindrance.

The thoughts of both Derrida and Baudelaire about true artists 
and drawing were, in a way, and of course, very amusing for 
me to read, since it probably means Baudelaire wouldn’t think 
that my way of working with drawing is something a true artist 
would do, since I work with copying. I found it very interesting  
to think about how these thoughts, of both Baudelaire and  
Derrida, could apply to contemporary art, and contemporary 
drawing specifically. To some extent, I want to understand  
how their thoughts can be of relevance to me, in my work  
with drawing. And the thing I thought about most while reading 
Memoirs of the Blind is how Derrida repeatedly talks about  
the artist as a craftsman. That made me think quite a lot about 
how the relationship between art and craft is viewed today,  
and how the distinction has shifted compared to how they  
interconnected when these thoughts by Baudelaire, as well  
as Derrida, were written. I would say that I could definitely feel 
a difference between our times while reading about this idea, 
mostly because I don’t experience a necessary, direct  equality 
between art and craft today. And I think that is something  
to keep in mind while trying to understand these thoughts  
in  relation to contemporary drawing. 

Thanksgiving, the Book of Tobit 

Derrida discusses the story of Tobit and his son Tobias, from  
the Book of Tobit, an apocryphal work for Judaism. The story  
is basically this: Tobit goes blind, and his son goes away for  
a while and then comes back, and when the son comes back, 
he is able to cure his father’s blindness. So, the father, Tobit,  
who has been blind for some years, now sees his son. But  
the experience of seeing his son is also, at the same time,  
the experience of getting his vision back. So, what he sees  
is in a way both his son and seeing. As Derrida writes, “From 
now on, what Tobit finally sees, it seems, is neither this or  
that thing, this or that person, but his very sight.” He now sees 
the seeing that was invisible to him before. Because he could 
see before, and in a way took that seeing for granted, he didn’t 
notice the power of seeing. But then, when he lost his sight  
and subsequently got it back, he now can also see the power  
of seeing. Through this experience he furthermore sees that  
the power of seeing is not in his power to have or to not  
have. It is something that is given to him. 

Tobit then realises that he is in debt to a power he can’t  
own. He kind of sees his seeing as a call of sorts to give thanks 
to the power that he is indebted to. The archangel Raphael  
is there when this happens, and tells Tobit to write down his 
words of thanks. This is to make sure that the memory of  
the event is inscribed. Raphael says, “The debt must be repaid  
with words on parchment, which is to say, with visible signs  
of the invisible.” Derrida continues with: “As archive of the  
narrative, the written story gives thanks, as will every draw- 
ing that draws upon the narrative.” Every drawing that is a  
representation of Tobit is a kind of memory, or representation 
of that story, of that thanksgiving and how he recognised  
the debt. The drawing is an attempt to portray that. 
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The Transcendental and the Sacrificial 

Derrida mentions what he calls “the transcendental”  
and “the sacrificial.” He describes these as “two paradoxes,  
two great ‘logics’ of the invisible at the origin of drawing.” 

He says, “The first would be the invisible condition of the  
possibility of drawing, drawing itself, the drawing of drawing.  
It would never be thematic. It could not be posited or taken  
as the representable object of a drawing.” He then says,  
“The second, then, the sacrificial event, that which comes 
to or meets the eyes, the narrative, spectacle, or representation 
of the blind, would, in becoming the theme of the first, reflect, 
so to speak, this impossibility.” 

If I understand it correctly, the transcendental could be  
described as what is being discussed, for example, in relation  
to the aspects of the powerlessness for the eye. To take the 
experience of a line and to look at what has to be in place  
for that to happen. It’s about drawing itself. Trying to explain 
what that experience is about. 

When Derrida talks about the sacrificial, he brings up the story 
of Abraham’s attempted sacrifice of his son Isaac. Abraham 
experiences himself as being called by God to sacrifice his son.  
I had some trouble following what Derrida means in this part  
of the text, but I think he uses this story to make a point about 
how there is a sacrifice that lies behind a system, a structure.

Conversion

The last part of Memoirs of the Blind focuses on the  
conversion of St. Paul and on St. Augustine’s confessions.  
The story Derrida relates about St. Paul is about when Paul  
(Saul) is heading to Damascus and sees a bright light and  
hears a voice, and experiences himself being called. And the 
voice he hears says, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” 
Paul experiences that Jesus is the one who is talking to him. 
This experience Paul is having blinds him, and it affects the 
way he sees things, and because of this he drastically changes 
his behaviour (that is, he has been converted). This experience 
becomes a conversion of his vision, his perspective. 

The story of Paul is in a way a story about seeing the light 
—the spiritual light. It can be consider in relation to Plato’s 
cave. But it’s also about Paul being able to own up to the  
mistakes he has made in the past. It’s about him recognising  
the blindness of his earlier behaviour. 

Then Derrida talks about St. Augustine’s confessions, which 
is about Augustine’s experience of conversion. His story, from 
Confessions, is about him confessing his former actions and 
seeking forgiveness for them. 

This experience of conversion goes hand in hand with confess-
ing. Derrida says, “In Christian culture, there is no self-portrait 
without confession.” As I understand it, it’s about the recognition 
of yourself as someone who has been failing, the recognition  
of your own blindness, and seeking forgiveness for it. That is,  
to take responsibility for your blindness.

Final Thoughts

Something I thought about while reading Derrida’s Memoirs  
of the Blind is the fact it’s a catalogue for an art exhibition,  
and that makes it a bit special, and it also affects the way you 
read it. What I had in mind while reading was that I should really 
engage with the artworks illustrated in the book, the works  
that Derrida is discussing. That played such an important part  
of the reading process. Since these artworks are part of the 
collection of the Louvre, an art museum in Europe, they have  
an obvious European tradition—which means the content  
of these works very often comes from Hebrew scriptures and 
stories from ancient Greece. So, to be able to engage with these 
works, and to engage with what Derrida is writing, you have  
to be familiar with these stories—as is always the case when  
it comes to Western art and philosophy. But it felt a bit special 
that the illustrations in the book played such a great part in  
its reading, since Memoirs of the Blind is ultimately Derrida 
talking through these images. 

This book felt like a nice documentation of Derrida’s 
 engagement with these drawings. That made me think of  
what artworks do, and what response an artwork can call  
for. And how you can—as Derrida really shows in this book 
—be affected by a work of art. And to see this book as  
such could actually, in a way, be described as a nice eye- 
opening experience. 

References:
This text is based on my reading of Jacques Derrida’s Memoirs of the Blind along with help from philosopher John Russon’s  

online lectures and the course “On a Meandering Path with Jacques Derrida” at Malmö Art Academy,  
led by Professor Gertrud Sandqvist and Guest Teacher Stephan Møller. 

John Russon’s lectures are available on his YouTube page at:
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLZyk__e49-Cv2YsPd0ipG6-z-OsbJOAEC.
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Plastic
Teacher   Senior Lecturer  
  P-O Persson 
Guest Teacher  David Nilsson
Credits   3

Participating students: Felix Christiansson, 
Amanda Moberg, Sigrid Soomus, Vigga 
Heisselberg Wæhrens.

The course in handling plastics gives  
knowledge in laminating and casting plastics, 
plus basic information about the safety 
prescriptions of the workshop. After finishing 
the course, you will get a “driver’s licence” 
that permits you to work in the workshop  
on your own.

 
Casting: Bronze, Aluminium, Silicone
Teacher   Senior Lecturer 
  P-O Persson 
Guest Teacher  Robert Cassland 
Credits   12

Participating students: Therese Bülow,  
Vilhelm Christensen, Billie Meiniche, 
Malthe Møhr, Sigrid Soomus, Elísabet  
Birta Sveinsdottir.

The course provides basic knowledge  
in silicone and cire-perdue casting. With  
the help of moulds and silicone, students 
will produce objects and moulds in wax, 
which they will cast bronze and  
aluminium in.

 
Documenting Your Artworks: Practical 
Photographic, 3D Modelling Course 
Teacher   Junior Lecturer 
  Youngjae Lih 
Guest Teacher  Johan Österholm
Credits   3

Participating students: Felix Christiansson, 
Oscar Ericsson Furunes, Tringa Gashi, 
Djoana Gueorguieva, Martin Hornshøj, 
Rebecca Jansson, Kristian Krabbe, Grälls 
Johan Kvarnström, Maia Torp Neergaard, 
Jens Alfred Raahauge, Mandus Ridefelt, 
Christian Stender, Amin Zouiten.

The aim of the course is to introduce  
photographic and digital techniques, and  
to give participants the appropriate knowl-
edge to be able to make documentations  
of their own work.

Photo studio: We will go through “general” 
camera settings, how to use a grey card, 
and light settings for flat and three-dimen-
sional objects, and we will discuss common 
obstacles and how to overcome them.  
As preparation for photographing installation 
views, we will discuss natural light versus 
portable studio light and look at examples  
of both. We will also document work  
in motion and reflective works.

Computer room: We will look into how 
to get a good digital workflow: Calibrating 
screens; Photoshop editing and RAW file 
processing; Correcting exposure, white 
balance, and lens distortion; Merging images 
with different exposures and removing  
unwanted objects like dirt from the floor  
and walls, emergency signs, etc.; Straight-
ening lines; Creating a seamless sequence 
of images.

The purpose of the 3D-rendering class  
in the second week is to prepare students  
to use rendering tools (SketchUp, Maya)  
for model building to flesh out ideas and 
present their works in a timely manner. 
Students will learn to use V-Ray for SketchUp 
and Arnold for Maya to create renderings 
with proper lighting and photorealism.  
We’ll also learn to use rendering tool layouts 
to create presentations, including the 
 renders, floor plans, sections, and eleva-
tions, in an organised manner. Students are 
expected to take notes, review the videos, 
and practise the instructions given in class.  
It is the students’ responsibility to further 
look into the subjects touched upon in class. 
These include but are not limited to docu-
mentation lighting and digital space design.

Practical assignment:
1. Divide into smaller groups, preferably  

of three students each. Document  
an exhibition or a section of it, at either 
KHM Gallery or at another Malmö venue. 
Capture both the artworks in relation 
to the room or space and an individual 
work. Edit the image sequence together 
as a group and present them to the 
class. Did you encounter any problems 
during the shoot or editing? How did 
you overcome them? Is there something 
you wish you had done differently?

2. Place your artwork in a modelled  
digital space in an optimised setting  
so that you can extract the views  
of your  models.

Students will receive help with specific 
needs and questions related to document-
ing their works.

Spring Semester 2020
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On Truth and Its Relation  
to Body and World
Teacher   Professor  
  Gertrud Sandqvist
Guest Teacher  Stephan Møller
Credits   15

Participating students: Jonathan  
Bue, Therese Bülow, Felix Christiansson, 
Alexander Davidsson, Carina Emery, 
Tringa Gashi, Jithu George, Djoana  
Gueorguieva, Cecilie Hansen, Rebecca 
Jansson, Dagmar Kestner, Pernille Emilia 
Kjær, Arsenij Kotlarius, Fredrika  Lindeberg, 
Rebecca Lindsmyr, Billie Meiniche, 
 Amanda Moberg, Krystjan Nicholson, 
Maria Nadia Nielsen, Hannes Östlund, 
Karl Pettersson, Niels Munk Plum, Ruben 
Risholm, Erlend Rødsten, Emil Sandström, 
Sigrid Soomus, Viktor Strand, Elísabet  
Birta Sveinsdottir. 

There is nothing outside language,  
claims Jacques Derrida. “Wovon man nicht 
reden kann, darüber muss man schweigen” 
(Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one 
must be silent), ends Ludwig Wittgenstein’s 
Tractatus LogicoPhilosophicus. Is this true? 
What do we mean when we use words  
like “truth,” “body,” “world”—classical  
subjects for philosophy?

We will actively read some texts that  
circle around this. They can be tools 
or material for what Wittgenstein claimed 
philosophy is: an activity.

One point of departure is Judith Butler’s  
essays “Bodies That Matter” and “The  
Lesbian Phallus.” From there, we’ll reach 
Jacques Lacan, Plato, Luce Irigaray,  
and Hélène Cixous. Another source is 
 Wittgenstein’s Tractatus, which he claimed 
was the end of philosophy. Yet another 
touchpoint is Georg Wilhelm Friedrich 
Hegel’s dialectics and perception of history, 
and Susan Buck-Morss’s detection  
of  Hegel’s relation to slavery through  
the example of Haiti.

Now we are reaching the issue of  
power—difficult to avoid in this context.  
This means Hannah Arendt and her essay 
“Truth and Politics,” and Giorgio  Agamben’s 
elaboration in Homo Sacer. Through 
 Agamben and the idea of sovereignty,  
we’ll approach the body, again—this time 
through Michel Foucault and Julia Kristeva.

 
Solitude & Saturation
Guest Teachers  Alexis Vaillant 
  and guest speakers
Credits   20

Participating students: Sofie Amalie  
Andersen, Bárbara Sánchez Barroso,  
Beth Burchett, Karolina Bergman Engman, 
Oscar Eriksson Furunes, Jithu George,  
Djoana Gueorguieva, Louise Hammer, 
Hillevi Högström, Martin Hornshøj,  
Irene Kaltenborn, Anton Kai Lindemann 
Moesgaard, Maia Torp Neergaard, Kristyan 
Nicholson, Astta Nielsen, Maria Nadia 
Nielsen, Malin Nordström, Ivan Nylander, 
Niels Munk Plum, Jonathan Bue Plauborg 
Rasmussen, Mandus Ridefelt, Erlend  
Rødsten, Emil Sandström, Viktor Strand, 
Filip Vest, Vigga Heisselberg Wæhrens, 
Marcus Wallström, Amin Zouiten.

KUNO students: Lorena Articanda, Maria 
Bengtsson, Sara Blosseville, Johanna  
Heikkilä, Rebekka Hilmer, Nemo Koski, 
Liisa Mudist, Gita Sprince, Ruuska Ville. 

1. A Brief Presentation  
of Solitude & Saturation
In our historical moment, to be contempo-
rary might mean to relearn how to dwell 
in instability and uncertainty. Now that the 
notion of progress (or capitalist modernism) 
seems finally questionable, anything that 
once was solid is currently in the process  
of evaporating. The COVID-19 pandemic  
is ravaging the global population, confirming 
the volatility of what we understood to  
be a stable world. Having deeply altered  
our context, this crisis calls for new tools  
for gaining new understandings of new  
areas of friction. As a result of COVID-19,  
we have been digitised by force. What we 
call “digital confinement” now could in  
all likelihood be viewed as a global transition 
to digital capitalism. In that context—which 
is both propagated and consumed by  
the digital—the twin concepts of “solitude”  
and “saturation” are very useful aids as we 
seek to understand where we stand right 
now and what might come out of this. 

2. Webinar Presentation
For the last twenty years, online life  
has succeeded in bringing people closer  
to each other, in the digital sense. The 
counterpart of this is an unprecedented 
accumulation of data and digital detritus.  
It is so huge that new issues like “less  
of more” and “human/non-human”  
have arisen. Is the digital market now  
too  saturated for anything to stand out  
from the competition, break through 
digital fatigue, and grab the viewer’s  
attention? A plurality of experts claim  

that digital life will continue to expand  
people’s boundaries and opportunities  
over the coming decade. According to them,  
the world to come will bring more good  
than harm to people’s lives. Even so, nearly  
a third of individuals believe that digital life 
will be mostly harmful to people’s health, 
mental fitness, and happiness. Most say  
that there are solutions. Over the coming 
years, how will changes in digital life impact 
people’s overall well-being, both physically 
and mentally? For those worried about  
the arrival of a digital dystopia, a turn back 
to physical products may sound appealing. 
Today, one might feel that too much art  
is being produced. Should this be the case, 
from which perspective is the judgement 
made? And in what way might this be  
linked to digital saturation? 

“Saturation” is defined as “the state  
or process that occurs when no more  
of something can be absorbed, combined 
with, or added.” This definition is suitable  
for the digital market, as well as for pro-
duction in general. It also speaks of humans 
and exhaustion. In the present moment,  
the sense of saturation is widespread.  
We know that the digital realm is enormous 
and that it is filled with roughly two billion 
websites. However, as this realm continues 
to grow, the internet-viewing audience has 
plateaued. Billions of people are browsing 
the internet daily, and these people lack  
either the inclination or the time to view 
more digital content. In that respect, there  
is no doubt that soon, less will once again 
be more. Following that headlong rush of 
logic, both solitude and saturation are now 
taking centre stage in the digitised arena.  
In a world crushed by information overload, 
relentless self-promotion, digital fatigue, 
obsession with appearances, and the fear 
of invisibility, the twin concepts of “solitude” 
and “saturation” are very useful aids as  
we seek to understand where we stand  
right now. Further, they have the capacity  
to highlight zones in which creative  
work might be richly developed.

“Solitude” has always possessed an 
 ambivalent status. Although the capacity 
to enjoy being alone can make sociability 
bearable, those predisposed to solitude  
are often viewed with suspicion or pity. If, 
over the centuries, the absence of company 
has been regarded differently, the ambiva-
lent nature of solitude became a prominent 
concern in the modern era. Loneliness, 
which is one of the major paradoxes  
of our world of hyperpolarisation between 
the self and the rest, has been increased 
by the role played by new communications 
technologies and social networks. This  
phenomenon is the culmination of a long 
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history that began in antiquity when, in 
the eyes of the intellectuals, humans were 
either social animals or lovers of bucolic 
charms. Later, the Bible said, “It is not  
good that a man is alone”; and yet, Judaeo- 
Christianity extols the solitary lives of 
 hermits and monks. In the classical period, 
the “loners” and “walkers” were opposed 
to the “honest men” of the salons, thus 
extending the alternative understanding  
of solitude from antiquity mentioned above. 
In the Romantic age, solitude became a 
source of respite to citizens living in ever 
more complex modern societies. While  
the search for solitude was seen as a symp-
tom of modern life, it was also viewed as  
a dangerous pathology: a “Wow! No thanks!” 
that might lead to psychological disorder 
and antisocial behaviour, as has been 
ex plored by psychoanalysis. This ambiva-
lence is now taking on a new dimension. 
At the dawn of the digital age, solitude has 
acquired new meanings as physical isolation 
and intense digital sociability have been 
interwoven: a paradox that needs to  
be explored.

Humans are resolutely social animals;  
we need to establish intimate bonds  
of some form with others. And yet, it  
takes an unprecedented global pandemic  
before we are prepared to acknowledge  
our primordial need for group belonging,  
as solitude and socialisation are both  
necessary components. Forced into  
social isolation, we mourn the loss of this 
sense of being part of the mass. However, 
loneliness doesn’t necessarily entail  
physical solitude; rather, it points to an  
absence or paucity of connection, close-
ness, or kinship—an inability, for some 
reason or other, to find as much intimacy  
as is desired. Hardly any wonder, then,  
that it can reach its apotheosis in a crowd.

Somehow, solitude and loneliness are  
different from one another. Being lonely  
is a matter of feeling disconnected from 
those around you, whether from an  
interpersonal or a universal standpoint.  
The lonely feel empty and drained. Lone-
liness is a state of mind. Solitude, on the 
other hand, can be restorative and healing. 
Some individuals—such as surfers, swim-
mers, artists, and writers—require solitude 
in order to do what they love. Solitude  
is actually vital for them: it instils in them  
a sense of wisdom and creativity, which  
is far removed from the ultimate threat  
of automation that characterises the age  
of “social everything.” Solitude enriches 
creative work. Hardly any wonder, then,  
that it empowers inspiration for change,  
and life. As sculptor Louise Bourgeois, for 
whom aloneness was the raw material  

of art, put it in the late 1930s: “Solitude,  
a rest from responsibilities, and peace 
of mind will do you more good than the 
atmosphere of the studio and the conver-
sations which are generally a waste of time.” 
Solitude is political, while saturation has  
a ring of the psychoeconomic to it.

As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic,  
the two have converged in involvement 
with our intimacy. We have been digitised 
by force, and what we now call “confine-
ment”—that which generates digital loneli-
ness—will probably come to be viewed  
as a global transition to digital capitalism. 

“Digitisation” is the animating force of every-
day life: a technology or medium between 
self-forgetfulness and self-submergence  
in tech. And it is promoted to us as the future. 
However, as artist and theorist Hito Steyerl 
puts it: “Technology is not the answer.  
Nor is it a solution. It is an open question 
and urgent problem—which nevertheless 
needs to be confronted in order to think  
the present and free the future from false  
algorithmic certainties.” Coextensively to 
that, can algorithms encapsulate solitude, 
too? Digitisation is a sociohistorical process 
that is contributing to the erosion of de-
mocracy. The seeds of these developments 
are, paradoxically, related to the ideology  
of digital utopianism that emerged in the 
late 1960s with the rise of a social model  
of computing. This led first to a set of beliefs 
furthered by the neoliberal technocracy  
of the 1990s, and then to the popularisation 
of networked computing, which has since 
generated a social interdependency with 
the feed and paved the way to our current 
digitised existence and digital saturation.
 The webinar on the twin concepts 
of “solitude” and “saturation” is dedicated 
to their joint exploration by exceptional 
visionary thinkers and artists whose views 
have tackled the “system of production”  
and questioned the combinations of life 
forms that emanate from it. In our explora-
tion of zones where intelligence and instinct 
are one, what’s at stake at their intersection 
will be the subject of critical examination, 
taking as the main backdrop the experience 
of art as both a means of engaging in the 
world and a tool for knowledge production, 
or research for criticism, beyond tangible 
objects and ultimately for change. This is  
a great chance to confront groundbreaking 
voices through which our current aliena-
tion, emotional sterility, and overcrowded 
loneliness can be questioned and ultimately 
invalidated. Combining lectures and work-
shops based on specific research methods 
involving text, film, events, and narratives, 
the webinar will generate a vitalising  
laboratory for self-discovery. Experience 

oriented, its main articulations will lie in  
case studies and intellectual frameworks 
that set the scene for a thought- provoking 
reflection on the current biopolitical 
 conditions that prevail in the arts, where 
social engagement, personal interests,  
and public intellectual work intersect.  
Borrowing from various disciplines—such  
as sociology, exospheric studies, critical  
theory, histories and practices of art and  
media, anthropology, literature, and urban 
planning and architecture—both the 
lectures and the workshops will conflate 
 different skills and thoughts that are 
 currently under pressure, given that both 
solitude and saturation enrich creative 
work, and it is thus relevant in a system that 
plays with ideas of presence and distance, 
over and under, too little and too much, 
and the seen and the unseen. During our 
five months of exploration, topics such as 
decontextualised contexts, network fatigue, 
a world of stay-at-home “nomads,” and  
twin notions like arbitrariness and indiffer-
ence, intimacy and overexposure, and AI 
and surplus will be examined and discussed 
in the light of a diverse array of cultural 
materials. Reflecting on the creative, emo-
tional, and political consequences of moving 
towards saturation while critically resisting 
it, the webinar argues that there can be  
no growth without stagnation, no movement 
without inactivity, and no progress without 
refusal—and, maybe, no fertile solitude 
without saturation.
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What Does the Painter Do?
Teacher   External Visiting 
  Lecturer 
  Matts Leiderstam
Credits   6

Participating students: Lukas Andersson, 
Olle Helin, Fanny Hellgren, Grälls  
Johan Kvarnström, Fredrika Lindeberg,  
Rebecca Lindsmyr, Amund Öhrnell. 

This course aims at and asks for participants 
who mainly sees themselves as “painters.” 

For two years, I have been working on a 
research project supported by the Swedish 
Research Council titled “What Does the  
Grid Do.” Here follows my short abstract:  
I have come to a point in my art practice 
and teaching where I would like to pose  
a deceptively simple question in relation to 
painting: What does the grid do? The mean-
ings of the grid as developed in the Italian 
Renaissance—an aid for the composition 
and organisation of painting—has shifted  
in profound ways. I have worked with  
the grid for many years, and I find it holds  
an allusive quality, always open.

The aim of this project is to focus on  
ways of seeing in relation to contemporary 
painting practices, and to trace what it is 
that remains—the ruins, perhaps, of artistic 
knowledge connected to the concept of  
the grid, which is so rooted in Western art 
history. We will explore the recent return  
to abstract painting, historically associated 
with the grid; the amplification of the uses 
of the grid in the context of a quantum shift 
in our time of planetary-scale computing; 
and how, in a culture dominated by screen 
mediations, the grid might frame what  
it is that we inherit. 

This research will adopt a heterogeneous 
approach, initially based in painting—and,  
as in my own practice, we will have inevitable 
encounters with other mediums. My meth-
ods derive from teaching, as well as archival 
research and experiments and dialogues 
that take place within the studio context. 
The realisation of this project will be through 
publication and exhibition, with the aim  
to underscore the concept of the grid as  
it is used as a visual code, as well as a  
prism to look “through.” 

As part of my research, I have become  
more and more interested in how the  
day-to-day work in the painter’s studio 
has changed over time. How are the inter-
net, the digital image, the computer, the 
screen, and social media influencing ways  
of seeing and contemporary painting prac-

Course Descriptions

tices? What older techniques and ways of 
seeing are, after all this time, still remaining? 
What kind of knowledge or craft does  
the painter need to know?

In this course, we will read and discuss 
texts, artistic practices, and contemporary 
working methods—all as related to the  
participants’ own practices. Subjects to 
discuss could include, for example: How  
do we as painters decide: size, preparation, 
material, and subjects for the painting,  
and how do we plan and compose our  
paintings? What I am mainly interested  
in is mapping and discussing habits and 
repetitions—including the choices you make 
that may be completely unconscious of. 

Schedule: This course has different moods 
and stages, and starts in February with 
individual interviews between me and all the 
participants on Zoom (a separate schedule 
will be sent out). In March we will have two 
text seminars together on Zoom. At the 
end (if the pandemic allows us), in late May 
or early June, we will meet in person for 
one-day seminars, and each participant will 
present one work and discuss and evaluate 
the questions this course have raised. 
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The Coming Hospitality 
Teacher   Professor 
  Verina Gfader, 
  PhD candidate 
  Lea Porsager, 
  and guest speakers
Credits   7.5 

Participating students: Bárbara Sánchez 
Barosso, Vala Foltyn, Karin Hald, Sanna 
Jarl-Hansson, Ellinor Lager.

The course is organised around  
various forms of think tanks, including  
a method ology lab, a reading group,  
seminars and workshops, publishing, 
public(s)- making forums, writing sessions 
and proposal writing, a document  
archive, assemblies, tutorials, meditation 
sessions, a collective glossary, and  
other discursive and celebratory events. 

The overarching motto for this year’s  
Master of Fine Arts in Artistic Research 
(MFAAR) is: The coming hospitality.  
Our device is modelling hospitality through 
and with art and artistic research and  
co-inhabiting a bilingual and diverse world  
of meanings. The French philosopher  
Paul Ricœur’s terms “linguistic hospitality” 
and “the pleasure of dwelling in the other’s 
language” forms the ground from which  
to further activate a hosting principle  
in this undertaking.

Ricœur writes: “It seems to me, that  
translation not only confronts us with  
a theoretical or practical, intellectual task, 
but also with an ethical problem. Guiding  
the reader to the author, or the author  
to the reader, means—at the risk of serving 
two (gentle)men and betraying both— 
to practice what I would like to call the 
linguistic hospitality.” And within this “ 
‘linguistic hospitality’ [is] where the pleas- 
ure of dwelling in the other’s language  
is balanced by the pleasure of receiving  
the foreign word at home, in one’s own 
welcoming house.” When Ricœur in  
his major work from the late 1990s, titled 
“The Paradigm of Translation” (“Le para-
digme de la traduction”), delineated the 
ethical and juridical force of translation,  
he might have been unaware of the  
prophetic statement he had just made …

The course “The Coming Hospitality” 
responds to this year’s overarching MFAAR 
motto and is devised through two sets  
of activities: 

MFAAR courses

Hosts: This part consists of: a furniture 
workshop, involving collaborative work 
among the students to build a mobile  
(flexible, modular) furniture  support  
structure = spatial arrangement for seminar 
rooms and other physical settings. This  
endeavour is to be continued through-
out the autumn of 2021; and monthly 
mediation sessions in collaboration with 
 artist- researcher and PhD candidate Lea  
Porsager. Each meditation lasts 9:43 min. 
based on composer John Cage’s In a  
Landscape (1948). 

Guests: This part includes events ( seminars, 
film screenings, talks) with invited speakers, 
such as Victoria Browne, Gerald Raunig, 
Mela Dávila Freire or Andrew Lees ( details 
forthcoming). The topics range from 
“ Amazon” to “pregnant time” and “sonorous 
arc-hives.” Guests is a key element in this 
course in terms of fostering exchanges  
and collaborations with thinkers from disci-
plines other than art, essentially to reach  
out to other agents in the field and beyond, 
as well as to expand networks. Discourse  
is the core structuring device.

 
Document. Archive. Format.:  
Voicing, Enunciation, Text through 
Time, Im-print, Il–legible 
Teachers   Professor 
  Verina Gfader, 
  Professor 
  Joachim Koester, 
  and guest speakers
Credits   7.5

Participating students: Bárbara Sánchez 
Barosso, Vala Foltyn, Karin Hald, Sanna 
Jarl-Hansson, Ellinor Lager.

( . , \ {), signs, voices, words, . . ‘ ‘… ,” sounds, 
il-egibilities; and pigments/ printing/ im-print 
are the heart of this part of the course. 

The individual classes consist of:

1. Reading groups (READ-in groups)
One reading group will have Joachim 
Koester as a guest. One or two of those 
reading groups may be semipublic. And 
there will also be a party—a celebratory 
event to take place right after one gathering. 
Initiating this reading group means encour-
aging and arguing for (new forms of)  
reading groups as one crucial form of  
knowledge production. The reading group 
(over two years) will introduce students 
to various primary, secondary, and tertiary 
sources across philosophy, poetry, (art) 
history, and so on, and the participants  
can share their own curiosities and exper-
tise. The potentials in and experience of 
reading together must be re-emphasised, 
especially today. 

2. Writing workshops (titled . , \ {) 
This workshop is focused on ways of writing 
a research proposal meant for conducting  
a PhD in the (near) future. Writing is  
affirmed as one fundamental artistic tool. 
This “ writing” also has to be considered  
case by case.

3. Print (Publishing forum,  
making public(s)) 
We will establish a publishing forum to  
look into and work on publishing at large, 
both off- and online and across  independent 
publishing in the arts, academia, and what 
lies in between. Besides exploring the 
handling and transforming of the “raw 
material,” in order to make public(s) by way 
of a complex publishing apparatus, we shall 
speculate together on producing “a journal.” 
Throughout 2021 (first meeting in spring) 
the idea and possibilities for the publishing 
forum at and through the Academy will  
be examined, discussed, and hopefully 
already tested. 
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Art Research 
Teachers   Professor  
  Verina Gfader, 
  Professor 
  Sarat Maharaj, 
  Professor 
  Gertrud Sandqvist, 
  and External 
  Visiting Lecturer 
  Matts Leiderstam
Credits   7.5

Participating students: Bárbara Sánchez 
Barosso, Vala Foltyn, Karin Hald, Sanna 
Jarl-Hansson, Ellinor Lager.

The course “Art Research” looks into the 
larger dynamics around and “knowledges” 
of and from within “thinking through  
the visual.” The course includes: 

1. PhD sessions: We will be silent audience 
members and participants in dedicated  
PhD seminars and presentations, plus  
we will hold a discreet post-PhD assembly, 
working towards a collective glossary  
on artistic research. 

2. Methodology lab on ethics: The aim  
of the methodology lab is to formulate  
new ways of “visual thinking” together with  
the artist-researchers on the course and 
in close relation with the PhD programme 
in Fine Arts. The focus is on art research 
methodologies.

In the methodology lab, which runs over  
the two years of the MFAAR programme,  
we explore fundamental and grounding 
questions such as: What do we mean  
by “research in art”? What is distinctive 
to artistic research versus, for instance, 
anthropological research? In what ways 
do epistemologies in and through artistic 
research specifically relate to “knowledge”? 
What is the art journey to the PhD? When  
it comes to gathering data and relevant  
textual and visual material, what method 
have you adapted—and why this  
particular method? 

This key stage is to enable the student  
artist-researchers to begin getting a glimpse 
of the fact that (artistic) research has  
a dedicated focus beyond being chance-
based nature. The unique set of method-
ologies must follow from that focus. 

The Spring 2021 semester includes  
two methodology labs: “Methodology  
Lab 2: Hysteria, Writing the Image (Subject)” 
and “Methodology Lab 3: Translation.”

3. Annual Assembly, May 2021:  
This is where we sketch out and realise  
new vocabularies on the basis of affirming 
emancipatory artistic research as a key  
role and way of life and thought. One ses-
sion will be led by artist Matts Leiderstam, 
who will discuss his current postdoctoral 
research project and approach.

 
Individual Artistic Research 
Credits   7.5

Participating students: Bárbara Sánchez 
Barosso, Vala Foltyn, Karin Hald, Sanna 
Jarl-Hansson, Ellinor Lager.

This course includes individual tutorials, 
arranging studio visits, and individual  
artistic research.

Course Descriptions
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