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When looking back on the 2021/22  academic 
year, so many highlights effectively over
shadowed the still lingering traces of the 
 COVID19 pandemic that we navigated 
throughout the year. The fall semester began 
with the symposium The Future of Arts  
Education at Malmö Konsthall, organised  
by Matts Leiderstam, Mats Stjernstedt,  
and myself, which was our first largerscale 
public gathering in almost two years. Keynote 
speakers were Dr. Temi Odumosu, Ane Hjort 
Guttu, and Dirk Fleischmann, and alumni 
speakers included Max Ockborn, Francis  
Patrick Brady, Tina Helen, Nina Jensen, and 
Zahra Moein—followed by the longawaited 
public launch of Trust, a core condition, which 
was published on the occasion of Malmö  
Art Academy’s twentyfifth anniversary and 
as an homage to Professor and former Rector 
Gertrud Sandqvist and her tremendous  
work for the Art Academy.

In October 2021, the prestigious Edstrandska 
exhibition took place in our galleries. One of 
the largest private art awards in Sweden, the 
Edstrandska Scholarship supports the regional 
art scene, both for newly graduated students 
and established artists, and Malmö Art  
Academy hosts the exhibition each year.

We were happy to welcome the renowned  
artist Alejandro Cesarco as Adjunct Professor 
in November 2021—a significant addition  
to our brilliant faculty, helping us to continue 
the high level of arts education we provide  
as one of the leading art academies  
in Europe.

In December 2021, Lea Porsager’s inspiring  
public defence of her PhD, entitled CUnT- 
SPLICING THOUGHT-FORMS—Promiscuous 
Play with Quantum Physics and Spirituality, 
took place at Inter Arts Center (IAC); her  
opponent was Dr. Siún Hanrahan from the 
National College of Art and Design in Dublin.  
It is always such a joy to see cuttingedge  

2022 Venice Biennale, featuring the work  
of Francis Alÿs. For the first graduating  
cohort of the MFAAR, we were joined  
by the aforementioned Dr. Siún Hanrahan  
of Ireland’s National College of Arts and 
Design, and for the BFA3, we hosted Martha 
Kirszenbaum, curator of the French Pavilion  
at the 2019 Venice Biennale, represented  
by Laure Prouvost. Thank you all for your 
 dedication and commitment to our gradu 
ating students’ practices! 

I extend my sincere gratitude to the editor  
of this Yearbook, Karin Hald, as well as  
the designers at Eller med a.

I also want to highlight the external tutors  
who contribute to our school: Rosa Barba, 
Charif Benhelima, Marie Muracciole, João  
Penalva, Michael Portnoy and Nina Roos, 
—you are invaluable! Also, a big thank you  
to our teachers, technicians, and administra
tors for making it all spin, and of course to  
our wonderful students! Without you there 
would be no Malmö Art Academy. I feel  
truly privileged to work with you all.

—Maj Hasager
Rector, Malmö Art Academy

artistic research unfolding at Malmö Art  
Academy. In January 2022, we had the pleasure  
of welcoming the wonderful artists Emily  
Wardill and Sven Augustijnen as new PhD  
candidates, adding to the existing PhD group 
of Bouchra Khalili, Yael Bartana, and  Jürgen 
Bock, all supervised by Sarat Maharaj and  
Gertrud Sandqvist. This year we also had  
the pleasure of having Matts Leiderstam  
contribute to the PhD seminars.

The spring semester opened with the series  
of MFA graduation exhibitions. At Malmö  
Art Academy, these are demanding solo exhibi
tions held in the school’s galleries, KHM1  
and KHM2. By comparison, MFA graduation 
shows at many other art academies take the 
form of large group exhibitions. The MFA  
exam exhibitions always prove to be highlights 
of the year, with fifteen solo shows unpack 
ing the multiple ways of being an artist and  
displaying an incredible level of integrity  
and artistic quality. 

The BFA exam exhibition was held in March. 
This group exhibition represents the  culmination 
of three years of artistic experi mentation and 
took place in both galleries. This year we also 
had the first group of  graduates in the MFA 
in Artistic Research (MFAAR). The MFAAR’s 
exam exhibition was hosted at IAC, and  
we extend a special thank you to the IAC  
team for their support.

We are grateful to have worldfamous artist 
Heimo Zobernig as an honorary doctorate,  
and on 7 May 2022 we held the symposium 
Moving and exploring boundaries. A tribute 
seminar to Heimo Zobernig, artist dealing  
with basic research and honorary doctor  
at Malmö Art Academy, Lund University at 
the Skissernas Museum – Museum of  Artistic 
Process and Public Art in Lund. It was a rare 
and inspiring occasion, during which the artist, 
in conversation with Jürgen Bock, generously 
took us on a deep dive into his oeuvre,  followed 

by a presentation by Allison Katz about  
her relationship to Zobernig as an artist from  
a younger generation. Dr. Penelope Curtis,  
former head of the Gulbenkian Foundation, 
gave the inspiring talk “Terrible Logic— 
A Presentation of Heimo Zobernig’s Relation
ship with Architecture.” The day concluded 
with the presentation “To Show What Is— 
Heimo Zobernig’s Sprachspiele” by Profes 
sor Gertrud Sandqvist, followed by an  
open discussion.

It has been said that spring has not arrived  
in Malmö until the Art Academy has opened 
the doors to its Annual Exhibition. For the  
past two years, we were deprived of that spring 
feeling due to lockdowns under the COVID19 
pandemic, but this year our doors were once 
again wide open in May, with Malmö Art 
Academy bursting with artworks, screenings, 
and performances. The opening night was  
a true artistic manifestation—thank you  
to all the participating students, technicians,  
and teachers for their enormous effort. Junior 
Lecturer Youngjae Lih did a tremendous job  
in coordinating the Annual Exhibition— 
thank you!

As the world slowly opened up again, we  
were finally able to go on study trips, which  
had been on hold since 2020. The MFA2  
group travelled to Lisbon in April on an inten
sive trip with Gertrud Sandqvist and Emily  
Wardill. In June, the MFA1 group went  
to documenta fifteen in Kassel with Fredrik 
Værslev and Alejandro Cesarco. Students  
taking the course “Some Tools of the Trade” 
went to the event “Gasthof” at the Städel 
schule in Frankfurt with Joachim Koester  
and myself in July. 

I also want to thank this year’s external  
examiners. For the MFA2, we had the pleasure 
of welcoming Hilde Teerlinck, Artistic Director  
of the Han Nefkens Foundation in Barcelona 
and the curator of the Belgian Pavilion for the 
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I can start to get sick merely by thinking about 
how, with a sigh of  longing, there once was  
a time when you woke up with the sunlight  
and went to bed as the darkness emerged.  
That the length of  the day was set according  
to the sun’s appearance in the sky. This longing 
is borne forth by a wish to live with, in, and  
of  the world. A staccato-like image of  some-
thing honest and simple that has never taken 
place. Yes, it’s a dream. But dreams are vivid 
and full of  hope, and so I dream about this way 
of  being with life. I see it as a kind of  utopia 
towards which to turn the body. In continuation 
of  the dream, I’m nostalgically thinking about 
how a person living in such a society that woke 
up with the sun would look at and make use 
of  resources. If  a sweater was worn out, you 
unravelled its yarn and reused the wool. Doing 
this wasn’t anything special, because wool was 
valuable. It first had to be shorn from the sheep, 
then it had to be washed, carded, spun, twined, 
dyed, and finally knitted together into something 
a body could wear. Not to reuse the thread 
would be wasteful. 

“As a feeling nostalgia lives in the body.”1

“Both nostalgia and erotomania, you see, had to  
do with the lethal effect of  separation. But previously,  
no one had described a disease called forth by the  
lack of  a place, a spatial dimension.” 2

I have previously thought of  a tendency  
towards nostalgia as a dangerous character  
trait. A tendency belonging to someone who  
is not present in the time that lay ahead of   
them. To me, nostalgia was a romanticisation  
of  bygone times. A nostalgic gaze was an un-
critical gaze. One that avoided the less flattering 
aspects of  the past. One precipitated by the 
wish for an idea of  an earlier time that has no 
anchoring in reality. 

 For my own part, I feel teased by nostalgia, 
and when it strikes, I vanish to a place that  
has been built up from my own and others’ 
memories. However, of  late, I have started to 
look less didactically at the feeling, in an attempt 
to understand it better. Turn, twist, and draw  
the nostalgia out, in order to, by this means,  
give it another chance. For, indeed, it builds up 
a romantic and naive foundation of  understand-
ing—but it has never claimed to be anything 
else. Nostalgia is not interested in addressing  
its topic scientifically. It’s not trying to be objec
tive. Neither is it trying to be straightforward. 
Instead, it carries with it dreams and longings 
for other places, times, and ways of  being.  
From nostalgia I obtain utopias, hope, and  
alternative narratives. And it’s from here that  
I create. In this text, I will work with it and  
try to sense what it is that’s being longed for. 
What it is that I, in my artistic work, am  
dreaming about. 
 For dreams testify that something is  
not as it should be. Dreams can lead to changes 
in one’s own life, or to revolutions that over-
throw entire societies. It is dreams that carry us 
along, push us farther, and make us think of  
new ways of  dealing with and being with the 
world. It is the hope and the dream that initiate 
the shift from seeing the world as a being  
to a doing.

Red Threads 
The concept of  “worlding” is one aspect  
of  the speculative toolbox of  new materialism. 
architecture theorist Helen Palmer and dance 
theorist Vicky Hunter define worlding as  
“the performativity of  the noun that repeats 
itself  as a verb or gerund; the world’s worlding, 
is the setting up of  the world. Worlding is  
a particular blending of  the material and the 
semiotic that removes the boundaries between 
subject and environment, or perhaps between 

I’m a Dreamer, a Soaper, One You Can’t Catch 
Therese Bülow

Therese Bülow
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Therese Bülow, Puzzle piece for deer(est) heart l–lll, 2022. Aluminium, soap, metal, magnets, wool 
dyed with onion skin and birch, 90 x 70 x 30 cm. Installation view, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022 
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persona and topos.”3 The concept subsumes  
the interminable effort that is always ongoing 
—the world’s worlding. The world’s constantly 
coming into being. That something that will 
forever be on the way, undergoing change. 
Something infinitely large and infinitely long.  
A mutation, a winding in and out of  itself. 
 The idea that the world is constantly chang-
ing and coming into being belongs not only to 
new materialism but also follows a long and 
serpentine path, speckled with dead-ends and 
shortcuts.4 As the psychologist and philosopher 
William James wrote at the end of  the nine-
teenth century: “What really exists is not things 
made but things in the making.”5 This way of  
thinking is also what characterises the present 
text. It is already a compendium of  thoughts, 
images, and works that continue to spin along 
further. The quotations are borrowed from 
 other contexts, linking to other places, but  
here they are placed as playing pieces in the  
map that I am delineating. The whole map  
does not exist—there’s no starting point, and  
no place to finally wind up. What follows is  
not a linear series of  explanations of  what  
I’m doing and how I’m doing it. Instead, this  
is a taking-by- the-hand guide, with me at the 
helm. It’s a spinning out of  my thoughts about 
what I’m working with and preoccupied with.

“I believe in the power of  the imagination to remake  
the world.” 6

In my own work, I use worlding as a way  
of   understanding my practice. For me, it is  
a context within which I can place my works.  
My sculptural and performative approach stems 
from a hope of  being able to make room for  
a different narrative than the one already known. 
Bringing forth images, objects, and sensory  
moments that explore new relations, new  
understandings, and new stories, and which 
render it possible to look at life from a different 
per spective, from a different place. I dream of  
being able to speak about other ways of  being 
with, in, and of  the world. To diminish the 
distance that exists between humanity and its 
ecological and mental surroundings, so that  
one can accordingly come up with a suggestion 
for doing things in a different way. For it is  
possible to stand in a more ethically defensible 
and ecologically beneficial relationship to our-
selves as people and to the situations of  objects, 
surroundings, and landscapes that we touch  
and are together with. We need to regard our- 
selves less as severed-off  bodies and instead  

as playing pieces in an infinitely large puzzle  
that cannot be solved. A game where mess  
and clutter are one aspect of  the  
situational context. 
 When I first read sciencefiction  
writer Ursula K. Le Guin’s essay The Carrier  
Bag Theory of  Fiction,7 I got a feeling inside  
me of  two gears falling into place, into one 
another. I came to understand that the  narrative 
genuinely has power.8 Le Guin wrote this  
text from a standpoint different than the  
hegemonic one. At the time, she was writing  
a story that could not be considered sufficiently 
interesting, from either a historical or a scientific 
perspective. A story that did not fit into the  
classic relater model. It had no hero, no conflict,  
no conclusion. Instead of  revolving around  
the hero, the story revolved around the carrier  
bag. A tool that must have existed before  
the sword—a receptacle that made it possible  
to collect more food than the stomach could 
contain, and consequently that could free  
up time. Le Guin was trying to tell about our  
human world on the basis of  how it really  
is. About how reality really takes place. 

“The most important Old European goddesses— 
who became Artemis, Hera, Athena, and Demeter 
—found their way into the Olympic male pantheon.  
The Greeks built magnificent temples for these  
goddesses, as they did for the Indo-European gods.  
However, the independent, parthenogenetic (creating  
life without male participation) goddesses gradually 
became the brides, wives, and daughters of  the  
Indo-European gods, albeit not always successfully  
or consensually. In Greek mythology, Zeus rapes  
hundreds of  goddesses and nymphs, Poseidon rapes 
Demeter, and Hades rapes Persephone. These  
rapes in the divine sphere may have reflected the  
brutal treatment of  Old European mortal woman  
during the transition from prepatriarchy  
to partriachy.” 9

In her book The Living Goddesses, the archae-
ologist Marija Gimbutas, who is quoted  
above, also offers an account different from  
the story we’ve previously been told. Like  
Le Guin, Gimbutas makes room for overheard 
and expelled narratives. Using archaeological 
fieldwork as her point of  departure, in  
combination with linguistic interpretation,  
Gimbutas presents another beginning  
for European culture. In her descriptions  
of  “Old Europe,”10 she moves one step back 
from the prevailing view of  the beginning  
of  European culture, and describes, among  

other things, what characteristics people  
attributed to the goddesses in these cultures. 
Goddesses that would later come to be reinter-
preted in Greek mythology.11 Gimbutas’s  
central thesis is that the religions of  Neolithic 
peasant cultures revolved around a goddess  
of  worship and focused on “the wheel of   
life and its cyclical turning.”12 It was the regen-
erative aspect of  life that was being appreciated. 
The symbols were many and covered a wide 
spectrum of  variation. But they also displayed  
a way of  thinking that emphasised the feminine, 
the regenerative, the cyclical, and the complex. 
Symbols such as the triangle, the spiral, the  
double axe, the horn, and the ox were the  
dominant ones. 
 Gimbutas describes how especially  
the Minoans on the island of  Crete cultivated  
a goddess of  regeneration. Death held a central 
position and was considered to be a part  
of  life. It was transition, eternal change, and  
a world in flux that fashioned the basis for  
their holistic understanding of  life. Gimbutas 
builds her descriptions on the many small  
goddess figures that she and others have  
uncovered in their archaeological work while 
digging in strata that correspond to the period 
between 7000 BCE and 3000 BCE.

“As we know from the Neolithic, the triangle  
and double axes were prime symbols of  the goddesses  
of  death and regeneration; both were symbols  
of  becoming.” 13

Although I believe in the power of  sensuality,  
in materiality and lived life, I also believe in  
the force of  language. Language is what we are 
in a position to have in common. That which 
we can share and discuss. Agree and disagree 
on. Languages, descriptions, and stories are very 
powerful for our imagination, and accompany-
ing this is a certain responsibility. For if  language 
can nudge our power of  imagination, it can  
also affect how we think about ourselves and 
about the world; it can come to influence  
whom and what we care about. I believe that 
care is important to the ethical dilemma of   
the eco logical crisis we are facing. As any eco-
logical scientist will tell us: “As long as we regard 
the forest as timber, it can be felled. As long as 
fossil sources are described as propellants or 
fuels, they can be burnt.”14 Our ways of  reading 
and viewing are not innocent; they issue from 
somewhere, and they have an effect on the 
world. An incomprehensible potential lies  
in this realisation.

“To love is to pay attention.” 15

Backwards 
When I first came to understand that the  
shape of  the bicycle helmet is a compromise 
between aerodynamics and the bicyclist’s safety, 
a different understanding of  form suddenly 
dawned on me. When I came to understand  
that a hide-cutting knife also describes the  
animal fat that it is removing, I became aware 
that tools, by virtue of  their function, describe 
what they are in relation to. An implement is  
a kind of  negative description of  the surround-
ings that it is part of. Its form is a compression 
of  information shaped into an arc, a hole,  
a shaft. The hide-cutting knife tells something 
about the hand that uses it and something  
about the animal skin that it scrapes. Because 
it was made to be held in the hand, it has been 
proportioned according to the hand’s size,  
and because it is meant to clear the hide of  fat, 
the blade has been shaped as it is. Our tools 
are extensions of  our bodies. They are physical 
signs of  wanting to be and do more.16

 Rebecca Horn is an ever-returning artist  
for me. She pops up as an early memory when 
I take breaks and ponder over things. It’s espe-
cially her early performance works, her body 
sculptures, that I’m not finished with as of   
yet.17 Her way of  working at the intersection  
between body and sculpture balances between 
the magical and the minimal. To me, Horn  
is both pared down to the bone and corporeally 
sensual. Via straightforward choreography  
and objects that position themselves between 
being costumes and being sculptures, she shows, 
in her body sculptures,18 a connectedness and 
an understanding of  the body’s fluid outline. 
She understands that one cannot draw a black 
contour line around one’s physicality. That  
the boundary is much more fluid and, as such, 
non-existent.19 Through her body-elongating 
sculptures, she shows ever so concretely that  
it is possible for the body to grow, deform, 
and reach further than what had initially been 
assumed. To me, Horn is a master of  precision. 
She is preoccupied with the body and its  
movements. Walking, lifting, floating, leaping, 
lying down, carrying, rolling. But the movements 
are always changed to some extent, a body  
elongation. The interest dwells in the deforma-
tion of  the body. In playing with its reach,  
its appearance, and its expansion. 
 The relationship between function and  
expression is seated deeply in a form. It is obvi-
ous whether a form has a function or is a part 

Therese Bülow
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of  a logic, even though neither the function  
nor the logic needs to stand out in a clear and 
distinct way. Nevertheless, there is something 
that can be recognised. Maybe the form fits  
the body, can be worn, can be held, or can  
build something. A form can contain an abstract 
idea that continues to vibrate and be moved.  
In my sculptural work, I am preoccupied  
with form versus function and with how these 
two poles are connected and bring about dis/
harmony. Why something looks like it does,  
and where in the form lies the function. How 
an abstract form can appear to have a function 
while another abstract form does not. When  
a sculpture reaches beyond itself  and when  
it points inwards. 
 This is also one of  the reasons that I am 
especially fond of  Kirstine Aarkrog’s sculptures. 
Like Horn, Aarkrog actually works in the junc-
ture where sculpture, performance, and film  
intersect. The first time that I glimpsed Aarkrog’s 
sculptures was at her exhibition Risø,20 where 
she worked to bring together two spaces that are 
otherwise normally separated from each other: 
the Danish nuclear research facility Risø, and a 
therapy room like the kind used in psychoanalysis. 
Among other things, the exhibition consisted  
of  sculptures that are used to keep a person 
submerged under water—be they dead or alive. 
 Although many threads can be woven 
between Aarkrog’s and Horn’s artistic practices, 
they differ with respect to time as well as  
with respect to expression. Horn is an artist  
of  the 1960s. This can be seen quite distinctly  
in her approach to the body and her aesthetic 
expression. Horn’s artworks, like those of   
Aarkrog, are a part of  the contemporary time  
in which they were created. As I see it, it’s a ritual 
meeting that Horn is curating. A meshing of  
bodies and objects, between the performer and 
the intimate number of  participants who took 
part in her early performances.
 Aarkrog’s universe also features a whole  
lot of  bodies. Nevertheless, what I experience, 
from her, is a greater desire to remain in the 
form, to remain in the sculpture, and to explore 
what the fashioning and history of  sculpture  
do to the viewer. She’s more punk than Horn—
she shows pubic hair and sexual appetites and 
speaks about life’s fragility. About death. It is  
the raw meeting surfaces filled with care, in the 
form of  time. When measured against Aarkrog, 
it can be said that Horn holds more tightly  
on to form. In Horn’s work, the deformation  
is still in its balance, while the fall and any  
feeling of  precariousness are cut off.

Soaper
I have moved from working with objects that 
were originally also tools or props in my perfor-
mances to working with them as active entities 
in themselves: as sculptures. I am presently 
moving back and forth between these two ap-
proaches, and I’m often some place in between. 
 Even if  form is surface, it is certainly not 
without content. The surface is a gestaltning.21 
This is the act of  giving a physical form to 
 abstract thoughts. Not only in a literary sense, 
but also quite tangibly. In my piece Mit smykke-
skrin (My jewellery case, 2021), I wanted to 
working with the space between function and 
expression. The sculpture is a collection of  three  
casts in soap, with all three made from one and  
the same mould. The form is abstract but points 
outwards, in many directions. It has the same 
size and sits in the hand like a clutch, while 
its pointed shape leads the mind to think of  a 
knife’s blade. It looks like something that could 
be inside the body and an implement that the 
body could use. The title, Mit smykkeskrin, em-
bodies an intimacy, and in its form, the sculpture 
speaks about femininity, the body, and care. It’s 
a part of  a larger series of  works that explore 
what we care about. 
 Soaper (Inside: Fragment of  a double-layered  
sweater. Type: Knitting) (2021) is another work 
from the same series. It is also cast in soap. The 
artwork is a shell, a receptacle for that which 
is inside of  it: a sleeve from a knitted sweater 
cast in tin. The soap form is an abstraction 
of  the relation among different objects: the arm-
hole from a T-shirt, the breastplate on a suit  
of  armour, a piece of  foam from the inside  
of  a child’s bicycle seat, and a scarab. It is a  
collection of  forms, all of  which are related, 
to some degree, to protection. The shell and 
the shield with which we envelop the soft. 
The sculpture relates to the body, both in its 
form and in its material. It has been created 
from a soap that I made out of  marigold, bees-
wax, coconut oil, rapeseed oil, and lye. On the  
outside is an aluminium cast of  a knitted piece 
of  wool, and inside the soap is the tin cast  
of  the knitted sleeve. 
 I have noticed the small, hard lump that 
lies next to the edge of  sinks in homes, in 
 bathrooms. Coming into contact with both 
hands and running water, it changes character 
over time. New forms emerge. Just like clothing, 
soap belongs to the body. This is the context 
into which the material is read. As a symbol,  
it stands as a protector, a cleanser, an object  
that you can use to wash your body. 

Therese Bülow

Therese Bülow. Soapers, 2022. Soap, natural pigments, plants, herbs, belt, metal,  
variable dimension. Installation view, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022

Therese Bülow. Infinity Pool (Coated Player), 2022. Soap, water, plastic tub, metal,  
variabel dimensions
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 Precisely because I regard my sculptures  
as pathways from other worlds, as systems  
with other logics, I am also interested in working 
with materials that react to the surroundings 
within which they are placed. In the process 
known as saponification, an alkali reacts with 
a fat or an oil. Humidity, temperature, and 
time play into the reaction between the two 
materials that soap consists of. This is called an 
acidbase reaction and is defined by an electron 
transfer. In the reaction, the pH changes from 
being alkaline and corrosive to falling towards 
a neutral or acidic pH of  7 or 6—the same pH 
value that skin has. Although the changes occur 
most rapidly at the start of  the reaction, the 
soap’s surface, colour, and fragrance change 
throughout the process. I have carried out several 
different attempts at saponification. Changing 
the temperature, the conditions, and the ingre-
dients. Using both cold-stirred and warm-stirred 
methods, I have obtained widely different soaps. 
Sometimes it doesn’t even become soap, but 
rather a quivering and peculiar material. That’s 
what’s so interesting about soap: its materiality 
is impossible to control completely. For this 
reason, I’m also unsure about what the colour, 
surface texture, and fragrance will be at the  
end of  the process.

Wool
“It is, then, also a fact that when you twist  
fibres together into a thread, it must always 
be kept stretched out; otherwise, it will glide 
out of  its form in order to return to its natural 
 comportment, that is to say, it will evade being 
twisted and become unwound. The thread  
is consequently unusable at this stage:  
it’s not a thread at all.”
—Lise Warburg22

From archaeological finds, we have learned  
that thread has never been single-stranded.  
Any thread has always contained at least two 
strings, which must be twisted around each   
other before it can be used and eventually 
worn.23 What is interesting is that thread, in 
terms of  its starting point, has never been 
simple. This runs counter to the classic notion 
of  development over time—that things become 
more and more complicated. For thread has  
not become more complex over time; rather,  
it has always been so. Never simple. 
 Knitting, sprang (plaited fabric), and needle 
binding are different techniques, all of  which 
depart from a yarn that gets turned while being 
worked by the hand, creating a continuous  

piece of  textile. Historically, all three techniques 
were categorised under the same term, “knit,” 
before the knitting technique was accepted as 
its own specific process. In contradistinction to 
sprang and needle binding, knitting is a looping 
technique that is open, movable, and lends itself  
to being unravelled. This, accordingly, makes 
it possible to reuse yarn that has been knitted. 
Even though the knitting technique is the 
 simplest of  the three, and even though knitting 
has been assigned lower status in the field  
of  textiles, the possibilities for knitted pattern, 
form, and colour are endless when compared  
to sprang and needle binding. It is an empirical 
fact within all branches of  handicraft that the  
oldest form is more complicated than the young-
est. The art of  simplification takes time— 
a long time—but this process is inevitable.  
It is merely a question of  time before a given 
craft, if  it is a good one, will turn into a recipe,  
a guide, a choreography that can be followed. 
The hand’s labour is inseparable from the time 
that has been worked into it. For it takes time 
to teach one’s hands where they have to go 
and what they are supposed to do. Without the 
hands, we would have no sweaters, no knitwear, 
in which to hide ourselves. 

“The two [costumed children], they take the  
costume seriously, they understand that it contains  
possibilities for real change. When the costume  
ceases to be dressing up and turns into clothing, 
everything can be redone.” 24

I am dressed in wool, with long sleeves  
in  organza. I’ve buttoned my white wool coat  
all the way to the top of  my neck, and when  
I walk, you can hear hard clicks made by my 
shoes as they strike the floor. I’ve put on clothes 
that cover over the strength I was lacking when  
I woke up this morning. In order to cope with 
the day, I needed to be somebody else. A shield 
of  wool and leather facing the surroundings  
I was feeling compelled to move out into. 
 In my practice, I often work with clothing. 
I’m not a textile artist, but rather someone 
who understands textile’s possibilities. Clothing 
creates identity. When I read Luka Holmegaard’s 
novel LOOK, I was reminded of  this. Here,  
I understood that if  you take clothing seriously 
and venture to read with more acute eyes, this 
can change the way you look at the world. 

“Certain susceptibilities were asserting themselves,  
and others were diminishing. The change of  clothes  
had, some philosophers will say, much to do with it.  

Therese Bülow

Therese Bülow, Drypper, sveder, bader, 2022. Soap, foam, metal, rope, stainless stell, water, 
variabel dimensions. Installation view, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
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Vain trifles as they seem, clothes have, they say,  
more important offices than merely to keep us warm. 
They change our view of  the world and the world’s  
view of  us.” 25

Clothing is interesting because it is worn  
by a body. Its context is neither a blank sheet  
of  paper nor a smooth wall, but rather a  
body that’s already filled with interpretations. 
A skirt, a T-shirt, a silk scarf  changes meaning 
depending on what body is wearing it. It is  
not a universal piece of  cloth. It is also the 
surface with which you meet the world. Like 
a membrane between you and reality, textiles 
ingratiate themselves with the body. I work  
with clothes as a designer. In my soap series,  
the shapes all have been inspired by my own 
wardrobe. Especially the armhole and the  
collar have awakened my interest. There is 
 something that lies in their opening. Both the 
form and the material refer to the sensual.  
Soap, fat, and the armhole are like  
parentheses encircling the body. 
 In Virginia Woolf ’s novel Orlando, the 
protagonist shifts gender. Orlando lives across 
various historical periods and wears, in some 
chapters of  the book, crimson breeches and  
a lace collar, and, in others, a dove-grey taffeta 
and wine-coloured brocade dress. What is 
 especially interesting about this book is being 
able to follow how Orlando observes their  
own changing identity. How the story comes 
into view in the surroundings’ gaze  
on Orlando. 

“Thus, there is much to support the view that it is  
clothes that wear us and not we them; we may make 
them take the mould of  arm or breast, but they  
mould our hearts, our brains, our tongues  
to their liking.” 26

In the historical painting Ophelia (1851–52),  
by the renowned pre-Raphaelite John Everett 
Millais, the boundary between surroundings  
and clothing has been blurred. The silk dress  
is both the costume that the subject of  the 
painting is wearing and the river that she’s lying 
in. Her article of  clothing extends beyond.  
In the painting, it’s more than a membrane  
or a shield: it is the world itself  that she’s part  
of. The pre-Raphaelites held that the landscape 
was just as important as the figure. For this 
reason, Millais started out by painting the land- 
scape in Ophelia.27 The pre-Raphaelite group 
arose out of  a nostalgia for and a faith in  
the enchantments of  the Middle Ages—an 

 enchantment that they believed to be lacking  
in their own day, at the dawn of  industrialisation. 
This enchantment is also clearly visible in  
the poetic depiction of  the deceased Ophelia 
floating in the river. Instead of  showing signs  
of  biological putrefaction, Ophelia is painted  
exquisitely, in bluish tones, and she is portrayed 
as being passive. The feminist thinker and 
historian Elizabeth Bronfen, in much detail, 
describes, with a critical feminist gaze, many 
examples of  this kind of  poetic depiction  
of  dead women throughout the history of   
Western culture. For it is precisely woman in  
her passivity who is being cultivated in such 
motifs. She becomes a symbol of  what is  
otherwise indescribable: death. Such a critique 
needs to be mentioned when including a 
 problematic painting in one’s text, as here. 

“While posing, Elizabeth [Millais’s model for Ophelia] 
wore a very fine silver embroidered dress bought by 
 Millais from a second-hand shop for four pounds.” 28 

A fine article of  clothing not only embodies 
political and historical references. Personal  
and intimate memories also can become stuck  
in stitching and pockets can be perforated  
with holes. Should the article of  clothing be  
a used item or handed down as an inherited 
 article, it will inevitably be filled with other 
 people’s stories. Sometimes even an old 
fragrance or scent can linger. Clothes contain 
 history and work—so many stories—which 
continue to filter further into each other. 

“To dress oneself  is to dress oneself  in care,  
in the work of  others.” 29

Forward 
“I appear before you as someone to  
remind you of  your childhood. No, not only 
yours: everything that ever was childhood.  
For it’s a matter of  awakening memories  
in you that are not yours, that are older than  
you; connections have to be re-established  
and contexts that lie ahead of  you, renewed.” 
—Rainer Maria Rilke30

 
What I am trying to work with in my  
artworks is several different time periods.  
To put it concretely: I make works according  
to sources of  inspiration that arrive from  
different nostalgic dreams. Stepping backwards, 
away from the future. This is, among other 
things, a method that I use especially when  
it comes to performance. Cause Running  

in the Woods, Might Be an Epic Game (2019)  
is a performance work assembled from two  
ideas that do not immediately lend themselves  
to being amalgamated: the combat arena of   
the gladiator, and the space that arises when  
you let yourself  fall and be caught by somebody 
you love. Is it possible for care to be just  
as active and powerful an act as a warrior’s 
movements in battle? Both the performers’ 
costumes and the materials and methods I have 
employed in various works are borrowed from  
a romantic conception of  the Middle Ages,  
spun around my own experiences in a contem-
porary time that is the diametrical opposite. 
 In his scifi novel The Drowned World,  
J.G. Ballard delineates a near-future reality and 
investigates its framework as a psychological 
experiment. The world’s oceans have risen so 
drastically that the cities we know have been 
flooded. New gigantic varieties of  tropical plants 
have overrun Paris. London has almost entirely 
disappeared. Solar storms are blowing in, and 
temperatures have climbed so high that it has 
become impossible to inhabit large sections of  
the globe. Nevertheless, no dystopia is projected 
here. The near future is neither utopian nor 
dystopian, but rather contains a deep acceptance 
of  the state of  things. In The Drowned World,  
Ballard is exploring what potentials this new 
world might hold. Exploring what life might 
look like under these conditions. He’s doing 
something that runs contrary to the nostalgic 
body: examining, with a critical gaze, new hope- 
ful ideas from a speculative scientific  standpoint. 
Using psychology and linguistics as his starting 
points, he explores the workability of  con-
sciousness. That the way we think about the 
world changes in step with what we know about  
change itself. Ballard is no romantic, and he 
makes no attempt to neatly package this new 
world. He’s interested in looking at futures that 
he projects as being both possible and plausible, 
and, in doing so, he explores what life might 
look like under those conditions. As I see it,  
Ballard is not writing science fiction for the 
purpose of  drawing farther away from reality; 
rather, he wants to find a way to speak about 
that which really and truly is. A way of  setting 
into context a theory about humankind  
and its adaptability.
 On my bookshelf  at home, I’ve got a  
publication by the artist and tapestry weaver 
Inge Bjørn.31 The book is a comprehensive 
collection of  textile processing and adaptation 
techniques, as well as clothing and old handicraft 
patterns. It runs the gamut from sheep’s wool  

to the finished sweater. As we move towards  
the end of  the book, we encounter several 
exquisite graphic images of  patterns taken from 
historical cultural costumes, rendered in black 
and white. Their simplicity inspired me to see 
them as maps or sketches of  other worlds and 
architectures. I started to work with them as  
architectonic dreams for what a house, a build-
ing, and even whole worlds might come to look 
like. Blueprints for arranging spaces in a dif-
ferent way. I became seduced by the notion of  
being able to inhabit or to wear a sleeve, by the 
idea of  sitting in the open space at the front part 
of  a slash on a long skirt, and by seeing the neck 
opening as an entrance to some other possible  
urban structure. And because they were also 
simultaneously weaving patterns for historical 
articles of  clothing, they were already, in their 
fundamental form, in relation to the body.  
I drew these maps, using lanolin, on windows 
and other panes of  glass, so that their descrip-
tions became a layer superimposed on the world. 
They became a series of  works with the title 
Milky Way. A Layering Fold from a Sweater (2020). 
I regarded them as new opportunities, as new 
pathways to follow. And I continued to draw on 
the patterns. Between the lines that were already 
there, I started to put down the first strokes  
for the sculptures I was working on. I used  
the old handicraft patterns as a framework for 
evaluating and adjusting my own works. The 
drawings became reference points for the forms 
I would subsequently work with further, in 
plaster, and which eventually became the soap 
sculptures described earlier in this text. 
 The map is a kind of  abstract description  
of  a space. It’s a plan for how the whole thing  
is going to hang together and come to pass. 
About which of  the walls are load-bearing  
and which can be changed over time. 
 A blueprint is the technical floor plan  
of  a space. Technical drawing is the discipline  
of  composing an illustration that visually com-
municates how something functions or how  
it is constructed. In my own practice, I also work 
with the map. I use it as a way to sketch out the 
utopian worlds I yearn to present. As some of  
the first drawings I made for my master’s degree 
exhibition, I drew the floor plan of  the gallery 
and divided up the room into spaces. I wandered 
through the empty rooms and mapped out 
routes for how somebody might move around 
them. The map became a sign of  the imaginary 
world that I was slowly projecting. A flat surface 
that contained plans and dreams for how the 
world was going to be built. 

Therese Bülow
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(Before) Play 
“The fingers of  my right hand are covered  
and extended by single goose feathers; one 
feather is attached to each finger with a metal 
ring. As a living object, the entire feather  
hand is as symmetrical (and as sensitive)  
as a bird’s wing. I touch my bare left hand  
with my feather-dressed right hand, start  
to touch it and stroke it and carefully examine 
this new experience. It is as if  one hand  
has suddenly become disconnected from  
the other, like two utterly unrelated beings.  
My sense of  touch becomes so disrupted  
that the different behaviour of  each  
hand triggers contradictory sensations.”
—Rebecca Horn32

For me, it is the performative aspect of   
my artistic practice that acts as the primary 
thread and gathers the physical elements  
together into a common entity. This is the 
aspect that gets the works to vibrate and become 
condensed among the sculptures, the costumes, 
and the tools I have created. The aggregate  
entity comes into view as an atmosphere  
in space. A smokescreen that insinuates itself  
over and across the objects, the spectators,  
the bodies, the eye contact, and the choreo-
graphy. The artwork is no longer exclusively  
its component parts but also a truly lived-
through experience. For a certain time, this  
alternative world stands as reality. A moment 
shared with others. After the performance  
is over, the work is part of  a shared and lived-
through experience, a memory to return to.  
One body a performer and another an observer. 
They change places and situate themselves in 
each other’s spots. An exchange of  emotions. 
An act carried out in solicitude. 
 However, for several reasons, this moment 
is also the most difficult. The performance  
is the part that I can hardly look in the eye.  
That which can be seen only from the outer-
most corner of  my eye. It is a circling around 
the choreography, the system, around the  
acting bodies. It feels almost as if  I cannot  
take it all in. And then it comes to light,  
after much struggling with the vision at  
the corners of  my eyes, that I am working  
it out in my shoulder, in my wrist. Letting it  
flow out over and across my own body and  
further on into others’ bodies. This consists  
of  images rather than any actual narrative.  
The performance is not a linear course of   
action that could not transpire in any other  
way. It is, rather, several trails that flow into  

and out from each other, and which simulta-
neously strengthen and break away from the 
previous actions. For me, it’s a matter of  turning 
the artwork into bodily work. I try, for a while, 
to remain inside the sensuous, inside those  
experiences that cannot be translated into  
language. Try to understand myself  as some-
thing physical among other physical entities. 
Human as well as non-human. Among  
bodies, materials, sculptures; in landscapes. 
 My focus and that which fuels me  
are not seated in the Big Moment where  
the show culminates. There where the perfor-
mance reaches its highest climax. I work, rather, 
in the period before the Big Show, because  
I’m not at all interested in arriving at that climac-
tic point. For me, it is the plans, the sketches,  
the map, the costumes, the tools, the potential 
that are the driving forces. The open and  
the unfinished. It is the moment just before  
that which occupies the central position.  
What I want to do in my performance works  
is to remain in the moment that precedes  
the climax and give it more room than before.  
I call this place the “pointer position.” The  
term refers to the hunting technique of  point-
ing, where a hunting dog has been trained to 
find and point out the prey and, in this posture, 
stay close to the bird until the hunter is close 
enough and ready to shoot. Held taut and 
completely focused on this mission, the dog 
stands in position and points towards that, the 
bird, which is actually the act’s central point. 
This form of  hunting can transpire only through 
collaboration between dog and hunter. An  
affinity among companion species.33 Moreover, 
the pointer position also refers to a location  
on a map: the red dot. To insert one’s own  
position or that of  others into a common  
web of  communication. The pointer position  
is both a temporal and a wide-ranging descrip-
tion of  that position just before the “classic  
action on the stage.” Where all muscles are 
tensed up, and where all attention is directed  
towards the other. The performer makes them-
self  ready and waits for someone or something 
to press “play.” 
 According to my way of  seeing it, the  
artist Matthew Barney is actually working with 
the moment before the climax. His practice  
is broad but always performative. In Barney’s 
universe, energy has been discharged but still 
not amassed. He builds systems and other forms  
of  logic. He draws, he sculpts, he makes films  
and large installations. His practice is world- 
creating. Just think of  the Cremaster Cycle  

Therese Bülow

Top: Therese Bülow, THE POINTER POSITION, 2022. Installation view, MFA exhibition, 
KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022 
Bottom: Therese Bülow, Longing for another Tounge, 2022. Aluminium, stainless steel, belts, 
wool dyed with golden chamomile, 70 x 120 x 12 cm
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The Companion Species Manifesto: 
Dogs, People, and Significant Otherness 
(Chicago: University of  Chicago 
Press, 2003). 

34  Nancy Spector, Matthew Barney:  
The CREMASTER Cycle (New 
York: Guggenheim Museum, 
2002).

35 Laura Marks, Touch: Sensuous Theory 
and Multisensory Media (Minneapolis: 
University of  Minnesota Press, 
2002), xi.

36 Juhani Pallasmaa, The Eyes of   
the Skin: Architecture and the Senses 
(Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 
2005), 24.

37 Donna Haraway, “Situated 
 Knowledges: The Science 
 Question in Feminism and the 
Privilege of  Partial Perspective,” 
Feminist Studies 14, no. 3 (1988): 
575–99.

38 It was during an exhaustive  
perusal of  my notes that this  
sentence popped out. Unfortu-
nately, I don’t remember where  
I got it from, or who it was  
that wrote it, so I want to leave 
open the attribution for the quote. 
Should you, dear reader, happen  
to know where it comes from, 
please write to me so that I can 
make the proper  adjustment  
and duly credit the author.

(1994–2002). A work that contains so  
much that it’s difficult to describe or delimit.  
It consists of  five different films, five narratives. 
And for each one of  the films, there are reams 
of  beautiful sculptures, costumes, and props. 
In the book of  the same title, sketches appear 
side by side with documentation photographs, 
texts, interviews, a long conceptual overview, 
and pictorial references to the Cremaster Cycle’s 
universe.34 There is an impossibility contained 
in attempting to delimit or define the Cremaster 
Cycle, which also renders it an interesting work 
for being able to speak about worlding and the 
interminable work that is seated in its -ing form. 
To be a doing rather than to be a thing. In spite  
of  the series’ large scale, it is, however, still the 
details, the fragments, that capture my attention. 
A concept, an object, a picturesque composi 
tion is what arouses my genuine interest. Even 
though Barney works with large pieces, I can  
still see a whole lot of  tenderness and care. 

“No need to interpret, only to unfold, to increase  
the surface area of  experience. By staying close to the 
surface of  an event, I hope to trace a connection between 
the event’s material history, the event itself, me and  
you. I try to make my body as integral as possible  
to this connective tissue.” 35

In her book Touch, the art historian Laura  
Marks proposes another way of  analysing and 
reading works of  art. Instead of  trying to delve 
deeply into the artworks and, in her words, 
to penetrate the work, Marks suggests that one 
remain on the surface, following the shapes and 
the lines, and to read, analyse, and discuss the 
work on the basis of  its surface. She proposes  
a reading along a work’s lines, without any goal 
of  reaching into the work’s core and finding 
there a one-liner. For the surface is already  
filled with content, and at the same time it is  
also the territory where the object converges 
with its surroundings. Precisely in this relation, 
there is much to harvest. I have been trying  
to apply Marks’s approach to my own works:  
to read along the length of  the soap, to remain 
on the surface of  a sculpture, a costume. To 
let my eyes follow the lines and curves that the 
surface consists of. For if  a concept is indeed 
a modelling of  an abstract idea, then the form 
itself  must also furnish and fashion concepts  
of  abstract ideas. 
 I am trying to let the haptic make an 
 impression on the optic. To feel somebody  
else’s skin against my own. To really meet  
the world through my own material existence.  

In his book The Eyes of  the Skin, the architect  
Juhani Pallasmaa expounds on how touch is 
what integrates our own experience of  our-
selves. He writes: “The sense of  touch is the 
sense faculty that integrates our experience  
of  the world with our experience of  ourselves. 
… My body is really the navel of  my world,  
not in the sense of  the central point of  perspec-
tive, but as a reference point for memory, the 
power of  imagination, and coordination.”36 
 I believe that there is an ecological and 
ethical potential in one’s own physical body  
as a point of  departure, seated in being, feeling, 
and experiencing the world. Because from  
whatever place you are speaking—from what-
ever body, whatever gender, whatever class— 
it all means something. The place from which 
you experience and learn about the world.  
And this is why Donna Haraway’s concept  
of  situated knowledges37 is truly essential when 
it comes to all production of  knowledge. For 
whatever we are taking care of, we are reaching out for. 
This is what we are looking out for and protecting.38
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Out in the strait, between two lands, there is  
an invisible city.

The ocean is its origins of  existence, as well as  
a structural fundament. 

The landscape has been filled into the strait.  
It is new and artificial, but animal life is thriving. 
A nature created by human beings, without  
humans. You can hear rare toads singing  
in a cacophony with crushing waste.

A network of  railways connects the area.  
Public space is available, but not meant to be 
traversed. It is not planned for use by the general 
public, but nature is always inviting.

Technology has replaced manual labour. In  
this reality, the human body has become obsolete.  
The civil is alien and the concrete is abstract.

Buildings are crushed, and their materials emerge  
in new forms. In new dumps that continually 
 expand the city. Materials and landscape are 
 memory containers for this city’s fleeting history.  
The architecture is fragmented; materials  
are sorted and transformed into abstraction. 

The Other City is never finished. Time is bent  
and takes up new forms. It is unclear if  time  
is going forwards or backwards. It is hard to tell 
what is new and what is old, what is natural and 
what is artificial. The city is a constant moment, 
always in a critical tension where something  
is about to become something else. 

This text is divided into two parallel texts.  
One is analytical and accounts for my influences 
and artistic practice. The other is extracts from 
notes taken on expeditions to Malmö’s industrial 
harbour, fragmented stories from The Other  

City. The content of  the two texts complement 
each other, but their form is different. When 
I reference The Other City, it is a city I observe 
between fiction and reality. It is based on  
my experience and interpretation of  Malmö’s 
industrial harbour. 
 The Other City as an exhibition aligns 
 materials, sculptures, text, film, and sound 
fragments collected from the industrial harbour 
as a concrete place, and through interpretation 
creates a subjective story.

Art and Architecture (or Judd and Mies) 
My entry into the visual arts comes from  
a formal background in architecture. When  
I think about foundational architecture, images 
of  ancient temples arise rapidly, but so do  
modern temples, like the Neue Nationalgalerie 
in Berlin. Ludwig Mies van der Rohe’s last  
magnificent work was finished in 1968, one  
year before he died.1 The scale of  the building  
is beyond human. It is a high castle for modern 
art and culture, and perhaps the architect  
himself. Detached from the ceiling and  
viewed isolated, the cornice reminds me of   
a Donald Judd sculpture. The parallel between 
minimalist sculpture and architecture was  
especially present in the 1960s, and this  
building is a great example of  it.
 I view American minimalism and the  
land art movement in the 1960s—involving 
practitioners like Dan Graham, Michael  
Heizer, Eva Hesse, Nancy Holt, Donald Judd, 
Sol LeWitt, Tony Smith, Robert Smithson,  
and others—as a period when artistic and 
architectural language touched upon each other. 
At least, when viewed retrospectively, several 
parallels arise. I experience minimalist art  
as an abstracted architecture, with a common 
formal vocabulary consisting of  grid and  
numerical systems, industrial materials,  

The Other City
Vilhelm Christensen

Vilhelm Christensen

Vilhelm Christensen, The Other Space, 2022.  Wall cut and unblocked windows, natural light, 
variable dimensions. KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
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geometric constructions, space, volume,  
sitespecific installation, and landscape inter
ventions. Art and architecture were so close  
in this period that some worked in both  
fields (Judd, Smith).
 The working method for the artists  
in this group was similar to that of  an architect, 
perhaps. The work was conceptual, sculptures 
were planned with technical drawings, and  
the actual creation was left to others, although 
with very detailed instructions and great  
demand for precision (in the case of  LeWitt).2 
This way of  thinking and practising is quite  
like architects’, though of  course with certain 
exceptions in context, function, and client  
relationships.

Proportion—A Common Language
Judd wrote in 1983 that the importance of   
proportion cannot be exaggerated, and that  
it, to a certain extent, can be considered  
the  definition of  art and architecture.3 After 
ignoring the subject because of  its association 
from the Renaissance as something beyond  
human given by God and nature, he later 
became convinced that it is a quality within 
 ourselves. Two years later he wrote, almost 
dogmatically, about symmetry as a founding 
principle in his work and his view on art and 
architecture, where asymmetry is an exception  
to the rule.4 In other words, the use of   
asym metry over symmetry must be justified.
 Both proportion (1:2 ratio) and symmetry 
(also with exceptions) are represented strongly 
in the Neue Nationalgalerie building. The cornice 
has rectangularprofiled steel modules in 1:2 
—a ratio that recurs in Judd’s sculptures. The  
window frames and doors in the glass hall have 
the same proportions, but in a different scale, 
while all geometry in the horizontal axis is based  
on the square (1:1) in different sizes and struc-
tured by a grid. Everything is symmetrical, but 
with “valid” exceptions, in all four directions  
of  the facade. The execution of  the steel  
is perfected, with invisible joints and smooth 
surfaces. In all his critical texts on architecture 
and architects, Judd mentions Mies as one of   
the few exceptions where architects are faithful 
to the modernist tradition without making  
architecture that is decorative.5 Like Judd,  
I experience in my own practice that propor-
tions can function as a visual grammar that 
affects most formal decisions. 
 Art and architecture had a close dialogue  
in the postwar period, before, in the 1980s,  
neoliberalism took hold of  the Western  

world and architecture gradually deteriorated 
into  commercialisation. Although art and 
 architecture did interact in the following years, 
the artist’s and architect’s roles arguably became 
more separated, as Judd also contends in his  
text “Fine Art and Commercial Architecture.”6 

In the text, he criticises the museum architecture 
of  the 1990s, which he thinks is a populist  
archi tecture and art more concerned with dis-
semination for the general public than content 
on the premise of  art itself. He suggests it  
disguises the museum’s authoritarian status in  
a disarming cuteness that contributes to stupid-
ity, drawing parallels to George H. W. Bush’s 
contemporary political rhetoric. Judd has,  
on the one hand, quite a reactionary attitude 
towards postmodern contemporary architec - 
ture, being more concerned with Renaissance 
architecture’s mathematical order (as seen,  
for instance, in Filippo Brunelleschi’s  facades). 
On the other hand, his minimalism seems 
inspired by modernist architecture and 
 engineering. It’s interesting in this context  
to consider Judd’s own architectural projects,  
for example, his drawings of  concrete halls  
in Marfa, Texas.7 The halls are in a strict  
symmetrical order and contain low-volume  
barrel arches, resembling Louis Kahn’s Kimbell 
Art Museum, also in Texas—an architect  
Judd points out as a brilliant exception among 
his otherwise lacklustre peers.8 When Judd’s 
 language and viewpoint is translated to actual 
architecture, we find a fascinating combination 
of  an underlying classicistic order with a mini-
malistic reduction in execution. It is a form  
of  vernacular industrial architecture for  
the people.

At the end of  the street it is entirely open towards 
the railway, and I proceed out onto the tracks.  
By the intersection are two signs with red crosses 
that bear witness to a crossing for cars. The corridor 
is wide, and there are two, three, railway tracks  
in parallel alignment. The scenery is opening up, 
and I can see straight over to the post-industrial 
 harbour area. Cars and containers perfectly parked 
in endless repetition with no trace of  human  
error. The chain-link fencing is brand new, with 
barbed wire and signs with pictograms and words 
explaining that the area is under surveillance.  
I know immediately that this is a more sensitive 
location; when I filmed the cars last fall, the police 
came and stopped me. The body does not forget.  
I raise my gaze and look farther, beyond the  
archaeological details. That makes my perspective 
on those thoughts larger. I realise that the railway 

tracks differentiate between the active and  
the decaying part of  the harbour. The historical  
port activities meet the new industry and  
“knowledge city.” Imported cars from Japan  
now take over the monumental, 45,000-square- 
metre filled-in port. A physical manifestation  
of  how manual labour is phased out. At the back, 
right in the centre of  the vista, I see the exclusive 
residential tower Turning Torso in Västra Hamnen 
—a symbol of  the new Malmö, a replacement  
for Kockumskranen.9 The historical layers of  
Malmö harbour are stacked on top of  each other  
in one and the same view.z

Place as Material
The biggest wellspring for my work is the  
place, the physical context, I work in. It affects 
content, form, and installation. Several of   
the works in my MFA exhibition originate from 
the industrial harbour in Malmö, The Other City, 
and are interpretations of  that place. For the  
last two years, I visited the industrial harbour  
on a weekly basis, with different aims. The focus 
was anything from photographing and filming, 
to listening and writing, to collecting objects. 
These expeditions to the harbour were a form 
of  meditative practice where I became aware 
and tried to read the place through material.  
My experience is that this practice forms the 
basis for my ongoing work, in which I further 
reflect on the specific location and evaluate  
it from a socially critical perspective. Observa- 
tions and materials from the place often become  
their own objects and works, taking on new, 
ambiguous forms to open up our understanding 
of  what we see and to give it new meaning  
and interpretation.
 Architecture and the physical environment 
was also a source of  inspiration for Robert 
Smithson. More specifically, suburbia’s day 
to-day, anonymous environment. In his 1967 
text “A Tour of  the Monuments of  Passaic, 
New Jersey,” he depicts and analyses infrastruc-
ture, bridges, and water pipes as if  they are mon-
uments.10 The text is romanticising and ironic  
on behalf  of  the ordinary and explores the  
idea that suburbia represents something without 
history. Whereas Judd was critical of  urban  
development and sprawl,11 which in the 1960s 
was a consequence of  optimism for the car 
industry, Smithson embraced this phenomenon. 
Smithson’s text includes a specific paragraph 
that I always come back to, where he introduces 
the term “ruins in reverse.” What I perceive  
in the industrial harbour is exactly what  
he describes so precisely:

That zero panorama seemed to contain  
ruins in reverse, that is—all the new  
construction that would eventually be  
built. This is the opposite of  the “romantic 
ruin” because the buildings don’t fall  
into ruin after they are built but rather  
rise into ruin before they build. This anti- 
romantic mise-en-scene suggested the  
discredited idea of  time and many other 
“out of  date” things. But the suburbs  
exist without a rational past and without  
the “big events” of  history.12

A more recent text that reminds me of   
Smithson’s is Rem Koolhaas’s “The Generic 
City” from 1994, his earliest manifesto on  
globalisation and its effects on society and  
the physical environment.13 Koolhaas directs 
attention towards urban phenomena that surface 
under globalisation. Where cities, often port 
cities, are built without any distinct cultural  
character or local affiliation. Koolhaas’s text 
ironises, like Smithson’s, the almost tragicomic 
generic city, while at the same time keeping  
a more serious line of  social criticism afloat. 
What appeals to me in Smithson’s and Kool-
haas’s thought is how they point out something 
that is so ordinary and so unattractive that  
no one wants to touch it. Their sensitivity  
captures something that others don’t seem,  
or want, to perceive.
 Harbours and industrial areas are a global 
phenomenon. With my work I want to distil  
a critical reflection surrounding industrial  
landscapes that are in a transformative phase, 
and the relationship between nature and culture 
in the Anthropocene epoch. I am interested  
in spaces and places that are in a stage of   
in-between—non-places—that can be spaces  
of  ambiguity, doubt, and wonder. In the con-
tinuously planned and controlled contemporary 
city, I am drawn towards that which is not 
planned but rather spontaneous and unpre-
dictable. I am concerned with what materials, 
objects, and landscape can tell us about  
a place and its history.
 Robert Smithson was engaged in large- 
scale art (“aerial art”), and as an extension  
of  his fascination for landing-strip formations, 
he was for a period involved as an artistic  
consultant for Dallas–Fort Worth Regional 
Airport in collaboration with architects and  
engineers.14 In relation to the airport, he drew  
up a plan for land art projects that could  
be viewed from up in the air, and Smithson 
asked four artists to create proposals.  
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The cartographic gaze from the skies,  
watching the city and the landscape, can be  
seen in a connection to the role of  a city planner 
and the modernist top-down model for planning 
physical environments. Working conceptually 
with sites and geographical contexts as Smithson 
did was generally connected to architecture and 
locations that expanded the traditional gallery 
space. Earth’s surface was viewed as an expanse 
for the placement of  art, building on forms  
of  expression from ancient times such as the 
Nazca Lines in Peru (500 BCE–500 CE).15

 Smithson also worked with a form  
of  abstract material cartography, whereby  
he mapped places through their materials  
and then took them out of  context in a gallery 
space as representations (the Nonsite works).16 
Artists could work independently with sites 
without being constrained by the interests  
of  politics or clients. Their critical view and  
rethinking of  environments was perhaps  
a source of  inspiration for architects. 

I do my walks here on the weekends, when  
it’s quiet and empty. Without the noise from  
the heavy traffic, it’s like wandering in a sculpture 
park. The absence of  activity turns the place  
into something else. When they are passive,  
the industrial constructions become giant abstract 
monuments. I see a red steel bridge construction  
lying flat on a plain. When it’s not stretching  
tall over something, but lays there casually in  
the scenery, it does not have a function anymore— 
it becomes ambiguous and abstract. Along the  
water lies another strange construction. An enor-
mous three-sided volume with tall round pillars  
in every corner. The entire volume is monochrome, 
painted in a striking yellow.  Probably because  
it must be easily visible from out on the ocean.  
I have observed this object for a year now; it has 
been lying along the wharf  in the same place,  
and I still don’t understand its purpose.

An Architecture in Alteration
When I read Donald Judd’s texts, I get the  
impression he had an ambivalent relationship  
to architecture. He writes that what finally  
made him decide to become an artist, as 
opposed to an architect, was to be free from 
dealing with clients17—the same answer  
Tony Smith gave later in his career.18

 Lately I have become more interested  
in everyday, anonymous, and degenerate  
architecture. An architecture that isn’t really 
viewed and defined as architecture. That  
perhaps is not even drawn by architects 

but rather by engineers who have only the 
 construction’s functionality as their objective; 
therefore, the aesthetics are unintended, which  
I find more interesting than architecture’s  
decoration. Judd describes a similar fascination 
in his text “Twentieth Century Engineering.”19 
In such unintended aesthetics, an abstraction 
occurs in an interesting in-between space,  
where one, as a viewer, is more free to interpret 
what is viewed and experienced. There is also 
a stronger connection to minimalist sculpture, 
because the constructions are rational and  
not decorative. By “degenerate architecture,”  
I mean fragile constructions that break down  
and become part of  nature again. There is some-
thing more human about this state of  affairs, 
rather than insisting on the idea that architecture 
or art is something permanent and immortal.

I’m filming a window that is partly demolished,  
as an elderly man approaches in his car. He parks 
close to where I’m standing and walks towards  
me. “Can you find a motive?”

Cold Store Kalle, as he later tells me to call  
him when I take his phone number, lets me into  
the building. I don’t really catch what his job  
is, but his huge keychain makes me think he’s 
some kind of  janitor. He’s there to open the  
doors for future owners, three men with their  
hair slicked back, wearing tight jeans and shiny 
shoes. They’re probably from a different part  
of  the city. As we walk in, two cleaners appear  
with their tools. A man and a lady. They don’t 
speak Swedish. Kalle gives them some cash  
as they pass by.

Kalle tells me that the industrial warehouses  
in the area are going to be turned into residential 
apartments and offices. This cold storage is not  
going to be torn down, but transformed into  
a  so-called coworking space. He gives me a little  
tour of  the building, first showing me the old  
cold storage mechanism. Now it’s all quiet and 
dust has settled on the many pipes that spread like 
branches of  gold up the walls, through the ceiling, 
and farther into the building’s body. Kalle then  
takes me to the second floor. He shows me the  
old storage rooms all dark along a tiled corridor. 
They are completely empty and have no windows. 
The building’s body has an internal transportation 
system of  mechanical travelators, which are  
no longer in motion.

Top: Vilhelm Christensen, The Other City/Den andra staden, 2022. Installation view,  
MFA exhibition, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
Bottom: Vilhelm Christensen. Space Outside, 2022. Opened back room and unblocked  
windows, natural light, variable dimensions 
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Process
Overall, it was the parallels with minimalism  
that led me from architecture to visual art.  
But I have started to wonder if  I have outgrown 
it and now respond differently. Is it because 
there is too much architecture in it? It’s like art 
with architectural principles. It can be expe-
rienced as conclusive, comprehensible, logical, 
and orderly. Therefore, it is not so enigmatic, 
doubtful, or ambigous. Because of  that, Eva  
Hesse is now the minimalist artist who interests 
me most.20 The processual, vulnerable, and 
 volatile; the appropriation of  industrial materials 
into a personal and imprecise expression. Her 
utopian constructions represent a minimalist  
art ahead of  its time, and I am constantly 
reminded of  this. Last time I visited Hamburger 
Bahnhof  in Berlin, I discovered an outdoor  
architectural sculpture by Urs Fischer consisting 
of  brick walls set up without grout, the binder 
that normally holds the bricks together.21 Over 
the last seventeen years, since it was first in-
stalled, the walls have collapsed and nature  
has taken over. It is an architecture deliberately 
left to decay into ruin. It is an expression that  
art is not eternal. It raises questions about  
what a work of  art is, and about the limits of  
conservation. For Fischer, art is not a finished 
object but rather an ongoing process. The  
same questions that Hesse explored in her  
art thirty, forty, years earlier.

I have never been as far out in the harbour  
as I am today, and I am amazed that in such  
a remote area there are still bicycle and pedestrian 
paths, blue signs with drawings of  pedestrians  
and bicycles, traffic lights and facilities as found 
elsewhere in the city. Out here in the artificial  
landscape, the civil becomes alien, the concrete  
a contrast to the abstract.

Towards an Unfinished Form
As an architect, you usually work towards  
a finished form, while in art the form can  
remain unfinished, in process and in movement. 
A constant process, one that reflects the world 
and life. Art as an unfinished form is evident  
in the practice of  Thea Djordjadze, an artist 
who has shown me how to be open towards 
the incomplete.22 She is a contemporary artist 
through whom both references to and the  
transformation of  the American minimalist  
tradition become clear to me. Where there  
are both links and gaps to Donald Judd. Her 
work often moves somewhere between display, 
installation, and storage. It’s her playfulness  

with the language of  the exhibition and the 
institution that I find refreshing. Some of  her 
modular sculptures perhaps have a language 
reminiscent of  that of  Judd and other  
American minimalists, but there are small  
deviations, either in the execution or installation, 
that make her art richer and more ambiguous. 
The one thing I often notice is the fragility of   
the work. That it includes shapes reminiscent  
of  furniture, but the constructions are too  
vulnerable to be used or support anything  
other than themselves. Suggested by, for exam-
ple, a bend in a low benchlike object. Shapes 
reminiscent of  modular display cases made  
of  aluminium are welded together and brushed 
by hand; small imperfections and inaccurate 
joints make it human. Steel plates bend due  
to weaknesses in the material, the welding  
creates impurities, wounds and lumps  
on the surface.

I go looking for fragments from the industrial  
harbour’s life and history. Coincidences  
and raw materials that have not already  
been manipulated.

I find a large plastic curl, a kind of  feather,  
which may have originated from a trailer, foam  
padding, a broken red headlight, or two different 
work gloves. I’m satisfied and bike back to the  
studio with a full carrier bag. I feel separation  
anxiety when I leave the harbour, cycling down 
Lodgatan back towards the civil city.

The following week, I take several trips to the  
harbour by bike with a bucket in tow, and I pick  
up building materials such as bricks, crushed 
concrete, green-painted facade plaster, crumbled 
 masonry, and remnants of  corrugated fibre-
glass panels. As I collect, it becomes clearer to  
me what matters. And I become more aware  
of  what kind of  history originates in the object.  
I’m thinking of  references to archaeology, castings, 
replicas, parts that are missing and need to  
be  reconstructed. I’m curious about how I can  
build on these objects. How can I transform  
them into something else? Use them as  
a source for poetry.

Facades
One of  Djordjadze’s wall works, Untitled  
(2016), is made with the same technique  
as a plaster wall, where the hand’s application  
of  plaster gives a painterly expression. It could  
be a fragment of  any plaster wall, but at the 
same time, not. I think the artist’s tactile 

Top: Vilhelm Christensen, The Other City (railway gaze), 2022. 16 mm film transferred to 2K,  
8:26 min, loop. Projected on 16 mm mdf. Installation view, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2022 
Bottom: Vilhelm Christensen, Storage, Relocated, 2022. Installation, repurposed gallery  
inventory, various sculptures
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 sensibility plays a role here, in contrast to  
Judd’s industrial purity. The precise frame in 
dark walnut and the context in which the mate-
rial is placed means that I look at the aesthetics 
of  this everyday material with new eyes, giving  
it a different type of  attention than in day- 
today life. Unfinished plaster walls are some 
thing I have seen during several construction 
projects, and it holds strong associations to  
time, craftsmanship, and the fragility that hides 
behind the outer skin of  architecture. The work 
is experienced as time frozen at the moment 
when the body of  architecture is still vulnerable 
and not wrapped up and perfected with cosmetic 
touches such as filler and paint. I have also 
worked with facade plastering and industrial 
materials and techniques, deliberately using  
them in an amateurish and imprecise way to 
achieve such an unintended result. The contra-
diction between the precision of  the industrial 
and the inaccuracy of  the manual are some- 
thing I see reflected in the juxtaposition  
between Judd and Djordjadze.
 My series based on the industrial  
harbour’s architecture, Stucco I–V (2022), is a  
set of  painterly sculptures that can be regarded 
as reconstructed facade fragments. They’re like 
sections of  plastered facades whose colours  
are taken from various industrial buildings  
in the older part of  the harbour. I picked up  
the materials from demolition sites, including 
parts of  the facades of  demolished industrial 
buildings. The industrial architecture of  the 
postwar period uses a lime plaster painted in  
a period palette typical of  the time. I recreated 
these colours through a mixture of  pigments, 
and painted them with egg tempera on wet  
lime plaster cast in an aluminium frame. The 
architecture is compressed and abstracted  
within a single segment. I applied the plaster  
and paint by hand, leaving my personal im- 
print. As with Djordjadze’s work, I have tried  
to create an encounter between an industrial  
technique and a traditional artistic expression,  
by transferring it into a framework where  
it can be viewed from a different perspective.
 Djordjadze’s works and installations  
do not appear finished but rather as in process, 
as if  we have found ourselves in her workshop. 
The way she works with the objects in the  
exhibition space itself  is also unpredictable,  
but at the same time very thoughtful. Her  
exhibitions have no hierarchy or distinction  
between materials that have been found, made, 
or repurposed. Some objects are reminiscent  
of  or taken from previous exhibition designs. 

That this is unclear triggers a tension and  
curiosity, and gives an edge to my experience 
and interpretation of  these objects. Is it  
a bench, or is it just reminiscent of  the shape  
of  a bench? Is it a base for a table, or is it  
a free-standing construction? Is it a frame- 
work for art, or is the framework a sculpture? 
That is, is it art in itself, or can it be both— 
art and framework at once? These questions 
are not activated to the same degree in Judd’s 
objects. I think that has to do with context  
and the way they’re installed. In Djordjadze’s 
installations, the objects are presented not  
as autonomous or on a pedestal but rather  
in a direct connection with each other and  
the surrounding architecture.

I get up and walk along the road, spotting  
a red metal object lying on the side of  the road 
behind a rock. It’s difficult to say what the object  
is, what it has belonged to, because it’s clear that  
it is part of  something bigger. It’s also unclear 
whether it originated from the workers or those  
who use the area for recreation. After walking  
the whole stretch back and forth looking for  
other objects, I finally decide to bring it with me. 
Precisely because it is so mysterious, and because  
I do not know what it is used for or to whom  
it belongs. It will be a kind of  riddle I can try  
to solve, or build on. I put the item in the carrier 
bag I brought with me. Parked next to me is  
a large semi-trailer. The driver looks straight  
at me, but still does not notice me. It looks like  
he’s cleaning the cab, Sunday cleaning.

In relation to Djordjadze, Judd’s work starts  
to emerge as finished and defined. And the 
industrial surfaces create a distance from  
the artist, who resembles an architect. In the 
same way as with Mies’s Neue Nationalgalerie,  
I would say that the works are perceived not  
as questions but more as solutions and answers. 
They are geometric and mathematical forms 
with readable rules and rational explanations. 
The beauty I am met with can still spark warmth 
in my body, and it is intellectually stimulating  
to a certain point, until I understand the for-
mulas. However, it does not trigger anything 
more. Compared to Djordjadze, Judd’s work 
does not stay with me in the same way, and  
it makes me feel more passive as a viewer.
 Djordjadze’s work is more vivid and poetic. 
It frees itself  from the rigour of  modernism 
while referring to and playing with its vocabu-
lary. Her installations are experienced as intuitive 
and personal. They give insight into the artist’s 

sitespecific approach and her relationship  
to the architecture and the space. In this way,  
a narrative about a process is incorporated  
in the installation, which expands the meaning 
of  the objects to something more than their  
material. The material is in motion and unfin-
ished. It may take a different form in the next 
exhibition. My experience of  Djordzade’s  
art is that it challenges art as a finished form. 
Whereas Judd’s art can be read as fixed architec-
ture, Djordzade’s is dissolved and takes on  
many directions, which opens up more ques - 
tions and reflections. The artist herself  says,  
“I don’t think I am doing forms. I am working 
with movements.”23

At the far end of  the harbour there is still  
activity. The walkway leads me alongside a garbage 
disposal facility and landfill with various fillers 
sorted into large piles: small mountains of  torn-up 
asphalt, fine sand, soil, concrete blocks, and broken 
terracotta tiles sit side by side. At the very end,  
past the wasteland, is a vast plain that is completely 
flat and desolate, like a desert. I can see towards  
the Öresund Bridge, Copenhagen, and back 
towards Malmö. I read a sign with information 
stating that these fields will be filled with Malmö’s 
new industrial park, and set my eyes on two  
giant halls under construction.

Sorting and Reorganisation
In my master’s exhibition, I use installation 
strategies that relate to both Djordjadze’s 
ongoing practice and the minimalist tradition. 
I use a sorting methodology that reflects the 
place I work with, where materials are moved 
and sorted into different landfills. The sorting 
methodology and serial works also relate to 
minimalist installations and the systematisation 
of  materials. These strategies furthermore  
affect how I interpret the gallery’s architecture. 
The gallery space is reorganised by making  
the back rooms accessible, in the same way  
as I make the backdrops of  the harbour visible. 
Hidden behind the generic gallery space, you 
find a particular architecture representative  
of  Malmö’s rich industrial history. The original 
windows are unblocked and allow the natural 
light to leak into the gallery space, enabling a  
time-based and weather-sensitive lighting condi-
tion, connecting us to the city outside. I relocate, 
sort, and install the storage room’s furniture  
and tools in a different way than they are nor-
mally set up. These measures reflect the constant 
change and relocation of  materials that take 
place in The Other City. The public is invited  

to move through the gallery’s secret corridors, 
as a reference to the railway corridors’ history 
in the industrial harbour. This is how the ex-
hibition tries to transfer the experiences from 
that specific place and interpret them locally,  
in the gallery room. Before an exhibition, I  
try to avoid detailed planning, but I do develop  
a strategy for the installation that sets up  
a framework for improvisation.
 In Djordjadze’s installations, one can  
clearly see that improvisation has occurred on 
site. That it has not been planned in advance, 
but that the objects have been allowed to unfold 
in dialogue with the architecture when they 
entered the room. It is as if  the objects have  
a kind of  personality or that they are actually 
alive, but frozen at a specific moment. The 
installation is not perceived as the only perfect 
solution (or truth), but as one of  many possi-
bilities. This approach to installation is inspiring 
to me, because it opens up a more liberating 
way of  working. As an architect, I had a habit 
of  planning everything to the smallest detail 
and having full control over the implemen-
tation. This is necessary in processes where 
one is dependent on several other people and 
professions, who all work within strict financial 
frameworks and schedules, with high attention 
to functionality.
 I experienced working as an architect as 
limiting, while in the role of  artist I have much 
greater freedom to let go of  control over the 
processes. Sitespecific improvisation, such as 
in Djordjadze’s installations, is an example of  
an architectural approach that is free from these 
limitations. Especially when there is room for 
doubt and the possibility of  change.

I walk on the old railway tracks, which were  
previously the harbour’s means of  transport by  
land. Now, they have been replaced by roads  
and lorries. The railway tracks have left corridors  
in the landscape and voids between buildings.  
There is no snow on the rails in an otherwise 
snow-covered landscape. I walk past piles  
of  old rails and sleepers, wondering if  the  
railway tracks are being restored or if  they  
are about to be dismantled. In some places  
it is unclear to me whether the tracks are  
still in use or not. Elsewhere, the rails dive  
under the new asphalt that has been laid  
to allow large trailers access.
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in the snow leading to the tracks. I have also  
seen that it is possible to get on the tracks from  
a parallel street a little farther into the area.  
There are no fences there, but the same tracks.

The sculptures transfer a common form  
to another material and scale. The material  
remains metal, but the profiles are not hotrolled 
in steel, but rather cast in bronze. The surface  
is finished by hand, leaving a human imprint  
and imperfection. The sculptures in the series 
are like different stages in a process, in the 
tension where something is about to become 
something else. Some are fairly straight, while 
others are closer to a circle, and one is an infinite 
loop. The rails change from line to space, from 
linear time to circular time. The surfaces of  
the sculptures are also in different stages: some 
are untreated, others are patinated. When the 
rails are cut, the inner materiality of  the profile 
is exposed. The rails’ process of  alteration 
reflects the context I work with, which is always 
changing. The rails are no longer a means of  
movement, but movement in itself.

With long steps, I hit every sleeper under the  
rails. My walk becomes a bit unnatural, adapted  
to the rhythm of  the infrastructure. It makes  
me aware of  how my legs are moving, and my  
gaze is turned downwards. I register in the sleepers 
traces of  previous visitors. Someone has nailed 
“MOBY” into one of  them.

The Railway as a Storyteller
I built a platform that travels on the railway 
tracks in the harbour, titled Time Traveler (2021). 
It’s made of  wood and has wheels fitted to the 
tracks. The fact that the platform is a physical 
object that has travelled along the harbour’s  
railway corridors makes it a memory container,  
a material witness. It therefore has value in  
itself, and is not just a tool to be able to film  
the moving gaze of  the railway. The platform 
has observed the site as much as the camera  
it was used to support. The rubber wheels have 
rolled long distances on the rails and are covered 
in red iron oxide. I am interested in capturing 
the movement of  the railways and what the 
railway can tell us about that place. The railway 
tracks have set the framework for the journey 
and shown the way to areas I would normally 
never go. The method is a combination of   
strict limits and unpredictability. The choice  
of  analogue film creates a greater presence to 
the place being portrayed. There is also a con-
nection between the mechanical 16 mm camera 

and the railway’s technology. The relationship 
between film and the railway dates back to  
the origins of  the medium of  film, to works 
such as L’arrivée d’un train en gare de La Ciotat 
(The arrival of  a train at La Ciotat station, 1895) 
and Man with a Movie Camera (1929).25 Through 
these films, the railway became a kind of  symbol 
of  the moving image and the soft, horizontal 
camera movement made possible by the  
railway tracks.

In the middle of  the wasteland is a green oasis. 
Fenced in among garbage and a landfill is a  
protected amphibian reserve. Malmö municipality 
has set aside an area of  15.5 hectares for the  
very rare and endangered green-spotted toad Bufo 
viridis. There are only a thousand of  the species  
left in Sweden, and most are at this reserve.  
The toad has proven to be particularly viable in  
the coastal climate. I have come to hear the toads 
sing, but the whole reserve is blocked off  with  
concrete walls and chain-link fences. I try to make 
some sound recordings of  their singing, but the  
noise of  demolition work in the background drowns 
out nature. I guess I’ll come back this weekend.

The Toads
Sound is another perspective on place. As  
part of  my exhibition, I am creating a sound 
installation based on the unique calls that  
the toads make to each other. Taken out  
of  context, the sound is also an interpretation  
of  the extraordinary situation that has arisen 
in the industrial harbour, where the rare toads 
happen to thrive in a special climate.26 This  
reality has affected and changed the municipal-
ity’s planning of  the new industrial harbour.27 
When the song of  the toads is isolated, it  
sounds like something that just as easily could 
have been produced electronically, which in turn 
emphasises the confusion between nature and 
culture that is experienced in The Other City.

I read in Sydsvenskan that the largest traverse 
beam at Kockums in Varvstaden must be disman-
tled. Another landmark from recent industrial 
history disappears, after the famous Kockums  
crane in 2002 was moved to South Korea.  
The traverse is eight metres long, weighs 260  
tonnes, and was built in 1975. When I arrive  
at noon the next day, it has already been hoisted 
down and they are working to cut off  the two  
truss beams it has stretched between. The traverse 
itself  is on the ground. The scale is difficult to  
grasp. I do some audio recordings of  banging  
and welding.

The Railway
The railway is an important and historic  
transport network in the industrial harbour.  
The railway corridors connect the landscape  
and become a journey through the new history 
of  the place. Another of  my sculpture series, 
Track I–VI (2022), is based on the profile  
of  the rails. This profile is a global form that 
was developed during the Industrial Revolution, 
when the railway was invented and inter-
nationalised. The rail is available in different 
iterations, heights, and shapes, depending on 
how the railway track is located in the landscape, 
whether it is above or sunken into the ground. 
The actual characteristic cross-section, the  
profile of  the rails, can be seen only if  the  
rails are cut. The rails are cut only where they 
meet other tracks, in the transition between  
or the joining of  two railway lines, or where  
the tracks end the journey.
 By manipulating wax models of  rails,  
which have a generic shape, the rails are  
transformed into unique bends with a bodily 
character. I am fascinated by how a single  
bend can change the perception and meaning  
of  the rail. From having a generic profile,  
it becomes completely unique, but at the  
same time recognisable.

 The railway also ushered in an industrial  
age concerned with a high degree of  precision 
and human discipline. At the same time,  
rails can be considered a linear representation  
of  time. The manipulated sculptures change  
this representation into different versions  
and understandings of  time, from individual 
bends and rotations to loops. From one under-
standing of  time to several possible under-
standings, from rationality to wonder. I see  
this as a representation of  Albert Einstein’s  
theory of  relativity as well as more recent  
science (as physicist Carlo Rovelli elaborates  
in his book The Order of  Time) 24 that holds  
that time cannot be understood only as linear 
and objective—as was introduced in the  
Industrial Revolution. This sculptural series  
is also a study of  how time can be understood  
in The Other City, a place where I experience  
time as different through ever-changing 
 surroundings and volatility. A fragment of   
a rail represents a moment seen at the speed  
of  the train.

I continue towards the railway tracks at the  
end of  the street. There is an old chain-link fence 
that prevents access to the tracks, but someone  
has cut a small hole in it and I can see footprints  

Left: Vilhelm Christensen, Track V, 2022. Bronze, 85 x 70 x 6 cm. Detail,  
KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
Right: Vilhelm Christensen, Stucco I–V, 2022. Façade samples from Malmö industrial  
harbour. Egg tempera on lime plaster on coated mdf, cast in aluminium frame,  
40 x 50 x 3 cm. Detail
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Smith,” interview by Samuel 
 Wagstaff  Jr., Artforum, December 
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Basket, 1999/2005, installation, 
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on 3 January 2022 that strength-
ened my fascination with Thea 
Djordjadze’s work and made  
me decide to focus much of   
this essay on her: Thea Djordjadze, 
all building as making, Gropius  
Bau, Berlin, 18 September  
2021–16 January 2022. 

23 Thea Djordjadze, Thea Djordjadze: 
One Is So Public, and the Other  
So Private, ed. Konrad Bitterli 
and Lynn Kost (London: Koenig 
Books, 2019), 47.

24 Carlo Rovelli, The Order of   
Time (London: Penguin, 2017).

25 L’arrivée d’un train en gare de  
La Ciotat [The arrival of  a train  
at La Ciotat station], documentary 
short, directed by Auguste  
Lumière and Louis Lumière 
(France: Société Lumière, 
1896); Man with a Movie Camera, 
 experimental documentary, 
 directed by Dziga Vertov  
(Soviet Union: VUFKU, 1929).

26 Mats Wirén, Ola Enqvist,  
and Arne Mattsson, Stor population 
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population of  green-spotted  
toad (Bufotes viridis) in Norra 
Hamnen in Malmö] (Malmö:  
Gatukontoret Malmö Stad, 2014).

27 “Sällsynt padda stoppar bygge  
i Malmö hamn” [Rare toad  
stops construction in Malmö  
harbour], radio report, Sveriges 
Radio P1, originally aired  
10 May 2014, https://sveriges-
radio.se/artikel/5853618.

28 Smith, “Talking with Tony Smith,” 
interview by Wagstaff, 14.

29 Smith, “Talking with Tony Smith,” 
interview by Wagstaff, 19.

Art as Experience
When I see photographs of  Djordjadze’s  
sculptures, they do not give the same impression 
as experiencing them in person. These are  
objects and spaces that must be experienced 
physically, especially because they are set  
into dialogue with the other works and the  
architecture within which they are exhibited.  
It’s as if  the aura of  the process exists in  
the space and is incorporated into the installa-
tions. It cannot be photographed, only  
experienced.
 I am interested in phenomenology and  
art as an encounter, or experience. I’m fascinated 
by inaccessible and secret rooms, and the thrill 
of  discovering something that is not meant to 
be discovered. A place attempting to be hidden 
or shut off. The bodily tension of  moving in 
forbidden areas has a kind of  meditative effect. 
It triggers an acute presence. Maybe a form  
of  escapism, or even intoxication. Tony  
Smith described a similar form of  trespassing  
in an interview with Artforum in 1966, when  
he took students from the Cooper Union  
art school in Manhattan for a drive on the  
New Jersey Turnpike, a 180-kilometre-long  
highway between New York and Philadelphia 
that, at the time, was not finished.28 He  
talked about the experience of  driving on  
the large abstract surface as a form of  art  
that can be absorbed only through physical 
presence:

This drive was a revealing experience.  
The road and much of  the landscape  
was artificial, and yet it couldn’t be called  
a work of  art. On the other hand, it did 
something for me that art had never done. 
At first I didn’t know what it was, but  
its effect was to liberate me from many  
of  the views I had had about art. It seemed 
that there had been a reality there which  
had not had any expression in art. The  
experience on the road was something 
mapped out but not socially recognised.  
I thought to myself, it ought to be clear 
that’s the end of  art. Most painting looks 
pretty pictorial after that. There is no  
way you can frame it, you just have  
to experience it.29

I interpret Smith as meaning that a physical  
encounter with a human-made landscape,  
in which the body moves in time and space, 
can evoke emotions and intellectual  stimulation 
more powerful than that provoked by  

a  traditional work of  art. I also think it was  
crucial for the experience that the landscape  
was not intended as a work of  art, but rather 
was something he discovered and perhaps  
illegally encountered. The fact that the highway 
was empty and unfinished—fresh asphalt  
without road markings—suddenly made  
it something else and something unexpected.  
I think the experience freed him from a con- 
vention about what art should be and opened  
up a potential for what art can do. I have often 
had similar thoughts when I move around  
in the industrial landscape of  the harbour, 
constantly surprised by the spaces and objects 
I find. And I can achieve the same fascination 
when I sit in a plane and discover patterns  
and shapes in the terrain below me. To put it 
bluntly, the question is, perhaps: Can art really 
produce something new, something that has  
a stronger effect than what can be discovered  
in the world? What really distinguishes The  
Other City from the city we live in?

In the heart of  Norra Hamnen, among  
huge oil silos and logistics terminals, I discover  
a kilometre-long, empty strip of  asphalt.  
The strip is used for car racing once in a while,  
but now that it’s completely empty, it appears  
as a surreal landmark. At the beginning  
of  the asphalt is a large portal that looks  
like half  a car tyre inflated in size. On the  
bow there are capital letters that say:

WELCOME TO MALMÖ RACEWAY
HOME OF SPEED
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I’m a sporadic reader. Either I read nothing  
at all or I read seven books simultaneously.  
They pile up on my bedside table. They end  
up dog-eared in the bottom my bags. They  
vary in size and genre. They can be short  
stories, novels, biographies, fantasy, anything. 
But one thing they have in common, these 
books I accumulate, is that I want them to 
 confront me. Many people want to read stories 
in which the detective captures the bad guy,  
the hero finds true love or rides off  happily  
into the  sunset—books that lull us easily  
to sleep. I want books to force me out into  
the deep water and see the world with new 
eyes—whether it’s Chuck Palahniuk’s often 
satirical and sharp tongue, or Lidia Yuknavitch’s 
weighty life drama The Chronology of  Water,  
which is so confrontational that it begins with 
a miscarriage. But there is one story that has 
challenged me both artistically and emotionally. 
And that is the true story of  Ida Lupino.
 Before I tell you about Ida Lupino,  
my discovery of  her, and my attempts to create 
art about her, I need to explain synchronicity 
—something that has been very important  
for me as an artist. In Synchronicity: An Acausal 
Connecting Principle, psychiatrist Carl Jung coined 
the term “synchronicity,” summarising it  
as follows: 

By synchronicity I mean the occurrence  
of  a meaningful coincidence in time.  
It can take three forms: 
a) The coincidence of  a certain psychic 

content with a corresponding objective 
processes which is perceived to take 
place simultaneously. 

b) The coincidence of  a subjective  
psychic state with a phantasm  
(dream or vision) which later turns  
out to be a more or less faithful reflec-
tion of  a “synchronistic” objective  
even that took place more or less 
 simultaneously, but at a distance. 

c) The same, except the event perceived 
takes place in the future and is repre-
sented in the present only by a  
phantasm that corresponds to it.1

Simply put, synchronicity is the perception  
that two or more events that are not directly 
related, or a set of  commonplace unrelated 
coincidences, happen for some particular reason 
or have the power to achieve some outcome, 
whether psychologically or physically. 
 These random events and coincidences  
lead me someplace. Sometimes it happens  
when it seems to me that something is repeating 
itself  in my surroundings. A recurring word,  
or a name. Little moments or anecdotes  
that are similar. I detect connections between 
 subjects that don’t appear to have anything  
at all to do with one another. It may simply  
be that my last three flats happened to have  
been numbered 1201, 1202, and 1203. Or  
the more artistic  example of  when I worked  
on a series of  paintings and used collage,  
and later that summer worked as a caregiver  
for a client who liked to see grass falling  
right in front of  her eyes: when I tried doing  
it myself, what I saw reminded me of  my paint-
ings. I don’t yet know what my time at this  
job will give, but something about the develop-
ment of  events tells me that there is something 
here for me to discover.
 When I see the connections, or when  
my intuition tells me something is afoot,  
I usually experiment with it to see what I can 
find. Imagine, for example, that you dream  
one night about an old acquaintance, and then 
 suddenly you run into that person on the street 
the very next day. That’s a coincidence, of  
course. But what happens if  you then devote 
some time to that person and see what you  
can learn from this experience? This might  
seem silly, or like you’re just following what 
interests you. But I hope that you—you reading 
this—can come to an understanding of  what  
I see in such occurrences.
 I spent the better part of  2016 primarily  
in two places: either I was at the Gerlesborg 
School of  Fine Art in Stockholm, where I spent 
my second year of  preparatory art school and 
put together a portfolio of  work for applying  
to university art schools, or I was out in Bromma, 
in a little basement flat that had once been a 
garage. The only things I had in that flat were 

Ida Lupino; or, The Portrait I’ve Never Managed to Paint
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some books, a little kitchenette, and a bed.  
I spent my days at school stomping on paint 
tubes to squeeze the last drops out, trying  
to save my money to buy more materials.  
The day ended with a forty-minute commute 
to Bromma, during which I usually fell asleep 
watching YouTube.
 I had the idea that my process would 
improve if  I could increase the artistic quality 
of  what I consumed. So I decided to devote 
my free time to consuming media that might 
be beneficial to me. Since much of  what I was 
working with was inspired by or connected  
with things that I found creepy, I thought I 
would study old horror movies. I started with 
one of  the oldest touchstones I could think  
of: The Twilight Zone—Rod Serling’s TV series 
from the 1950s and ’60s. Each episode puts  
the viewer in a new scenario with new characters 
and new bizarre stories. In some cases, the  
episodes are as relevant today as they were at  
the time. Others go completely off  the rails,  
are incredibly kitschy. Aliens visit a city  bearing 
a book entitled To Serve Man, which the inhab-
itants immediately assume means the extra-
terrestrials are supposed to serve the humans, 
only to find out in the end that it’s a cookbook.2 
Or there’s the episode “Eye of  the Beholder,” 
about a woman who wakes up in a hospital, 
where she is given the bad news by her surgeons 
that her beauty operation was unsuccessful.  
And then it turns out that the woman looks  
like a regular person and the rest of  humanity  
is deformed.3
 The Twilight Zone is a compendium  
of  extremely uneven tales rooted in their own 
time. But it was when I lay down in bed one 
night to consume yet another episode that I 
found something. “Something” is not the right 
word at all—I should say instead that I found 
someone. The episode is called “The Sixteen- 
Millimeter Shrine,”4 and the plot is as follows.
 Ageing Hollywood star Barbara Jean 
 Trenton has isolated herself  from the surround-
ing world and reminisces about her past by 
watching her old movies in her own screening 
room. In an attempt to get her out into the  
real world, her agent, Danny Weiss, arranges  
a role for her in a new film, and brings along 
one of  Barbara Jean’s former colleagues  
to visit her. Barbara Jean is horrified when  
she sees that her old colleague has also aged.  
It drives her even deeper into isolation. Then 
one day Barbara Jean’s housemaid finds the 
screening room empty. Danny comes over and 
sees the home’s living room up on the screen. 

It’s full of  old movie stars along with Barbara 
Jean. All of  them are young again. Barbara  
Jean throws a scarf  at the camera just as the 
movie ends. In the real living room, Danny  
finds the scarf.
 The episode is not particularly distinct  
from any of  the others in the series. It’s  
built on the same formula, the same structure,  
the same kind of  twist at the end. But I was 
moved by what I saw. I couldn’t really say  
why. There was something in the picture of   
the ageing woman sitting and looking back  
on her past. Her gaze was fixed to the screen. 
The sound of  the projector and the distant 
 voices. The gathering of  old and dear faces  
from a former life. But mostly I think it was  
that she reminded me of  my grandmother.
 My grandmother spent the last years  
of  her life in a retirement home. Every time  
we  visited her, she sat there in her chair watch-
ing TV. She never went into the common  
room or conversed with the others who lived 
there. She isolated herself  in the same way 
 Barbara Jean Trenton did. The only difference 
was that she didn’t look at pictures from her 
former life. Instead, she watched whatever  
was shown on the limited number of  channels 
available to her. It could be the Winter Olympics 
just as easily as old blackandwhite movies.
 The only time I visited her alone, she was  
so happy to see me. Nevertheless, she said, 
“Why would you want to visit an old lady  
like me?”
 As I write this, those words still cause  
me pain. Something I’ve regretted ever since  
she died is that I didn’t spend more time with 
her or visit her more often. I’ve talked about  
this with people before and been told things  
like, “You were young” and “She wouldn’t judge 
you.” But it doesn’t matter what people say.  
The regret and the shame are still there.
 Towards the end of  her life, my grand-
mother was increasingly impacted by ageing.  
She spoke to her sister, who had died more  
than fifteen years earlier, but who she thought 
was standing by the front door. She called  
many of  the men who visited her room by 
my name, and she had a hard time recognising 
 people who weren’t family members.
 The day my grandmother died, my  
parents asked if  I wanted to come along and  
see her. I didn’t dare, because the idea of  it 
frightened me. Perhaps that visit might have 
helped give me the closure I needed. What all 
endings have in common is that you can never 
take back the words you didn’t say.

 In 2016, it had been three years since  
my grandmother’s death, and it was still fresh  
in my mind. I had a hard time letting go of   
the episode I had seen—there was just some-
thing about it. Intuition told me that it held 
something important for me to find. So I started 
examining “The Sixteen-Millimeter Shrine”  
to see what I might find. I read through message 
boards and listened to podcasts on film. One 
name recurred again and again: Ida Lupino.  
The actress who played Barbara Jean Trenton. 
 Ida Lupino was born on 4 February 1918. 
Her parents were entertainers. Her mother 
was the actress Connie O’Shea, whose stage 
name was Connie Emerald. Her father, Stanley 
Lupino, was one of  the most successful revue 
comedians in Great Britain and came from  
a theatre family that could trace its roots  
all the way back to an Italian immigrant in the 
seventeenth century. The Lupino family was 
one long string of  entertainers, from puppeteers 
to singers to dancers. Stanley encouraged his 
daughters to keep the family’s cultural heritage 
going. He reportedly even built a little stage  
for the girls in the family’s garden.
 In 1932, Ida Lupino made her film debut. 
The movie was called Her First Affaire.5 She was 
given the role despite the fact it was originally 
intended for her mother. But it was a role for  
a young and seductive woman, and the director 
thought that Connie Emerald was too old. That 
same year, Lupino went on to appear in several 
British films before moving to Hollywood.  
In 1939, she had her big breakthrough with  
the movie The Light that Failed.6
 The Light that Failed is based on a book of  
the same title by Rudyard Kipling. Dick Heldar 
is a former soldier who now lives in London, 
where he makes his living as an artist. But an  
old war injury begins affecting his vision, and 
when he starts going blind, he tries to complete 
his masterpiece: a portrait of  a Cockney girl 
called Bessie Brooke.
 As an artist whose focus is on painting,  
my interest was of  course captured by Lupino’s 
breakthrough film. I studied the film—especially 
the scenes featuring Lupino. Her role as Bessie 
Brooke is mostly just her posing as a model for 
Dick. But Dick is never satisfied with what he 
paints. He even thinks Bessie’s posture is wrong. 
He forces her to laugh maniacally for several 
hours in a row while he paints her. Towards  
the end of  the session, Bessie looks exhausted 
and deranged. Her hair, which was initially care-
fully done up, is sticking out in every direction, 
her eyes wide open and staring. In the role  

of  Bessie Brooke, laughing madly in a chair  
in front of  the easel, Lupino is at times fright-
eningly similar to Francis Bacon’s Study after 
Velazquez’s Portrait of  Pope Innocent X (1953).7
 Near the end of  the film, Bessie gets  
her revenge when she is alone in Dick’s studio.  
She throws paint on the canvas and spreads  
it out with a palette knife. 
 After watching The Light that Failed, I took 
a break from my investigation of  Ida Lupino. 
Most of  my focus turned towards working  
on applications for undergraduate programmes. 
But during the summer of  2017, a couple of  
months before I was to begin my second year 
at the Valand Academy in Gothenburg, I was 
reminded of  Lupino once again. I had just 
finished a twentyfourhour shift at my summer 
service and support job. I had finished the  
book I brought with me to work and was look-
ing for something new to read. This was during  
a period of  a few years when I was spending  
the summers in my hometown of  Växjö, which 
was the last place I expected to find anything 
related to Lupino. But when I visited one  
of  the two used bookstores in town, looking 
through the art section just for the fun of  it,  
I found it: a little red book. It might have been 
a small bible. The only words on the cover were 
the title, written in gold. The Light that Failed.  
I seized the book at once, eager to assure my- 
self  that it was actually what I thought it was. 
After reading Kipling’s name on the inside  
and flipping ahead until Bessie Brooke’s name 
first appeared, I went to the register to pay.  
The cashier told me to just take the book— 
no one was going to buy it anyway.
 You could say I’m superstitious when 
I talk about intuition, but when it comes to 
synchronicity, I’m not kidding around. When 
everything comes together and chance lays  
out a path for me, I’m going to take it.  
Ida Lupino wasn’t through with me.
 Throughout my second year at Valand,  
Lupino was always in the back of  my mind.  
I used material from her movies as models  
for my paintings. I saw as many of  them  
as I could, and I was able to find a biography  
of  her. That biography would come to shake  
my world, and Lupino would lodge herself   
even more firmly in my mind.
 The major assignment during my second 
year at Valand was to make a work of  public  
art. My classmates looked around Gothenburg 
for public spaces where they could install  
their art. I made a few attempts, but I wasn’t 
feeling motivated. I didn’t feel any kind of  
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 relationship to the city—I didn’t even feel  
like I wanted to be there, let alone do a public 
artwork there. I had no idea at all what I should 
do, so I dealt with it the way I usual deal with 
obstacles in my artistic practice: I tried to work 
my way out of  it. I spent my time painting  
in the studio. One of  the models I used during 
that period was a picture known as The Most 
Beautiful Suicide (1947). I had been interested in 
the picture for several years and thought it might 
be time to paint it. It’s a picture of  a woman. 
She has jumped off  the Empire State Building 
and landed on a car. The car is totally crushed 
and seems to have crumpled under the impact 
of  her body. But the woman herself  looks   
totally untouched. She just lies there on the 
roof  of  the car as if  she’s taking a little nap  
before going out to dinner. I painted the picture  
at a large scale without giving it much thought.  
But when someone asked where I got the  
model from, I started looking into it. What  
I found would set off  both a downward spiral  
of  anxiety and what at the time felt like  
an artistic commitment.
 The woman’s name was Evelyn McHale.  
She was a bookkeeper who took her own  
life in 1947 by jumping from the eightysixth
floor observation deck of  the Empire State 
Building. Just minutes after she jumped, a photo 
 grapher who happened to be passing by took  
a picture of  her. That picture was published  
in Life magazine.8 Ever since then, the picture 
has been adapted and reproduced in many 
 different forms, again and again. Artists,  
filmmakers, musicians, designers, and even 
 David Bowie have recreated the picture of  her. 
It was then I found out what she had written  
in her suicide note. She expressed herself   
very precisely when she wrote, “I don’t want 
anyone in or out of  my family to see any part 
of  me.”
 I felt ashamed: I was one of  those who, 
after the picture was published, recreated it  
and had the idea of  showing it. Fate had played 
a prank with her last wishes, and her portrait 
exists in limbo as a kind of  eternally repeating 
echo. So, with a big two-by-two-metre oil paint-
ing of  her in my studio, I started to question 
what I could do about it. Maybe I should just 
destroy it because, like so many before me,  
I had exploited her.
 During the time I was struggling to figure 
out what to do with the painting, a storm of  
controversy struck on YouTube. The scandalous 
YouTuber Logan Paul had once again crossed 
the line. He published footage filmed during  

a visit to the well-known Aokigahara  
“suicide forest” in Japan and found a corpse 
—which he showed in the YouTube video.9  
The video was quickly taken down, but several 
people had already downloaded and then  
uploaded it again. During this time, my artistic 
practice was very closely tied to the internet.  
I was influenced by what I saw there. I had  
been watching how such scandals were multiply-
ing during that time, and I suspected that  
it would soon reach a  climax. Then it struck  
me what I should do.
 The harm had already been done to Evelyn. 
Regardless of  what I did, her picture has been 
published and shown in countless different 
places. Therefore, as a critique of  people’s lack 
of  consideration regarding what they publish on 
social media, I would make them just as guilty 
for what I had done—as a warning.
 Evelyn’s Echo (2018) became an internet 
based artwork comprising a film that begins  
by encouraging the viewer to share it with  
friends on social media before watching the  
rest. In the course of  the film, I present what 
I’ve done, what others have done, Evelyn’s  
story, and her suicide note. The film concludes 
with me painting over my artwork. And over  
the shot of  her obscured image appear the 
words: “And now. You’re just as guilty as me.”
 Lupino continued with her acting  
career, appearing in several movies, but she  
soon also became one of  the most prominent 
women directors of  the 1950s. She eventually  
directed and wrote one of  the first films  
to discuss rape, in the face of  Hollywood’s 
self-censorship of  the topic.
 Ann Walton is newly engaged. One evening 
she stays late at work, and on the way home  
she realises she is being followed. She tries to 
run and hide, but the man finds and assaults  
her. The only thing Ann can remember of   
the trauma is a scar on the man’s neck.
 In its aesthetics, Outrage (1950) at first glance 
seems to be a B-movie.10 It tackles its subject  
in a documentary storytelling manner, and can 
only be called film noir. But the aftereffects  
of  Ann’s experience can be seen as just as topical 
today. Outrage breaks one of  the so-called  
golden rules people often want in the books 
and movies they consume: we expect that after 
something horrible happens to the main charac-
ter, some kind of  retribution will occur, that 
some kind of  justice will be served, or at least 
we’ll learn something. Instead, in Outrage, the 
trauma infects everything around Ann. Nothing 
else in Ann’s life has changed: her parents  
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and her fiancé are the same—but that’s the 
problem. Because Ann has changed. There  
is a place for the person she used to be,  
but none for who she has become.
 When no one will believe her about what  
has happened to her, Ann runs away from  
her hometown. She settles down on a farm, 
where she is assaulted again. This time it’s a  
man who becomes enraged when she declines 
to dance with him. But Ann is no longer the 
woman she once was, and she defends her- 
self  by striking the man with a spanner.
 Outrage may well be a B-movie on the sur- 
face, but within its sharp shadows and grainy 
celluloid is a theme that remains relevant today.
 Lupino continued her career by acting  
in films, writing screenplays, and directing.  
She helmed the hard-boiled drama The Hitch- 
Hiker (1953),11 the DNA of  which runs  
through subsequent generations of  films.  
It features the same kind of  male duo bonding 
while running from the law or some threat  
that we see in, for example, Butch Cassidy  
and the Sundance Kid (1969).12

 Not only would Lupino later act in  
the  previously described episode of  The Twilight 
Zone, but she would become the only person  
in the entire history of  that TV series to both 
act in and write and direct episodes.
 It was during the time I was finishing 
Evelyn’s Echo that I started reading Lupino’s 
biography. The title of  the book is Ida Lupino: 
Beyond the Camera, and it was co-written by the 
actor-writer-director herself  and her friend  
Mary Ann Anderson.13

 In the beginning of  the book, Anderson 
writes about her first meeting with Lupino. 
Lupino has aged, and she hasn’t had a role in 
a movie for quite some time. After her third 
marriage, she went through an extended divorce. 
She has lost contact with her daughter. She  
is cash-strapped and lives alone in her house. 
 The more Anderson describes Lupino  
and her life, the more eerie it seems.
 Lupino is a hoarder—her home is  
full of  all kinds of  rubbish. When Lupino  
tells Anderson how she can contact her, it goes 
as follows. Lupino is very reluctant to interact 
with the press or journalists, so she has a system. 
If  Anderson wants to ring her on the phone  
or at the gate, she must do the following: let  
it ring four times, wait a minute, ring four 
more times, and wait again. Finally, she should 
ring four times again. Anderson wonders if  
the  system might have something to do with 
 Lupino’s home—that it’s been designed to  

help her discern where the ringing is coming 
from, so she can get from whatever room  
she’s in up to the second floor and into the  
bedroom, where her only telephone is.
 Her bedroom, we learn, also has the only 
TV in the home. It’s an old black-and-white 
model. Anderson later gets a chance to watch 
that TV together with Lupino. They watch  
old movies as well as new ones. Lupino  
would complain about the new. And they  
also watch her own work.
 It’s almost the same kind of  hideous  
twist of  reality that plagued Evelyn McHale  
over her final words. But this time, reality  
truly imitated art. It is practically impossible  
not to draw parallels between Barbara Jean  
Trenton and Ida Lupino—especially at this  
point in her life. They are both equally isolated 
in their homes, surrounded by memories  
of  previous lives. Perhaps it is a continuation  
of  the feelings I related between my grand-
mother and Barbara Jean Trenton. But even 
today, it’s still impossible for me to let go  
of  it. Lupino had been a movie star. She had 
been a successful director and screenwriter 
—maybe the most prominent female director  
of  the 1950s, and yet she wound up in that  
situation. After reading her biography, I felt 
what I identified as responsibility to try to  
tell her story myself. 
 In the summer of  2018, I took a course  
at the Valand Academy. The class focused 
specifically on working with art in relation to 
history. My thoughts were primarily with Lupino 
when I applied for it, and during the course  
I presented my project to both my classmates 
and my teacher. My teacher pointed out that 
when I said the name “Ida” with English pro-
nunciation and my Småland accent, it sounded 
like I was saying “idol.” But both my teacher  
and classmates were uncertain as to how  
I should complete my project, since it was  
clear that my primary medium is painting.  
It was obvious that there was no way I could 
convey everything I had to say with only 
 painting. But that’s exactly why I chose the 
course—to come up with a method of  telling 
Lupino’s story in a way that would give  
it the due treatment it deserves.
 I commuted between Växjö and  
Gothen burg that summer. I had returned to  
my old service and support job, and sometimes  
I went from working a twenty-four-hour shift  
to  travelling to Gothenburg to go to lectures  
or to work in the studio.
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 That work resulted in a piece of  sound  
art that I called Recalling Ida Lupino (2018).  
In it, we hear Lupino walking through her home 
as the four-ring signals from the old telephone 
go off  in the background. She walks across  
the wood floor, past ticking clocks, and up 
creaking stairs. When she approaches her bed-
room, we start to hear voices. It’s one of  Lupino’s 
monologues from “The Sixteen-Millimeter 
Shrine.” Finally, she sits down on the bed and 
picks up the receiver. She breathes in.
 The work just felt insufficient to me.  
I have presented it only one time, in the context 
of  the course I took. Later, in my third year  
at the Valand Academy, I made several attempts 
to find a way to recognise Lupino and her story. 
Perhaps video essays or paintings based on  
The Light that Failed. But none of  my attempts 
felt right. All the teachers and doctoral students 
I had conversations with agreed that something 
was there, but they also agreed how hard it  
would be for any work to encap sulate everything  
I wanted to convey. So, in the end, I decided  
that I would just leave Ida Lupino alone.
 At the end of  her life, Lupino had a best 
friend in Mary Ann Anderson, who saved her 
in so many ways. Anderson remains responsible 
for upholding Lupino’s legacy to this day. She 
published the biography, and she is the one  
who knows the most about Lupino. From time  
to time, I have been able to find Mary Ann 
Anderson on social media. Each time, I have  
sat there debating whether I should send a friend 
request or compose a message to her about  
how I admire Lupino and would really like to 
recognise her story in some way. But each time, 
I’ve decided not to do it. Because it doesn’t  
seem right.
 As a reader, you probably think I just  
want to tell Ida Lupino’s story because it 
contains that circular narrative. A selffulfilling 
prophecy, in the same way that Evelyn McHale 
was tricked by fate. I don’t want to be the 
 badgering artist who forces the model to laugh, 
like Dick Heldar in The Light that Failed. I  
don’t want Lupino to be overlooked in the  
way she has been. I want us to be able to recog-
nise her. But I question my role in this story:  
I never knew her—I’m just an outside observer 
who has become fascinated with her, her  
work, and her story. So I leave the project  
alone. But sometimes everything becomes  
synchronised, Lupino makes herself  known 
again, and my feelings about her return.
 Synchronicity has, in a way, driven me  
to a place where I can observe both a fallen  

star and my grandmother at one and the  
same time. Perhaps it is therapeutic for me  
to know about Lupino. Perhaps it would  
be even more therapeutic to actually complete  
a project about her. My knowledge of  Lupino  
is limited, as is my knowledge of  my grand-
mother. My grandmother rarely spoke about  
her childhood or youth. We only got to know 
certain fragments of  her early life. Like how  
during World War II she was a flyg lotta, who  
had the job of  staying up all night as a lookout 
for bombers. Or how she studied up in Hap-
aranda. That her relationship with her father  
seemed strained. But in her final years, it  
is impossible to avoid noticing how the two 
women resemble each other. Perhaps I can  
find some kind of  peace in the fact that they 
have these similarities.
 It’s the summer of  2020, and I’m sitting  
in the living room of  my parents’ summerhouse 
and drawing. It is terribly hot. The family’s 
flatcoated retriever lies behind me on the sofa, 
panting. When even she thinks it’s too hot 
for play and adventure, it is truly hot. All the 
common attributes of  Swedish summerhouses 
are there: Othello under a bunch of  The Phantom 
comics on a bookcase. From outside, I hear  
the summer sounds of  Sveriges Radio P1 and 
my sisters lying and chattering on the veranda, 
while my mother is outside soaking up the  
sun. My father is walking around in the lilac 
bushes and pottering about with whatever  
it is he’s working on.
 The summerhouse is more than 120 years 
old. My grandparents bought it in the 1960s.  
It has been twentyfive years since my  grandfather 
died, and seven years since my grandmother  
said that I didn’t need to be visiting an old lady. 
In spite of  all the time that has passed, the  
summerhouse remains the same. Grandfather’s 
old pipe smells just as foul as it always has  
in its desk drawer. Grandmother’s odd and  
peculiar necklaces still hang on their hook  
outside the bathroom. The TV, which only  
has four  channels, speaks to absent-minded  
ears. The voice from Channel 2 calmly recites 
the evening’s programme, but something  
is about to disturb this oh so typical and  
cosy scene. “At 10 pm we’ll be showing  
The Hitch-Hiker from 1953, directed  
by Ida Lupino.”

Maybe she isn’t through with me after all. 
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P.S. 
In my studies of  artists who make use  
of  archives or the past, I have come across  
the similarity between my practice and that  
of  Tacita Dean in her art project Girl Stowaway 
(1994). I read about this work in art critic  
Hal Foster’s essay “An Archival Impulse”: 

In this instance Dean happened on  
a  photograph of  an Australian girl named 
Jean Jeinnie who in 1928 stowed away on  
a ship named Herzogin Cecilie bound for 
 England; the ship later wrecked at Starehole 
Bay on the Cornish coast. From this single 
document the archive of  Girl Stowaway 
forms as a tenuous tissue of  coincidences. 
First Dean loses the photograph when  
her bag is mishandled at Heathrow (it later 
turns up in Dublin). Then, as she researches 
Jean Jeinnie, she hears echoes of  her name 
everywhere—in a conversation about  
Jean Genet, in the pop song “Jean Genie,” 
and so on. Finally, when she travels to  
Starehole Bay to investigate the shipwreck,  
a girl is murdered on the harbor cliffs on  
the very night that Dean also spends there.14

It’s almost like Jeinnie called out to Dean. I am 
struck by this series of  coincidences. I recently 
revisited the band HIM, which I listened to  
a lot in my teenage years. There’s a line in  
their song “Shatter Me with Hope” that goes: 
“Turn to page forty-three, and you’ll know how 
I feel.”15 I remember discussions about what 
publication that line was supposed to refer  
to. So I investigated whether anyone had been 
able to come up with an answer. I was shocked 
to find out that it was in all likelihood a refer-
ence to page forty-three of  the May 1947 issue 
of  Life magazine. That’s the page on which  
the picture of  Evelyn McHale was first pub-
lished. Not that I think McHale was calling to 
me. But the coincidence remains, just as I found 
The Light that Failed, against all odds, in that 
antique store in Växjö. 

Further References
Biography. Season 11, episode 26, “Ida Lupino: 

Through the Lens.” Written by Gideon 
 Phillips. Originally aired 24 March 1998  
on ABC.

Grisham, Therese, and Julia Grossman.  
Ida Lupino, Director: Her Art and Resilience  
in Times of  Transition. New Brunswick,  
NJ: Rutgers University, 2017.

Kipling, Rudyard. Då Ljuset Försvann [The Light 
that Failed]. Stockholm: Bokförlaget Svithiods 
förlag1910.

Never Fear. Feature film. Directed by Ida Lupino. 
US: The Filmakers, Emerald Productions, 
Film Classics, 1949.

The Twilight Zone. Season 5, episode 25, “The 
Masks.” Directed by Ida Lupino. Originally 
aired 20 March 1964 on CBS.

This Is Your Life. Season 6, episode 15,  
“Ida Lupino.” Hosted by Ralph Edwards. 
Originally aired 15 January 1958 on NBC.

You Must Remember This. Episode 9, “The  
Many Loves of  Howard Hughes, Part 2.” 
Hosted by Karina Longworth. Posted 10 July 
2014. http://www.youmustrememberthis-
podcast.com/episodes/youmustremember-
thispodcastblog/the-many-loves-of-howard-
hughes-part-2-the-many.

Lukas Cornix

Lukas Cornix, Rub me the wrong way II, 2022. Oil and acrylic on paper, 81 x 92 cm.  
KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2022

1 C.G. Jung and W. Pauli,  
The Interpretation of  Nature and  
the Psyche (New York: Bollingen 
Foundation, 1955), 145.

2 The Twilight Zone, season 3, episode 
24, “To Serve Man,” directed by 
Richard L. Bare, originally aired  
2 March 1962 on CBS. 

3 Twilight Zone, season 2, episode 6, 
“Eye of  the Beholder,” directed  
by Douglas Heyes, originally aired 
11 November 1960 on CBS.

4 The Twilight Zone, season 1,  
episode 4, “The Sixteen-Millimeter 
Shrine,” directed by Mitchell 
Leisen,  originally aired 23 October 
1959 on CBS.

5 Her First Affaire, feature film, 
directed by Allan Dwan (UK:  
St. Georges Pictures, 1932). 

6 The Light that Failed, feature film, 
directed by William A. Wellman 
(US: Paramount Pictures  
Studios, 1939).

7 Francis Bacon, Study after 
Velazquez’s Portrait of  Pope Innocent 
X, 1953, oil on canvas, in the 
 collection of  Des Moines  
Art Center, Iowa. 

8 Robert Wiles, “Picture of   
the Week,” Life, 12 May 1947, 
43, https://books.google.se/
books?id=ZEgEAAAAMBAJ.  

9 Valerie Edwards and Hannah 
Parry, “YouTube Star Logan  
Paul Apologizes after Being 
Slammed … ,” Daily Mail, 2  
January 2018, https://www.daily-
mail.co.uk/news/article-5227677/
LoganPaulapologizesposting 
video-dead-body.html.

10 Outrage, feature film, directed  
by Ida Lupino (US: The Filmakers, 
1950).

11 The Hitch-Hiker, feature  
film, directed by Ida Lupino  
(US: The Filmakers, 1953). 

12 Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, 
feature film, directed by George 
Roy Hill (US: Campanile  
Productions, 1969).

13 Ida Lupino and Mary Ann  
Anderson, Ida Lupino: Beyond  
the Camera (Albany, GA: Bear 
Manor Media, 2011).

14 Hal Foster, “An Archival Impulse,” 
October, no. 110 (2004): 12, http://
www.jstor.org/stable/3397555.

15 HIM, “Shatter Me with Hope,” 
on Screamworks: Love in Theory and 
Practice, Reprise Records, 2010.

Im
ag

e 
co

ur
te

sy
 o

f 
Yo

un
gj

ae
 L

ih



5150MFA 2

The Place We Went, my graduation exhibition  
at Malmö Art Academy, has sprung forth  
from dreams and shadows in parallel universes. 
My work began in the gloaming, the moment 
when twilight is long and bluish. April ends  
and May begins. The summer is approaching 
and the sun becomes a pledge about new  
possibility. I am floating in the colour blue.

“During the blue nights you think the end of  day  
will never come.” 2

After an overly long winter—a spell of  artistic 
drought—my luck turned around, concurrent 
with the return of  the light. In darkness’s 
 somnambulistic state, among shadows and 
nightmares, I was poised to rediscover inspira-
tion. In June—the month stationed between  
the light and the darkness—I soon came  
to regain all my slumbering creative powers. 

“As the blue nights draw to a close (and they  
will, and they do) you experience an actual chill,  
an  apprehension of  illness, at the moment you first 
notice: the blue light is going, the days are already  
shortening, the summer is gone.” 3

Notwithstanding the premonition of  essayist  
Joan Didion, author of  the above quotations,  
my artistic work did not cease with the  
waning of  the gloaming. No—it has rather 
become a singular year of  image production, 
inspired by dreams, literature, the light, the  
shadows, the unconscious, the spontaneous, 
instinctual drives, and my artistic zeal. 
 In the beginning, I painted my dreams.  
My constant treading of  the artistic waters 
had made me so tired that these were the only 
pictures I could gain access to. I was expressing 
myself  with paper, pen, and brush. Ironically 
enough, my dream well dried up shortly after 
this, as if  my unconscious mind was trying  
to trip me up in retaliation for my new-found 
enthusiasm. Drawing nearer and nearer to  
my inner self  had become too dangerous.  
As a countermove, I initiated a collaboration 
with my friend in Brazil, the writer Carina  

Zatti. In the midst of  what had been a rather 
chaotic coronavirus era, permeated with fear  
and loneliness, Carina’s unconscious mind  
had been working in overdrive. She described 
her dreams through lyric poetry, and her poetic 
dream texts were written in response to my 
dream images. Sometimes they were playful  
and beautiful. But, more often, they were  
gruesome and dark. Language was flourishing 
and image production was evolving in this  
interaction between two people. In the work,  
I came to rediscover some measure of  faith  
in my own artistic voice. After this exchange,  
the ink paintings became reflections of  my  
inner and outer worlds. A medley of  abstract 
images and texts merged, and they eventually 
manifested as large wall-mounted reliefs.  
Places and dream spaces that you can lose 
yourself  in. 
 Sleep and dreams offer access to our 
inner world and its reality. Dreams are residual 
 products of  our everyday lives, pictures that spin 
out from partial elements of  our real experiences. 
I imagine a whole Rolodex of  inner pictures  
that our unconscious mind pulls out and looks 
at when we’re not here. I imagine that the imag-
es that pop up in my head when I’m painting  
are a back door leading into my private Rolodex. 
 The paintings are reminiscences of   
the ambience of  rooms I’ve passed through. 
Brief  glimpses of  moments that I wasn’t able  
to pinpoint, or excerpts from something I might 
have seen. They are impressions of  the way  
a sentence has moved me, and expressions  
of  the visualisation of  a sound I once heard. 
The contact with certain emotions that I haven’t 
had the courage to feel. Remnants from places  
I can no longer recall. The abstract paintings  
are reflections of  my unconscious mind, sen
suous impressions that reach consciousness  
in the present process of  creation. 
 The CoBrA painters were inspired by 
dreams and the unconscious. They glimpsed  
a connection between painter and the painted, 
and they believed that the viewer could gain 
access, through the work, to the artist’s inner 
world. They made use of  a spontaneous  

The Fabric from which Dreams Are Woven1 
Anne Gammelgaard

Anne Gammelgaard

Anne Gammelgaard, The Place We Went, 2022. Ink on paper, 80 x 100 cm. KHM1 Gallery, 
Malmö, 2022
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Anne Gammelgaard, The Place We Went, 2022. Approximately 200 ink paintings.  
Installation view, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
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working method and quick movements; they 
were attempting to reach down into the depths.  
Their works aimed to encapsulate the connec-
tion between the inner and the outer, between 
humankind and the world.4 The Danish artist 
Else Alfelt (1910–1974) was one of  the painters 
in the CoBrA group. She emphasised that  
her painting technique was executed intuitively 
and through an uncontrolled impulse, and  
she explained how her lines grew organically 
from the hand’s movement, without any  
subsequent corrections. She painted colours 
and rhythm.5 This way of  working is something 
that I recognise. It’s when thought disappears 
and gives the body room to be merely a sentient 
physicality that I attain the most free visual 
expressions.
 In Alfelt’s paintings, I see thrilling dream 
images of  resonant mountains and undulating 
horizons, painted with such forcible brush-
strokes that I become struck with a sense  
of  what an overwhelming sensory impression 
our surroundings can generate. What we have 
here are fragments of  reality that vibrate on  
the canvas, expressions of  the intense moments 
I experience in nature, or in the dream world, 
before I wake up. 
 Alfelt paints her inner picture of  the  
world and drags the viewer around between 
 nature-induced euphoria and abstraction, 
 between the spiritual and the sensuous, where  
the inner and outer landscapes converge.6  
This mystical and poetic description is  
something that I let myself  be inspired by.  
My pictures aspire to attain a place where  
the outer and inner collide. 
 Art historian Annette Overgaard has 
described the “place” in Alfelt’s paintings as 
“emptiness’s space.” Overgaard refers to works 
that, akin to Zen Buddhist practice, embody  
a meditative experience. Works that appreciate 
emptiness.7 The sense of  emptiness that can 
arise when I’m moving my way into the artistic 
process is one of  the places where I feel  
most free. It’s as if  the space between body  
and work generates a new, empty space  
inside me. A space I can be in. 
 Like other CoBrA painters, Alfelt was  
interested in the philosophies of  the East.  
This, along with my new-found interest in ink 
painting and rice paper, has led me onto the  
trail of  the Asian ink painting tradition. 
 The ink painting’s vulnerability and 
 sensitivity in mood and motif  are enhanced 
through rice paper’s transparency and surface. 

The paper’s tactile and delicate qualities serve  
to open up and expand the picture’s visual  
expression. When the white surface remains 
bare, the paper’s materiality functions as a  
language, through which it expresses its very 
own message. One guide to Chinese brush 
painting describes the practice this way:

They used fewer brush strokes to  
suggest the scene and reduced the solids  
in the painting to allow for large amounts  
of  empty space at the borders and in the  
sky. The painted subject is less observed  
for its own sake and functions more  
to set off  the open space.8

What is being described here is the Chinese 
artists Ma Yuan’s (1190–1224) and Xia Gui’s 
(1180–1230) new style of  painting. I can  
recognise in my own pictures the focus on  
background or “empty space” rather than  
on motif. Sometimes, my works feature just  
a few small motifs on a large white surface.  
The empty space is a crucial aspect of  the  
picture’s composition and mood. 
 Inspired by the age-old Eastern ink  
painting tradition and by modernist Western  
abstract expressionism, the Chinese artist  
Lui Shou Kwan (1919–1975) founded,  
in the 1960s, the “new ink art” movement.  
This movement mingled the old with the  
new, the Eastern with the Western. Lui was 
influenced by Zen Buddhism, which originated 
from the tradition known as Chan. According  
to one description of  Chan, it deliberately  
cultivates concepts that appreciate intuition,  
the absurd, and the unexpected, and it 
 appreciates concepts that display an under-
standing that humankind needs forms of  
 expression other than language if  people  
are going to find their way to new knowledge 
about the world.9 In my artistic practice,  
these elements absorb a considerable  
portion of  my attention. 
 At the outset, Lui was inspired by ob-
serving Hong Kong’s mountains and harbour 
vistas, which he interpreted in his semiabstract 
landscape paintings. Using traditional Chinese 
mediums, he mingled freehand technique  
with Western sketching style. Thereafter, he 
started to experiment with a wider abstraction 
and symbolism, some of  which was inspired  
by Chinese philosophy. Just like the CoBrA 
painters in northern Europe, Lui was pre
occupied with the connection between artist  

and work, between the human being and  
the cosmos. He was interested in the question 
of  whether a picture could affect the artist’s 
inner life.10

 Lui then began teaching Chinese  
ink painting to others. He wanted to inspire  
younger artists to further the development  
of  Chinese painting tradition. He mentored 
artists like Wucius Wong (b. 1936) and Laurence 
Tam Chising (1933–2013). Lui’s wish was  
that they would create art in accordance  
with their own interests.11

 Another Chinese painter taught by  
Lui, Irene Chou (1924–2011), stands as a fine 
 example of  this. She expresses herself  in a  
dynamic abstract manner, with brushstrokes  
that elucidate her personal style. In the mix of  
swirling calligraphic lines and forms that flow 
into and out of  each other, Chou creates rhythm 
and movement. For me, her art appears as 
dreamy, sombre worlds, where something new 
and exotic is always lurking about. Concurrently  
with their excitement and suspense, her works 
offer moments of  emptiness and the sensation 
of  a sudden standstill that the sight of   
a starry sky can evoke. 

 The curator Joyce Hei-ting Wong  
here describes the key motifs of  Chou’s work:  
“Her unique visual language explored subject 
matters unrepresented in traditional Chinese 
painting, such as the biological experiences  
of  women, the complexity of  human psycholo-
gy, and the sublimity of  the cosmos. … The 
sphere became Chou’s most significant motif, 
representing her psychological universe.”12 
Chou’s art was inspired by difficult memories 
from her childhood, her marriage, and her 
motherhood. This can be sensed in the forms’ 
connotations to the body and the inner world. 
Her ink technique evinces signs of  a distinct 
bodily presence, and the free movements reveal 
elements of  accidental randomness in her work. 
The works express a vigorous search for inner 
harmony.13 Her dreamy picture universe is 
 mystical and sinister, but, at the same time,  
it is beautiful and poetic. 

When Words Become Tones 
Alongside my work with the visual arts,  
I read and take great inspiration from fiction. 
Along the way, I’ve jotted down short fragments 
of  text, chosen intuitively on the basis of  a 
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spontaneous attraction. I can say, in hindsight, 
that I’ve been trying to deduce a relation 
 between texts and pictures. 
 In the context of  my artistic practice,  
I paint these fragments of  text with ink on paper. 
They function as brief  pauses in the chaotic 
visual picture space. They surge along, from 
left to right, in their own universe, infusing the 
pictures with new directions or making their 
appearance as pictures in themselves. 
 I disappear into works of  fiction in much 
the same way that I disappear into art. Beautiful 
figurative language can lift me up from the text 
and send me on a journey away from the word. 
And when I land again, I understand what  
is being portrayed in a new way. The two art 
forms embody the same layer of  intimacy. 
 Two of  the novels that I was engrossed in 
and inspired by during my artistic research have 
to do with thoughts, voice, and language. 
 The first of  the two books, Alle himlens fugle  
(All the birds in the sky) by the Danish writer 
Rakel HaslundGjerrild, is a post apocalyptic 
novel following a girl as she grows into adult - 
hood.14 After she loses her brother, she becomes, 
as far as the reader knows, the last survivor  
in a world that is about to fully collapse. Without 
other people to talk to, the words slowly drain 
from her. Her only company is a crow—the only 
other that can confirm her existence. For who 
are we without somebody else’s eyes on us? And 
what is an existence without language? In the 
end, she becomes free in death, like the bird. 
 Alle himlens fugle is a tale about a person 
whose lack of  speech leaves her with only  
her thoughts. Her sombre fate brings forth  
dark inner images that exude loss, loneliness, 
and melancholy. The works I made in this  
recent period became blue and white, with  
birdlike creatures flying around the white 
 surface. These pictures have an easy lightness 
and poetic tone, but at the same time, they  
fixate on a menacing and imminent darkness.  
A sense of  perishability and decay but with  
a constant hope of  being set free. It was  
passages like “mørket kan man sove i med åbne  
øjne” (you can sleep in the dark with your  
eyes open) and “så skarpe er tungerne og vingerne  
i den sorte sky” (so sharp are the tongues and  
the wings in the black cloud) that I found  
moving.15 Reflecting on what effects war and  
the COVID-19 crisis might also have had  
on my artistic expression during the period  
in question is neither superfluous nor  
immaterial. 

 The other novel that inspired me  
was On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous (Danish  
title: Vi er kortvarigt smukke her på jorden) by  
the American writer Ocean Vuong.16 This  
is a story about a son who, in an attempt  
to get closer to his mother, writes her a letter. 
But in a language that she doesn’t understand. 
She speaks Vietnamese, and he writes to  
her in English. In a way, the language barrier 
offers the son a shield, protecting him from  
any kind of  rejection. At the same time,  
it renders impossible what he wants most.  
Language becomes protection against  
the pain of  not being heard. 
 Vuong’s novel revolves around the  
meeting between Vietnamese and American 
cultures over the course of  three generations, 
from the time of  the grandmother’s fleeing 
the Vietnam War to the firstperson narrator’s 
upbringing in the United States. It’s about  
the loneliness experienced in not being able  
to understand, or maybe even more importantly, 
the loneliness experienced in not being under-
stood—both linguistically and culturally. The 
novel is rife with poetic imagery, which serves  
to amplify the description of  the narrative’s  
tragic destinies. In that period of  my practice, 
the works evolved into many-sided images,  
some of  them located in beautiful, dark,  
sombre picture spaces, and others poetic in  
their vulnerability. I detect tenacious movements 
and expressions that dare to remain in their  
fragility. From the novel, I chose sense-awakening 
phrases like “mit land der blev opløst i min mund” 
(my country, which dissolved in my mouth)  
and “hvordan asken med tiden satte sig som blæk” 
(how the ash, with the passage of  time,  
settled as ink).17

 The texts contain reflections on language 
and on problematic issues in language’s meeting 
with the surrounding world. But also reflections 
on how language is necessary to our under-
standing of  ourselves, of  the outer world, and, 
even more significantly, of  reflections connected 
to our relationship to each other and to our 
places in the world. 
 My artistic work transpires alone, in silence, 
without censorship or language, cut off  from 
any external influences. Only by displaying my 
work do I place myself  in the world. 
 In the process of  making the ink paintings 
for my graduation exhibition, I chose words  
that relate to the body and, accordingly, to  
the sense faculties. For example: head, tongue, 
eyelids, epidermis, and heart. 

When I’m unable to express myself  with words,  
I’ve got to express myself  with the body. When I’m  
not listening to language, I’m listening to the senses.  
I use more body than language. It is through my  
senses and my pictures that I can express feelings  
and moods. 

In the texts I selected, I was also looking  
for words related to psychological conditions 
and passages that contain relevant symbols: 
wings, soul, water, disappearance, dreams,  
nothingness, destruction, darkness, shadows.
 The collection of  poems Mit smykkeskrin 
(My Jewel Box) by the Danish author Ursula 
Andkjær Olsen includes selected lines that  
express my preoccupation with existential  
topics: “Jeg stikker tungen ud i kosmos” (I stick  
my tongue into the cosmos) and “de åbne pladser 
i systemet får de faste pladser til at flyde” (the open 
plazas in the system get the fixed plazas to  
start flowing).18 The Danish artist Sophia Kalkau 
(b. 1960) contributed illustrations to the book, 
and I regard this collaboration as a successful 
interplay between two art forms. Both work  
inside psychological spaces brought forth 
through a sensory and bodily presence. “Body” 
becomes a theme in the collection of  poems 
that touches on topics like birth, death, and the 
loss experienced in ageing. It deals with what is 
beautiful and cruel in human nature, in its con-
tact with the surrounding world, and it also deals 
with the cohesive force of  everything—with 
how we are bodies that produce and devour, 
both food and each other. 
 Another line from Olsen’s novel: “Emo-
tions are not mine but rather the universe’s.”19 
In  response to this, one reviewer raised the 
question: “Can one really displace one’s own 
emotions, refuse to take ownership of  them,  
and banish them to the universe?”20

 Mit smykkeskrin is a novel that contains  
a reprocessing of  the storyteller’s grief  and  
pain. I do not see Olsen’s sentence as inviting 
some kind of  outsourcing of  emotions but 
 rather as a sharing of  the emotions, with  
an awareness that this is a pain that we all  
at some point experience. 
 In literature, the strongest books for  
me are those with personal, contemporary 
narratives. I develop empathy for the characters 
I get really close to. Through them, I can com-
prehend, almost in my own body, what it feels 
like to be in their lives, in the emotional and 
complicated places they are standing. Through 
the poetic language, I gain access to a pain  
and sorrow that I have not yet felt myself.  

This provides me with a greater understanding 
of  commonly shared human struggles. With 
access to challenging experiences that feel so 
incredibly remote when they’re not present  
and at hand—but so incredibly all-consuming 
when they are. 
 This sharing of  feeling is one of  the  
reasons I find it meaningful to create “vulner-
able” art. Art that can touch our bodies and 
emotional lives and accordingly teach us  
something new about existence and about  
the people around us. Art that grants us access 
to reflect on topics in a new way. Topics that 
will, in certain periods of  our lives, become  
the most present, important, and necessary  
for us to address. 
 Fiction becomes the linguistic expression 
of  emotions that are related to the existential 
conditions we all face. My works are visual 
expressions of  the same. A visual language  
for what we have no words for. 
 Olsen has also embarked on another  
literary-visual collaboration, with the Danish  
artist Kirstine Vaaben (b. 1963) for the ex
hibition Kunstnersammenslutningen Jylland 2008 
(The Artists’ Association Jutland 2008). Here, 
Olsen’s poem “Lysets form – passer netop  
nu I –  spindelvævets skema” (The light’s form  
– fits right now – into the cobweb’s scheme)  
was conjoined with one of  Vaaben’s cobweb 
drawings, rendered in coal and crayon.21  
The guiding vision for the collaboration be - 
tween the two art forms was that the poet was 
supposed to influence the artist to put their 
working processes and completed works into  
a new light. Here, words and pictures collided 
and challenged each other in a dialogue.22  
In my own work, I have entertained the  
same thoughts with respect to the interplay 
between literature and image. 
 Moreover, the exhibition catalogue for  
Kunstnersammenslutningen Jylland 2008 awakened 
my interest in Vaaben. Art historian Mai 
 Misfeldt’s description of  Vaaben’s works in  
her essay, “Det andet rum” (The other space),  
is fruitful in relation to the description of   
my own work: “Like worldsensations of  the 
altogether elementary—a drop of  water on  
a stem, a changing incidence of  light, a bird’s  
eye looking out between the leaves. Impres- 
sions that we receive every day, to a greater  
or lesser degree, but that only few of  us  
are aware of.”23

 Misfeldt turns her attention to Vaaben’s  
relation to the inner space, the importance  
of  which art inspires us to see. Vaaben’s  
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drawings make us aware of  the way our  
minds work. Namely, through an interaction 
between conditions, memories, images,  
and  sensations. Her art practice is characterised  
by a heightened sensibility when it comes  
to sensory impressions of  one’s surroundings
—a sensibility that finds expression through 
Vaaben’s gentle and  considerate contact  
with the material.24

 It is the porosity and Vaaben’s distinct  
focus on the inner that fascinates me. I can see 
this in her cobweb-thin strokes, which appear  
to be both vulnerable and solid at one and  
the same time. Something seems to be sprouting 
and growing out from this fragile world. She 
creates worlds of  patterns in soft and mitigated 
earth-tone hues. My body disappears into  
a landscape of  sensory impressions: sound,  
light, and movement conjoin my outer  
with my inner.

To Become Free in Sensuous Movement 
Through literature and dreams, I have managed 
to retrieve my creative space. I have learned  
that I’ve got to accept my own voice, my  
own artistic expression, so that I can work.  
By letting go of  the reins of  control, I get my 
flow back—the indescribable rush that only  
the process of  creation gives me. 
 When I’m working, I take a step  
back and withdraw from the outside world.  
I ruminate on whether it is the movement  
away from something that gives me access  
to my idiom; on whether this wresting myself  
free from having to relate to anything external  
is what opens up access to my visual world,  
to my inner universe. 
 It is precisely movement that plays  
a role of  utmost importance in my work pro-
cess. This movement is steered by the collision 
and interplay between the materials and my 
hand’s rhythm. I find freedom in the abstraction, 
in the coincidence, and in the spontaneous  
decisions. This spontaneous and abstract 
 approach gives me a space and a freedom in  
my search for a bodily presence—for artwork 
and expression. 
 I choose the type of  paper and the first 
colour, after which varied strokes that originate 
in my wrist beat down and guide the first  
of  the brushstrokes. The very first movement 
dictates the picture’s style and direction.  
The rhythm and choice of  colour at each  
precise moment feels like something random. 
But in much the manner that literature plays  
an unknown or unpredictable role in my  

creative process, internal moods and external 
relations in the moment are also important. 
 The materials are set into motion with  
each other. In those spots where the paper be- 
comes saturated with liquid, the colours of  the 
ink coalesce and conceal the brushstrokes. In 
other spots, the paper’s thirst leaves the brush-
strokes hard. The process makes the reciprocal 
relation between the paper and the material 
come alive, establishing the basis for the  
picture surface’s sensitivity.
 The uncontrolled action governs my next 
move—my next gesture. The process can be 
described as a sequence of  physical reactions 
that, like a garland progressing from ring to  
ring, control and let themselves be controlled 
by each other. The picture’s layers commingle, 
interacting with one another and bringing  
forth new motives and thereby new gestures. 
One finished picture becomes the springboard 
for the next. I am not creating motifs from  
the world outside me. No, instead I am focusing 
on the new world that the materials—paper, 
brush, pigment—can conjure up. In my work, 
I am letting go of  control and allowing coinci-
dences, materials, and processes to guide  
me and show me the way forward. 
 I am inspired by artists who reproduce 
 nature using a degree of  abstraction that seems 
to suggest they are more preoccupied with the 
existential themes of  nature than its mere figura-
tive representation. This is a form of  expression 
that subsumes perishability, the soulfully in-
spired, power, the fear of  the uncontrollable  
and the living, as well as the free aspect of   
nature. This is nature viewed as a force that 
mankind cannot control, comparable with the 
inner human forces we cannot control. 
 In several works by the Danish artist  
Ina Olsen (1968–2017), nature is experienced  
in the form of  the material and in the vivid  
and uncontrollable process of  the works’  
formation. With a dark-painted wooden board 
as her canvas, she uses an angle grinder and  
its violent and unruly force to gash and tear  
the wood’s surface. The chopped-up lines left  
by the machine become frayed brushstrokes  
that give rise to the surface’s abstract forms  
and composition. The machine’s coarse move-
ments across the canvas make the colour of   
the fresh wood visible in the grooves. The 
 material and the method, as well as the picture’s 
dark expression, are elements that point our 
thoughts towards something shared,  something 
existential. The elements used to create such 
thoughts are wordless, ambiguous, and 

Anne Gammelgaard, The Place We Went, 2022. Ink on rice paper, 45,5 x 78 cm

Im
ag

e 
co

ur
te

sy
 o

f 
Yo

un
gj

ae
 L

ih



6160MFA 2 Anne Gammelgaard

unresolved. These are persistent questions  
that imbue the viewer with a desire to continue  
being swallowed up by the work’s voice.  
The interest in the free and uncontrollable  
is made evident in the way Olsen describes  
her artistic work: 

I have always been interested in both  
line and colour and have been working  
to get drawing and painting integrated  
into each other. … I love the combination  
of  rawness and the fine, the fragile.  
Nature is my great inspiration. At the  
same time, it is seldom that I immediately 
have a concrete story I want to tell when  
I start on a piece—it is colour, form,  
and line that I relate to in the work process. 
If  I strive for some specific result or  
goal, it almost always winds up with me 
having to let go of  this [goal] and starting 
someplace else in the picture.25

I am fascinated by the way she so frankly  
admits that her best results are achieved in  
the space where she is not deciding for herself, 
as well as in the way she gives herself  the chance 
to lose control of  the work. The spontaneity  
and immediacy that Olsen works with gives  
rise to vulnerable works. When art deals  
with the fragile and changeable in nature, my 
thoughts are often led towards the existential 
questions of  life. 
 The Danish artist Ken Denning (b. 1957) 
likewise approaches this topic in his art, for 
which he takes inspiration from nature on the 
Faroe Islands. His paintings are abstract  
colour surfaces, where depth is achieved through 
 fissures in the layers of  paints. The colour  
scale is subdued: dark earth tones and whitish 
transparent layers. Despite the abstractness,  
what I sense here is the power and the silence  
of  Faroese nature. His artworks activate the 
senses—I can smell the moist soil, feel the dry 
grass in the palm of  my hand, and taste the 
brine of  the sea. The works carry the viewer 
into the space of  introspection that nature’s 
tranquillity can bring forth. 
 The curator Ove Mogensen also observes 
this introspection in Denning’s work: “Drawing 
the Faroe Islands has to do with being quiet  
or being uproarious. The horizon as foundation 
vanishes and the motif  turns into fragments  
and densifications.” 26 By fully abstracting a 
physical place, Denning obtains an expression 
that the viewer can relate to without language. 

Instead, we must sense and be seduced physically, 
in much the same way that nature can affect  
us. His are pictures that simply must be. Art 
historian Uwe Haupenthal describes Denning’s 
work this way: “The pictures make their appear-
ance as a cosmic universe, which is characterised 
by more dynamic structures and colours. … 
Suggesting an immediate comparison with  
nature and its permanent transformation,   
the picture content, in the end, can be neither 
justified nor rendered the subject of  any  
interpretive analysis.” 27

 I am fascinated by the phenomenological 
approach to experience. By how we obtain 
 experience through our bodies, our sense facul-
ties, and our minds. In my practice, I maintain 
a focus on the body, in both the process and 
in the finished works: the basic idea of  the 
importance of  the viewer initially addressing 
themselves in a bodily way to the works, and 
thereafter deriving possible interpretations from 
this. I subscribe to the idea that an intellectual 
understanding is first perceived in the body 
through the senses, and is thereafter directed  
by the brain. We often forget that the transfer  
of  information moves in this direction, largely 
because the body has—over the course of  
time—become relegated to being less important 
than the mind. It is especially in the meeting 
with nature and in connection with art that  
I become aware of  my body’s signals and allow 
myself  the chance—and take the time needed 
—to listen to the body’s signals through an  
inner sensing. 

To Slip the Grip on Words 
My voice springs forth from my artistic  
process of  creation; my language is my works. 
But when my voice clatters into the world that 
lies outside my body’s walls and must be trans-
lated into words that others can understand,  
this does not transpire without problems. 
 Many artists address the dilemma between 
language and image. An acknowledgement 
that the language we use every day to describe 
and thereby understand the world around us 
becomes inadequate in its meeting with the 
“artistic language.” Or, in the words of  museum 
director and art critic Poul Erik Tøjner: “Lan-
guage can reach out its arms and embrace  
a part of  what is seen and heard, can articulate  
a sensation, but it cannot exhaust it. There  
is something that shirks and eludes—there  
is a flightiness in the tones and an unfathom
ability in the painting’s colours that language 
cannot capture.”28

Anne Gammelgaard, The Place We Went, 2022. Ink on rice paper, 69 x 112 cm
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 Here Tøjner is describing how art— 
a  picture, a word, or a tone—can trigger an 
emotion or a voicing that is hard to describe.  
To fully embrace art with words, what is  
required is that one do something unfamiliar. 
One needs to reach beyond what a picture  
is ordinarily perceived as: a picture  
of  something. 
 The problem arises because we are trying, 
with language, to describe something that is,  
in itself, a language. The artistic language.  
A language that can supplement understanding 
in those life situations where words become 
inadequate. The language forms do not have  
to replace each other, but rather can work to-
gether to make it possible for us to attain deeper 
understanding of  the world and the many 
unexplained questions that a lived life wants 
answers to. 

 Two artists who produce art that extends 
beyond language are the Danish painter  
Kehnet Nielsen (b. 1947) and the British painter 
Ian McKeever (b. 1946). Both men have taken 
inspiration from Scandinavian painters. I can 
spot common features in their working methods 
and in their perception of  what art can accom-
plish. In his essay “Til Kehnet Nielsen, En 
lovprisning af  malerierne” (To Kehnet Nielsen, 
in praise of  the paintings), McKeever reflects  
on Kehnet’s works:

I sense, Kehnet, that you do not want to  
say too much in your paintings and that you, 
if  possible, would prefer to say very little. 
Maybe you’re even striving to say nothing. 
… For … one [can] very easily forget  
that the role of  a painting might be to not 
say anything at all, but merely to exist as  
it is, as expression.29
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With McKeever, I understand that the painting 
as a whole is a reflection of  how the artist 
under stands the world around them and how 
they attempt to create meaning in the word. 
Such an intangible question has to be answered 
with the aid of  unusual means, like intuition,  
instinct, and emotions. If  one yearns to attain 
new knowledge, one must use new methods. 
When a person needs to address something  
so abstract, they must express themselves in a 
complementary manner. According to Mc Keever, 
this remains one of  the reasons why people 
want to express themselves through abstract 
painting.30 The abstract keeps questions open.  
It transports us far away from the word. 
 A search to get closer to the innermost 
realm can generate an awareness of  the inner-
most in others. Everybody wants to see and  
to be seen. For without the gaze of  others, who 
are we, then, in the world? What I wish for is 
that my voice, my expression, can touch the 
viewer, so that the they will feel like they have 
been seen. 
 McKeever is an artist who tries to peer  
into his own personal realm. A space that he 
gets closer to when he is creating. I’m  fascinated 
by his painting process, which requires a 
 focused, bodily presence. He describes how  
the hand becomes present in the slow process 
of  creation. How he is almost led into a trance. 
He seeks to get this slowness into his move-
ment. This focus on the bodily might be the 
explanation for why, when art historian Karsten 
Ohrt tries to describe McKeever’s paintings,  
he has to search for the right words. The paintings 
are not abstract, because they are not abstract-
ing from anything concrete, and they are not 
nonfigurative, because they do call to mind 
something organic. The paintings do not convey 
any narrative, and in their unrecognisability,  
they become an expression for something 
non-linguistic. When Ohrt describes the paint-
ings, he dares to accept that words are inade-
quate. He gives the paintings permission to  
float some place between two categorisations 
and allows something unknown to remain be-
hind.31 This quivering movement becomes clear 
in the pictorial surface, which pulls us in and 
pushes us out. Allowing us to be in the move-
ment between the hidden and the revealed. 
 McKeever explains that he is not  
repro ducing anything he knows. He is trying,  
instead, to get in touch with the things that  
he does not know and might never come  
to know.32 This explains why an artist’s work 
never ends. I perceive this to be an eternal 

search for  something I never seem to find 
—a search that cannot be understood or  
explained. The impulsive drive for answers 
 becomes the catalyst for my “rush.” A wave  
of  well-being drives me on towards the 
 unknown, inside myself  and in the world.

Finding One’s Voice 
The voice is the connecting link between  
our inner and outer worlds. Vibrations that  
can be sensed as a buzzing in the roof  of  
the mouth and on the tongue. From lungs to 
atmosphere. It is the sound that gathers the 
inner world, our emotions and thoughts, which 
are then swirled out into the outer world and 
transformed into words. From feeling to reason, 
from body to brain. In a sentient movement. 
 The voice is the way we are in the world. 
That which we are sensed with. That which  
we express ourselves with, in an attempt  
to be heard. For we hope we are being heard 
and being understood through our sound.  
It is with our voices that we find and gain  
a place in the world. 
 Art is its own language. A language  
that we can interpret in the sensing, with the  
aid of  poetic vibrations and intuition. It is  
a language that can and dares to let us stand  
on uncertain ground while we examine the 
innermost and maybe the darkest places  
of  our minds.

I am a sentient being. 

It is with the senses that I make my invisible 
space visible. My images become that which 
 remains—the shadows of  my voice. My works 
are essences of  something unsaid, which can 
only be said in the form in which they are 
 created and in the way that they are created. 
They come into being in the act of  sensing,  
and it is in that way I want them to be sensed. 
As a sentient being, I take ownership of  my 
voice, my language, and my artistic expression.  
I allow my voice to leave the place from  
which it comes, from my innermost being,  
and to set it free.
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The Ocean
In the 1990s, my parents were considered 
conspiratorial and crazy for mentioning climate 
change as a fact at the family dinner table.  
Now, thirty years later, this fact has entered 
almost everyone’s reality. Marine biologist and 
author Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring,1 being the 
milestone within the environmental movement 
that it is, is in a sense a cornerstone for my 
 artistic practice. In part, the book cemented  
my parents’ environmental awareness, and  
it is that awareness that has conveyed to me  
the reality of  climate change and given me the 
urgency that I channel into art making. In the 
past, I have used my experience of  hyperlocal 
environmental changes as a subject for my 
works. The personal experience as well as  
the hyperlocality makes it easier to empathise 
with the subjects. My works investigate the 
borders between reality and fiction, addressing 
actual microlevel historical-environmental  
events and placing them in the larger frame- 
work of  planetary existence, the stakeholders 
involved, and the now constantly confused  
and confusing relationships between them.
 I don’t think I had much choice in the 
 matter when it comes to my relationship with 
water and the ocean. Since my parents and uncle 
are all experienced scuba and freedivers, I was 
frequently brought along as a young child on 
diving trips and exposed to a great variety  
of  water creatures. We most frequently visited 
the Skagerrak archipelago, just south of  the 
Kosterhavet marine national park, which boast 
unique conditions for biodiversity. 

 As I wanted to join their adventures  
under the surface as fast as possible, I started  
to freedive at age five. Once I learned how  
to dive, I started keeping lists of  species I saw  
at our most visited locations in the archipelago. 
My mother gave me a chart of  species common-
ly observed in the area. This experience has  
no doubt shaped the way I perceive the reality 
that my parents introduced me to within the  
hidden world under the water’s surface. There-
fore, it doesn’t come as a surprise that marine 
biology is a recurring theme in my works. The 
Japanese giant oyster (Crassostrea gigas), which 
was introduced into the Skagerrak strait, offers  
a good example of  this. Being intimately familiar 
with the underwater landscape of  this area,  
I could easily perceive the changes as the new 
species established itself. How did the Japanese 
giant oyster manifest in Skagerrak? In the 
beginning, it was a species considered fit for 
aquaculture, and thus was introduced in the  
early 1970s into the Wadden Sea in Denmark. 
The project was discontinued in the 1990s, 
with the remnants of  the aquaculture trials 
deemed unlikely to reproduce without human 
interference. The oysters, however, have proven 
resilient, spreading to establish an entrenched 
population in Skagerrak in the early 2000s.  
Despite harsh winters, they have prevailed.2
  In my piece Crassostrea/Ostrea (2017),  
this experience is transformed into an artwork. 
From the outset, I decided to approach the  
subject by writing a manuscript that told of   
my childhood experience mixed with extracts 
from various research articles on the  discovery  
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of  the oyster in Swedish waters, as well as  
enquiries into whether the species could poten-
tially establish a population and integrate into 
the local ecosystem. I returned as an adult  
to explore the changes to the area’s underwater 
landscape and to collect video material. It was  
an odd experience, full of  melancholy as well  
as joy, having been absent from the once familiar 
islands for over ten years. The refamiliarisation 
with the landscape was deliberately limited to 
the sites I visited most often: Musön, Gluppö, 
and Långeskär. A nod towards that childhood 
relationship can be seen in footage that concen-
trates on the details that would enrapture me  
as a child, such as a crab making its way across  
a rock in the shallows. The footage showing  
the distance kept between myself  and a jelly 
fish emulates the child’s fear, taking extra care  
not to collide with the burning threads trailing 
behind the pulsing body. Elsewhere in the  
work, I swim over the seabed, strewn with  
oyster shells, lifting a couple to inspect them.  
A school of  small herring flashes past, remind-
ing me of  times spent trying to catch up to  
them when I was a child. The reflection of   
the surface is almost ever present, a reminder 
that I need air to breathe despite being so  
well adapted to the water. 
 The performative element is very  
important to how my works are conceived.  
The performance here is in repeating the 
 memory and choosing to freedive in the same 
waters I did long ago while collecting material 
to realise a work. The footage, which is a bit 
clumsy and bumpy, reflects this. It’s not about 
creating something that has an air of  profession-
al production—had it been, scuba diving would  
have been a better choice for the technical 
aspects, since it offers more stability. Ultimately, 
I decided to use this footage to create a video 
installation where the video is projected onto 
a fish tank. It’s a gesture similar to our attempt 
to tame and control nature. As if  to prove my 
initial notion that the new oyster was a malicious 
invader, I sustained a battle wound during the 
trip when I used my leg to brace against a pole. 
Unfortunately, several of  the oysters had grown 
onto the pole—something that the native oyster 
does not do—and one of  the shells cut deep 
into my big toe and left a distinct wavy cut: ~ .
 This relationship with the sea recurs in 
a sitespecific work I created for the annual 
Floating Art exhibition in Vejle Fjord, Denmark. 
Bláskelin er völva hafsins (Blue mussels, the oceanic 
soothsayer, 2017) takes the shape of  twentytwo 
metres of  Morse code floating on the water’s 

surface. As Denmark is a big agricultural  
nation and most land is used for food produc-
tion, a lot of  fertiliser runoff  ends up in the 
ocean, especially due to the geography of   
the island nation. Because of  this situation,  
for this work I searched for relevant publications 
on the status of  the water quality in the area. 
One fact that caught my eye was that, since the 
1980s, the blue mussel (Mytilus edulis) has been 
used as a bioindicator. Molluscs such as bivalves 
are considered one of  the best contaminant 
bioindicators in monitoring aquatic systems, 
since they have an ability to concentrate certain 
compounds to levels much higher than those 
found in seawater.3 This attribute makes the blue 
mussel a valued tool in monitoring the ocean’s 
health. The information they contain is thus  
a kind of  divination from the ocean. This divi-
nation speaks about the coming crisis caused  
by contaminants, whose curves rise towards the 
end of  the graphs. The influx of  fertiliser into 
the sea, combined with rising ocean temperatures, 
is increasingly causing extreme algal blooms, 
which negatively impact the ocean. The oceans 
are changing in this way because of  human 
activity. 
 The Morse code is composed of  Plexiglas 
boxes in two sizes: 60 and 180 centimetres.  
The boxes contain shells of  the common blue 
mussel, which I collected in another region  
of  Kattegat, as a representation of  the mussels 
used as tools for divining the status of  the 
seawater. Each box is fitted with two steel bars 
attached with marine-grade epoxy and bolts.  
The steel provides weight to stabilise the forms 
while floating. The installation was completed 
when I tied the boxes together in the water using 
rope through the individual steel bars. I decided 
upon these materials using the knowledge 
gained from my life close to the ocean and the 
understanding I have accumulated because of  
that. The installation’s structure made it possible 
to use only two anchor points to maintain the 
Morse constellation. The message projected 
towards the shoreline simply proclaimed  
“T-R-U-T-H.” I selected Morse code as a  
communication method because of  its maritime 
connection and also because it mirrors the  
general inaccessibility of  the mussel data. 
 In the end, the Bláskelin er völva hafsins instal-
lation unfortunately suffered vandalism, with 
rocks thrown into some of  the boxes, resulting 
in part of  the code sinking beneath the water.  
It is, however, the reality of  public art that it can 
be altered. Ironically, or beautifully, the material  
used for the installation has now been 

 repurposed and applied in a horticultural con-
text: the calcium in the shells is being reclaimed 
within compost, and the Plexiglas now forms 
cold frames on the side of  a greenhouse. 
 In another, ongoing project, I have situated 
the oceanic artefacts collected by my family  
over the last few decades. Displayed in my  
childhood home were seemingly commonplace 
items, like shells, and more unusual samples, 
like shark eggs and sea urchin teeth. My family 
collected these items over decades from sites  
all around the world: Sweden, Jersey, Egypt,  
the Philippines, and more. Something about this 
collection that has always fascinated me is the 
fact that my father can remember where every 
object came from. In 2017, I started document-
ing and  cataloguing these objects, along with 
information on their places of  origin and their 
current locations. The project currently consists 
of  around a hundred diptychs. Each specimen 
photographed in the palm of  my hand. It  
speaks of  a treasure hunt on a remote beach, 
hunching down, closely examining the object. 
The hand tells a tale of  responsibility, of  ac-
countability, of  violence. It speaks of  Victorian 
times, of  colonial power. The twin image, an 
isolated documentation of  the artefact itself,  
an illustration reminiscent of  scientific catego-
risation. I do not believe humans’ role in the 
world, in the ecosystem, is to displace natural 
artefacts from their origin sites; yet it is at this 
that we excel, again and again, repeatedly. 
 The journalist Elizabeth Kolbert tells  
of  events in The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural 
History where a fungal disease has spread 
throughout the US from the shoes of  European 
cave explorers, in turn decimating bat popula-
tions.4 Where the chytrid fungus Batrachochytrium 
dendrobatidis is killing off  most of  the frog pop-
ulation in South America, brought by humans 
trading frogs from Africa and North America.5 
Where ballast water from ships undoes millions 
of  years of  “geographical separation” in an 
instant.6 She tells a blood-curdling tale of   
a time—the end-Permian era—“where glassy, 
purple seas released poisonous bubbles that  
rose to a pale green sky.” 7 The list of  anthro-
pogenically induced changes in the world’s 
ecosystem is a long one. The constant barrage 
of  information pertaining to this topic creates  
a kind of  oversaturation where it no longer  
has an impact on the receiving party.
  It is a similar state of  oversaturation  
that makes it near impossible for me to say 
where the artistic impressions I allude to, in  
order to transform these events and thoughts 

into art, come from. Algorithms bombard  
me with content similar to that which I seem  
to appreciate; I see thousands of  images every 
day. Eventually, it all seeps into some sort  
of  unconscious database. I recently have had  
to come to terms with the fact that I possess  
a very interest-based attention span. This  
fickleness of  my mind, much like the ocean,  
is what gives me an ability to dig deep into  
those initial points of  interest and find subjects 
to develop into artworks. The smallest impres-
sion can spark one of  these intense research 
moments, sometimes culminating in a gesture 
designed to evoke empathy. Empathy is what  
I have arrived at as a tool to provoke people  
into relating to the natural world around them. 
That’s why I invite the audience to partake  
in my personal experiences of  events that have 
changed our environment. To my mind, my 
artistic practice can never be independent  
from other artists’ practices. It’s like an ecosy-
stem—a place where nothing occurs inde-
pendently, even though we may not be able to 
pinpoint what affects what. The way I approach 
my art making is perhaps more in sync with  
the role of  the activist than that of  the artist.  
I always have an agenda. It’s no secret that  
what I do is political; I’m very straightforward  
in what I believe is right or wrong. There lingers 
a sense of  the anti-establishment sentiments  
of  my younger years in the punk scene. Uncom-
promisingly, I call out capitalism and what it 
does to us and our surroundings. It’s a precari-
ous place to be in while working in a profession 
that relies so heavily on the market. But my 
conviction remains steadfast. In the words of  
climate activist and human ecologist Andreas 
Malm: “Rich people cannot have the right  
to combust others to death.”8

The Forest
I have a strong memory from when  
I was around five years old, during a visit to  
my grandmother’s cottage. I express out loud 
that I am happy to see the pine forest again. 
However, my mother absently remarks that  
it isn’t a “real” forest, and suddenly I find  
myself  enraged. I feel betrayed—my forest  
is just a plantation, a production site for paper 
and cheap wood. Now, more than twenty years 
later, I can clearly see the effects on biodiversity 
that the forestry industry has caused due to  
its greed. The trees stand tightly together and 
form a dense canopy that doesn’t allow the 
naturally occurring species that live on the forest 
floor to flourish; instead, it is dark and covered 
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Hillevi Högström, White space, Blue Future, 2022. Installation view, KHM2 Gallery,  
Malmö, 2022
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in wilting conifer needles. The European  
spruce bark beetle (Ips typographus) ravages the 
monoculture plantations; forest fires spread 
farther and wider due to the structure of   
the “manufactured” forest; deep gashes  
and mud is all that is left of  the forest after  
the  machines have completed their task— 
and I find myself  lost on familiar paths.
 In “Post-capitalist Ecologies: Energy,  
‘Value’ and Fetishism in the Anthropocene,” 
human ecologist Alf  Hornborg reiterates  
Karl Marx’s formula for capitalism and situates 
money as a human artefact that is the driving 
force behind environmental degradation.9  
Simply put, capitalism ravages the world because 
it relies on the money artefact, which can place  
a value on everything. Money thus gives the  
illusion that we can control that which we 
 cannot control: nature. Under the capitalist 
agenda, it is easy to earn money through eco-
system services (functions in nature that make 
life possible for people)—services that are  
generally cheaply valued because, in the eyes  
of  capitalism, nature is cheap. The act of   
utilis ing nature at a low price is what has  
made the capitalist system such a driving  
force in the climate crisis. 
 In the simulation game SimPark, money  
is the ultimate driving force to maintain a  
functional ecosystem. A seventy-seven-page 
manual was produced as a guide on how to 
successfully use the programme for education.10 
The introductory pages claim that the pro-
gramme provides progressive and alternative 
learning. For my bachelor’s solo exhibition,  
A Hand in the Game (2017), I used SimPark  
to show an indoctrination process conducted 
by Western anthropocentric society executed 
through means of  a supposed—back then 
—alternative learning method. However,  
the deeper one delves into the system of  the 
game, the more the flaws emerge, one by one. 
One of  the submenus of  the basic personal  
digital interface (a tool the player uses to  
manage their park) includes diagrams indi 
cating the park’s economic growth curve.  
The recommended way to start the simulation  
is to heavily introduce flora, which in turn 
prompts the algorithm to introduce animals  
as more foliage and food sources become  
available. I used this as a guideline when  
forming the different scenarios that I played 
through to gather video material for my ex-
hibition. If  the player doesn’t regulate popula-
tions, the ecosystem disintegrates and the  
top predators are left starving. Upon realising 

this factor, in the first test runs I decided to 
forego any kind of  interference in the simulation 
after establishing an ecosystem. A morbid part 
of  me wished to find out whether the neglect 
could cause total extinction. If  it were a real 
 ecosystem without humans trying to assert 
 management, it wouldn’t have been subject to 
the sort of  imbalance caused in the simulation  
I was running. While developing the manu- 
script for the video, I became particularly en-
amoured by the Parallel (2012) works by Harun 
Farocki, which I had seen some years earlier.  
In Parallel I, I find resonance in the comparison 
of  images created by computers and cameras.  
In the  oddness of  the way the computer-gener-
ated foliage moves because of  the limitations  
of  the algorithm. The words “Here are clouds 
formed from squares” alter the way I see  
the animals moving on the screen, confined 
within a grid pattern.11

 My relationship with the forest formed  
early on. I also had the privilege to grow up  
on the edge of  a nature preserve. In this forest, 
I learned how to spy on red foxes (Vulpes vulpes), 
what a woodpecker (Dryobates minor) sounds  
like, and that you may suck the nectar out  
of  lilac blossoms (Syringa vulgaris), if  you fancy 
a sweet sensation. In a ravine lush with ostrich 
ferns (Matteuccia struthiopteris) and crab apple 
trees (Malus sylvestris), four alders (Alnus glutinosa) 
in a square formation became the site for 
 realising my dream of  a treehouse. As none  
of  the trees in our garden were big enough 
for such a dream, I scouted the nearby forest, 
alongside my father, to find the best location. 
The next couple of  years were spent on finding 
leftover wood and other materials to build  
the treehouse. 
 For Balancing on wild apples with a toolbox 
(2021), I performed an excavation of  my  
old treehouse. As an attempt to make amends 
for former actions, I extracted the remaining 
fragments, every wood piece, every rusty  
nail. It was an anxious action in light of  the 
realisation that everything we do leaves a trace. 
My memorial landscape is filled with a pungent 
scent resembling a murky, late-summer forest. 
Carefully sorted fragments lie framed in sar-
cophagus-like vessels. In the exhibition space, 
a viewer may trigger a burst of  a sour apple 
fragrance, mimicking my stumbling down a 
slope filled with wild apples. Two small wooden 
modules contain diffusers that are triggered 
by motion detectors to create this mimicry. 
My intention is not the conservation of  these 
artefacts—because the fragments will continue 

Top: Hillevi Högström, Hringrás, 2022. Video/Audio Installation, 34 min. Installation view, 
KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
Bottom: Hillevi Högström White space, Blue Future, 2022. Installation view
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crumbling, much like the memory itself  is  
in a state of  decay. The bone-dry, unpreserved 
wood crumbles with each vibration that passes 
through the space, every visitor to my memory  
a participant in the decomposition process.  
 In the 2019 exhibition Þrjúþúsund og  
níu ár (Three thousand and nine years), Bjarki 
Bragason explored the changes to a familiar 
place: his grandmother’s garden. Time has 
passed, however, and in nine years a familiar 
place has become unfamiliar.12 In 2011, Bragason 
collected samples of  plants from the garden, 
and then in 2018, he revisited the site and  
repeated the process. In the exhibition, these 
two collections, and the differences between 
them, could be seen. There was a fragility 
 present, not only in the nature of  the pressed 
plants, but also in the thin wooden tables piled 
with dried silages (from the garden), which lay, 
in precarious balance, next to a collection of  
blue folders brimming with yellowing paper.  
The folders contained a collection of  medicinal 
herbs from a nineteenth-century German medi- 
cal student. The exhibition spoke of  collections, 
what it is we attribute value and time to.
 Around the turn of  the millennium,  
my mother was finishing her studies to become 
a natural science teacher; I vaguely remember 
days spent in the forest scouring for plants  
to pick, take home, identify, press, and archive. 
It was then that the Linnean idea of  categorising 
the natural world to better understand it entered 
my mind. Thus I find myself  sorting and cate
gorising objects to better understand them,  
and that sorting is visually evidenced in the way 
I choose to install objects in an artistic context.  
I build my installation works out of  elements that 
are in themselves individual works, each titled 
separately in addition to falling under the main 
title. To further the Systema Naturae analogy, one 
could say that the main title of  the installation is 
the genus and the works within it are the species. 
They are related, but not codependent. 
 This is a distinction I make in the work  
A Vanishing Landscape (2018), which starts off  
from my memory of  an environmental disaster 
that occurred near my home. There was an 
industrial accident—that much I understood as  
a six-year-old. More thoroughly, what happened 
was: between 4 and 5 July 2001, a 25,000 litre 
spillage of  sodium hydroxide (32 percent) by 
Arla Foods AB occurred in Jönköping. Due to 
a handling fault at the dairy factory, the sodium 
hydroxide leaked into the nearby Strömsberg 
brook. In hours, all animal life incapable  
of  fleeing upstream perished. 

 As people enter my installation, words  
from the past flow from a concrete pipe that 
emerges from the wall. Farther down the room, 
a sample of  the real brook water sits encased 
in a glass frame, placed in the path of  the sup-
posed water flow. The water flow also manifests 
in a small projection to the side of  this “path,” 
and much like water, the large projection reflects 
light faintly upon the wall behind. In one of   
my video stills, I captured a crossing engineered 
by leading the brook through a concrete pipe. 
Not only have the marshes of  old been tamed 
by asphalt and concrete, but the stream that 
named the nearby town is a mere memory caught 
in a web of  pipes. In A Vanishing Landscape:  
The story of  a brook. (2018), I address this engi-
neering with the help of  a concrete sewage  
pipe and a recording of  a text describing the 
area in 1930. The words of  a forgotten scholar 
echo from the pipe, praising the beauty of   
a landscape that no longer is: 

We steer our steps back towards  
the town. The scent of  marshes from 
Rocksjön swamp lies heavily by the  
road. Round barrows from the Bronze  
Age frame the edges of  our road  
and remind us of  the first settlements  
in Jönköping. Kämpevägen opens  
its vast berth over the marshes  
of  Rocksjön and Munksjön.13 

Another work in the A Vanishing Landscape  
series, A human attempting to capture the perspective 
of  a fish fleeing upstream by dragging a stick in  
water. (2018), anthropomorphises the view  
of  a fish. I did this warily (I will never be  
a fish), but yet I cannot help to simply wonder 
what view a fish might have when swimming. 
Placing things at a low viewpoint in the 
 exhibition space implies a certain playfulness:  
it is a sort of  reversal where adults learn to  
play again with the help of  the imagination  
of  a child—crouching, imagining, being a fish. 
A Vanishing Landscape: Two badly adapted animals 
travelling upstream in search of  the past. (2018)  
came to be through a conversation with my 
father about his childhood memories of  fishing 
trout. We returned to Strömsberg in early 2018 
to catch a brook trout (Salvelinus fontinalis)— 
a species from America—and it turned out  
to be quite the endeavour. The work in itself  
thus became the search: searching for the past 
while trying to navigate the new undergrowth. 
This seemingly simple search turned into a  
realisation about how swiftly changes occur. Hillevi Högström, Hringrás. 2022. Video/Audio Installation, 34 min
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 I once planted an acorn (Quercus robur)  
that I found on a walk in a pot. I was perhaps 
around seven years old. Miraculously, it sprout-
ed, and I gave the meek little stick with two 
leaves to my grandmother for Christmas.  
She doted on it and kept it well cared for for  
a couple of  years and finally decided to plant  
it on her land. A decade later, it had grown  
taller than me and was a unique feature in  
the landscape of  endless rows of  pine. It was  
a great experience and lesson on how time 
differs between species. When my grandmother 
passed and the house was sold on to strangers, 
the oak was unfortunately cut down by the  
new residents. I suspect that the significance  
of  an oak growing in the middle of  a pine plan - 
tation didn’t occur to them, more con cerned 
with ensuring their afternoon sun wouldn’t  
be obscured in the future. I regret to this day 
that I did not tell them about the oak. They per-
mitted themselves to be blind when facing the 
forest; a concept that could describe this event is 
“plant blindness.” This notion was first formu-
lated by the biologists James H. Wandersee and 
Elisabeth E. Schussler: 

We define plant blindness as (a) the  
inability to see or notice plants in one’s  
environment; (b) the inability to recognize 
the importance of  plants in the biosphere 
and in human affairs; (c) the inability  
to appreciate the aesthetic and unique  
biological features of  the life forms that 
 belong to the Plant Kingdom; and (d)  
the misguided anthropocentric ranking  
of  plants as inferior to animals and thus,  
as unworthy of  consideration.14

I particularly would like to highlight point  
(b) in regard to material awareness. In many  
of  my pieces, wood is a recurring material,  
as is paper; there is within me a respect  
for its usage. Therefore, “waste material”  
isn’t part of  my vocabulary; the size and  
shape of  things are sometimes dependent  
on what I have on hand at the moment,  
rather than “just going to buy more” or  
“something else.” It’s a strategy that gives  
room for respecting the plants that had  
to pay the ultimate price. 

The Glacier
In 2018, I found myself  embarking on  
what was called the world’s first “unglacier 
tour.” It was a hike onto the mountain of   
Ok in western Iceland, which used to be 

crowned with a glacier. As of  2014, the glacier 
was declared “dead” by the geologist Oddur 
 Sigurðsson: the ice cap on the mountain no 
longer retained the thickness required to move, 
and thus the ice had to be reclassified from 
“glacier” to something referred to as “dead ice.” 
In 2019, yet another hike onto the mountain 
garnered a great deal of  attention, as more than 
one Icelandic minister attended the ceremony  
at the summit, during which a memorial  
plaque was placed as a reminder for future  
generations. It reads:

A letter to the future
 
Ok is the first Icelandic glacier to lose  
its status as a glacier. In the next 200 years  
all our main glaciers are expected to follow 
the same path. This monument is to 
 acknowledge that we know what is happen-
ing and what needs to be done. Only  
you know if  we did it. 

August 2019  
415 ppm CO215

 
I did not attend that hike, but the oddness  
of  the experience of  the first etched something 
into my mind.16 
 I first encountered the works of  Rúri  
when she was a guest lecturer at the Iceland  
University of  the Arts in Reykjavík. Her 
 multitude of  works related to the waterfalls  
in Iceland is something that has stuck with  
me. In Termining (2008), a sevenmetrelong 
photograph of  the Töfrafoss waterfall hangs 
suspended in a mechanism. Each person  
who approaches the image sets off  a sensor,  
and the photograph, mounted in a shredder, 
shreds a few millimetres. It’s a precise and  
highly utilitarianlooking object, yet beautiful, 
and, most importantly, it is political. Töfrafoss 
no longer exists; the area is now flooded because 
of  Iceland’s largest hydroelectric power plant, 
Kárahnjúkar. Predating this work is Archive  
– Endangered Waters (2003), a work realised for  
the Icelandic Pavilion at the Venice Biennale. 
The installation is reminiscent of  an archival 
unit. In a steel structure, fiftytwo sliding  
frames stand waiting for the viewer to engage 
with them. Each frame holds a unique photo-
graph of  a waterfall, and a transparent film  
gives the image an ethereal appearance. When 
a slide is drawn, a sound corresponding to the 
waterfall can be heard. Because of  Kárahnjúkar, 
almost half  of  these waterfalls no longer exist.

 Glaciers are melting faster and faster due  
to climate change. All around the world, desper-
ate measures are being taken to protect glacier 
ice. Some are covered with blankets or reflectors 
to protect against the summer heat. The glacial 
landscapes seem to be receiving palliative care.  
I thought for a long time about how I would por-
tray the hopelessness that these actions emanate. 
I decided I would have to perform an action 
permeated with the same sort of  absurdity.  
Thus I started making a plan to refreeze a glacier 
in Iceland. It soon occurred to me that, in order 
to change the state of  the water, I would need  
to harness energy. I had to use the power from 
the meltwater flow to generate electricity. But,  
to do so, I first had to manufacture a system  
to harness the power of  the melting glacier.  
By constructing a turbine, the energy from the 
water flow could be accessed and used. I installed 
this water turbine for a short period in a river, 
where it was connected to a small freezer. I 
scooped water into a couple of  containers I had 
acquired at the local fish store and placed the 
water from the river inside the freezer. When 
the ice had formed, I set off  to place the ice on 
top of  the glacier. Much like Ouroboros ∞, the 
snake that devours itself, I employed the glacier’s 
own demise to fuel its survival.17

 In the beginning stages of  this work,  
I returned to the theme of  learning and knowl-
edge. I needed to consume copious amounts  
of  information to learn how to generate 
 electricity. I had a vague understanding of   
the basis of  energy and electricity from my 
schooldays. But I had to approach people  
with more knowledge and ask for guidance,  
as well as read extensively on how to calculate 
the turbine dimensions needed to harness 
enough energy to generate sufficient electricity 
to power the freezer. The look of  the construc-
tion was not refined; rather, it was a utilitarian 
object. It is at this point in the process where  
I channelled my father’s adage whenever I 
 criticise his technical solutions: “Functionality  
is beautiful.” My greatest helper in this endeav-
our, Almar Atlason, has as deep a relationship  
to the glacial landscape, much like I have  
with the aforementioned ocean landscapes. 
 As soon as he and I make it onto the  
glacier, a reverence is present within him that 
clearly shows his deep emotional connection 
with that place. As we approach Sólheimajökull, 
he tells me that the glacier used to reach all the 
way to the parking lot, just fifteen years ago, 
when he first started coming here. It is a remark 
that is laughed away with a joke: perhaps the 

glacier is just shy and hides behind the slope. 
However, we both acknowledge the underlying 
tension that hums in the air. It might seem  
like a small change in the landscape, but in  
fact several hundred tonnes of  ice have disap-
peared from the valley. While pulling the freezer 
behind me in the snow, I reflect on what it is 
that I am doing, and for the first time I feel  
like categorising the work I do as performative.  
I think the reason I didn’t perceive the perform-
ative element in my way of  working before  
was partly because I never felt like I identified 
with what is usually categorised as performance 
art. Also, my companions for previous artwork 
processes did not have artistic backgrounds; 
Almar does, and certainly the performative kind. 
 On our way up the glacier, we encounter 
several tour guides. Each approaches us, confu-
sion apparent in their features. It is understand-
able: at first glance we must seem delusional.  
But when certain terminology is thrown around 
in our exchanges, they soon realise Almar is 
highly knowledgeable of  the terrain we are 
about to traverse, and we get well wishes for  
our endeavours. We reach an ominous yellow 
sign proclaiming “DANGER” and descriptions 
of  the multiple hazards that lie ahead. We stop 
and strap on our crampons and ready ourselves 
for the arduous task of  getting the freezer up 
the glacial slope. As we reach an appropriate site 
for depositing the ice, we slowly proceed with 
unwrapping the freezer from its protective barrier 
of  bubble wrap and then open it to reveal four 
containers. We carry these trays to where the 
glacier ice is exposed in the snowy surroundings 
and place the “manufactured” ice on top of  it. 
We stayed there for a while, staring at the ice 
lying on top of  the glacier, looking pitiful. Four 
measly brick-like shapes. I feel the glacier with 
my exposed hand; it is wet, melting despite the 
winter cold. I can’t help but wonder how rapidly 
it must melt in the summertime. We descend 
and make our way back to Reykjavík, and I feel 
just like the glacier, blue. Our Sisyphean task  
will never be accomplished.
 The equipment used to achieve this feat  
was then shipped to Malmö, and the objects 
were repurposed into a new context. In my 
master’s exhibition, White space, Blue future, the 
turbine hangs suspended in the gallery, rendered 
obsolete in a place where flowing water isn’t  
to be found. The ball bearings enabling the spin-
ning mechanism are rusted, stuck. Suspended 
in mooring rings and ratchet straps. Much like 
the straps used when our action was carried 
out. The anchors already existed in the space, 



7776MFA 2 Hillevi Högström

and from these hangs a large projection screen, 
suspended with the same type of  ratchet straps 
as the turbine. On it, the journey to the glacier 
plays out in an ocean of  endless snow.18 The 
system that held the turbine now supports a 
projection screen that displays the assembly of  
the mechanism and the struggle of  attempting 
to generate electricity in Skógará, documentation 
played in a loop with an unclear beginning and 
end; the sound of  water propelling the turbine 
can be heard nearby. As the viewer explores 
the exhibition space and ends up in the smaller 
room, they are faced with the same freezer  
that was once on top of  the glacier. It stands  
ajar on the edge of  a pond, water slowly drip-
ping from ice melting inside it. The exhibition 
embraces a resourcefulness where objects  
and materials are saved and repurposed for  
other uses. The pond is constructed from  
a fairly commonplace industrial item, the  
blue plastic barrel, which was cut apart and  
bolted back together. The elevated floor  
was created with the help of  wood pallets, 
which, after the exhibition, will continue their 
original purpose as flat transport structures.  

The Plexiglas in the projection screens are  
leftovers from a fellow student’s exhibition. 
 Thus, the deconstructed glacial landscape 
invites a moment of  mourning. Something  
that was once taken for granted is no longer  
permanent. Future generations will cease to 
share these ancient masses of  ice; the glaciers 
will fade; people will try to mimic them, to 
describe the sense of  the sublime when facing 
such an endless entity. But they will fail. 
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Hillevi Högström, There is no free energy, 2022. Steel, ratchet straps, variable dimensions.  
Installation view
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Ghost Call 

“But as I leaned against this ghost, I felt  
my life falling into place. It was the spotlight  
of  his eyes, those radiant beams, that gently 
drew motes from the past out of  me— 
and I loved this.” 
—Karen Russell1

In Karen Russell’s short story “The Prospec-
tors,” the two protagonists Jean and Clara find 
themselves, through a big mistake, in a mountain 
lodge full of  happy ghosts of  dead men. The 
women can’t leave the party. The ghosts them-
selves don’t realise they are dead. What should 
have been a night of  glamorous festivities  
with rich people has now turned into a battle 
for survival, and to survive Jean and Clara must 
keep the party going, make the ghosts believe 
that they are not ghosts, and prevent chaos from 
unfolding. Clara fights a brave fight and throws 
herself  into the festivities without losing focus 
on getting out. Jean, on the other hand, falls  
in love with a ghost and thereby loses her sense 
of  reality—the more real the ghost becomes,  
the more Jean seems to lose touch with herself. 

“All the figures he mentioned were him, that was  
obvious. All the political problems were his problems, 
personal and possible.” 2

“Opening a box and staring at its contents,  
some kind of  toy, some kind of  miniature world  
that apparently fascinates him, that apparently holds 
some kind of  answers for him.” 3

My aunt hands me a plastic bag. In it are  
my old Power Rangers figurines. I know what 
the figures want from me—the skeletons from 
the 1929 Disney short The Skeleton Dance start 
tiptoeing out of  their hidey-hole. The wind has 
howled, the dog has barked, and here they come. 
One just has to dance along. I’ve surrendered to 
it. It’s too late, the music won’t stop. I’m being 
spun in spirals, “Round and around and around 
and around we go.”4

“However, faced with this world of  faithful and  
complicated objects, the child can only identify himself   
as owner, as user, never as creator; he does not invent  
the world, he uses it: there are, prepared for him,  
actions without adventure, … they are supplied to  
him readymade: he has only to help himself, he is never 
allowed to discover anything from start to finish. …  
Toys are usually based on imitation, they are meant  
to produce children who are users, not creators.” 5

In Disney’s Hercules from 1997, Hercules  
with great passion demonstrates to his father, 
Zeus, how he managed to defeat all the mon-
sters and thereby all the obstacles on the road  
to glory. Hercules, standing on the temple  
floor looking up at Zeus, personified in a  
20:1 statue, asks if  he may now come home.  
But his father dismisses his son’s request:  
he is not yet worthy. Hercules gets upset and  
hurt, and out of  desperation he exclaims:  
“I’m an action figure!” 
 He holds the figurine upwards as a gift  
to his father, as a sign of  having surrendered  
to his will and doing what he has been told to  
do. But, again, his father refuses him. For what 
Herc really was offering his father was himself, 
and with the mimicking doll before him, it 
 becomes clear to his father that his son has  
been turned into a mirage of  mythology and 
thereby consumerism. Down in the plastic bag, 
the Power Rangers action figures look back  
at me, and I’m assured that the image of  a  
 desperate Hercules reaching up towards God, 
his father, his maker, and his miniature body 
double can be transferred into the context  
of  many more aspects of  a human’s self-image 
and self-understanding. And, in my case,  
down into the contents of  the plastic bag. 

“If, then, the gaze is that underside of  consciousness,  
how shall we try to imagine it?” 6

I followed the white rabbit, and so here he  
sits, the hero, Jason. In his couch, in his pixelat-
ed world, in his rabbit hole. The scenario is  
from my film installation Mega Mighty Monster 
Morphin (2022) and is something I created  

(GONG) “Jason.” (GONG) “Jason.” (GONG) “Jason!” (GONG)
Malthe Møhr Johnsen

Malthe Møhr Johnsen
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Top: Malthe Møhr Johnsen, Cammy, 2022. Bronze. Detail
Bottom: Malthe Møhr Johnsen, The Goddess, 2022, Green, 2022 and The Sailor, 2022.  
Aluminum print. Installation view,  KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
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in the attempt to demonstrate a man uncon-
sciously looking into what his consciousness  
is made of. We see Jason in a state of  with- 
drawal from society. We see him as a child in  
a grown-up’s armour,7 watching the first episode 
of  the Japanese kids television show Kyōryū 
Sentai Zyuranger from 1992,8 which is a branch 
from the, at the time in Japan, highly popular 
Super Sentai franchise, which dates back to 
the early 1970s. The franchise was directed at 
kids and adapted into a smart business model 
through merchandise sales.9 The Israeli business-
man Haim Saban saw potential in the popular 
Super Sentai brand, and managed, through Fox 
Kids, to buy rights to a franchise in the Japanese 
toy company Bandai in order to sell and air 
their products in the US. The world was still 
mourning the loss of  the fantastic, inspirational, 
exotic-erotic, perfected-control legend and myth 
Bruce Lee, and so the Super Sentai franchise, 
now renamed the Mighty Morphin Power 
 Rangers, immediately became an enormous 
success in the US.10

Recognising Fascist Fetishes

“Oh man, Rick. I’m looking around this place  
and I’m starting to work up some anxiety about  
this whole thing.”
—Morty, in Rick and Morty11

“Baby, I want to eat you now, now
I want to make you hentai
I want to make you hentai
I want to make you hentai
Make you hentai
Mmm, hentai”
—Rosalía, “Hentai”12

For a long time, I questioned the value of  
spandex- tight polyester clothing. Why do runners 
have to wear that shit? Do they run faster if  
their ass, crotch, and rest of  their bodies have 
tight textile stretched around them? Do old  
people wear this in order to look younger?  
Like many other people, I periodically go  
to the gym. Meaning: one goes to the gym  
two times a week, three times if  you’re really 
devoted, and you do this for half  a year or  
so. Then you stop for half  a year, then you  
do it again for half  a year, then you stop for …  
etc. During one of  these intervals, I started  
to pay attention to the tightfitting clothes that 
have found their way into gyms as well. Tight 
fabric covered the bodies of  mostly all the  
women, while guys could be seen in loose  

shorts and a tight something stretched over  
their torsos. The following Christmas, my 
youngest brother got me a tight white polyester 
Under Armour shirt. I thought hell no, but deep 
down, my inner exhibitionist was like ohhh yes. 
Since the shirt was white, when stretched over 
my body, one got a hint of  skin tone through 
the bright fabric. My body looked as if  it had 
been cast, but the thing that made my inner  
narcissist hot was the fact that it was very much 
my own body. There was just now some alienat-
ing scifilike costume stretched over it. And  
just like Major’s camouflage, skintight, nipple 
flashing armour in Ghost in the Shell, so too could 
I not just get a hint of, but clearly make out,  
the shape of  my nipples. I felt sexy and com-
fortable in my body, as if  I had partaken in  
my own selfobjectification, or was in control  
of  it, even. It made me want to go back to  
the gym in order to retain this image. 
 Did I enjoy taking showers after a workout 
on another level than if  I hadn’t worked out? 
Honestly, yes. This gave rise to the question: 
Had I now been turned into a self-fetishising 
 human being? Did I think it was kind of   
hot when, after a random “Power Ranger”  
google search, I was clickbaited into a cosplay 
porn version of  that very show? Yes. Very.  
Was I shocked, after mere minutes of  “rabbit 
holing,” to find the sheer amount of  CGI 
generated deepfake-looking porn material  
featuring the inserted face of  Amy Jo  Johnson, 
the actress who played the Pink Ranger, 
 Kimberly Hart? Yes. I was sickened. Was  
I surprised? No. But still, sickened. Was I 
shocked to find that Emma Watson, my child-
hood-celeb-girl-next-door crush had the most 
videos under her name on that porn page?  
No. I suspect the heavy users of  the page  
are guys my age—just a wild guess … What 
 else to do with your cocktail of  sexual frustra-
tion and advanced new technology than turn 
your Harry-Potter-sweetheart-boyhood-crush 
into something you can pretend you’re having 
cute fantasy sex with? A couple of  seconds  
later and, Wingardium Leviosa, your screen, you,  
could potentially be hardcore-POV-deepthroat- 
objectifying the image, the object, of  your child 
hood desires, the person, the woman, Emma 
Watson. It started out cute—now it’s just fuck-
ing insane. Did my new hotness for polyester  
just take me into the dark corners of  the web 
and my own mind? Yes. Did I do this? Yes.  
Did it take long? No. Am I still hot for tight  
polyester? Umm … Can I still go for a jog in the  
park, go to the gym, with a clean conscience? 

And what if  I look at a woman’s butt in  
polyester tights? Would that make me a fascist? 
Would it make her a fascist? What if  a whole 
group of  old people in tights jogs by, and  
I look at all those asses? Would that make  
me a fascist? Are all joggers, climbers, yogis, 
athletes fascist?13

 In February 2021, a video of  a woman  
doing aerobics went viral. The video is from a  
live TV show where the woman was performing 
aerobics outside on the street. During the 
woman’s exercise routine, a number of  military 
vehicles can be seen in the background, driving 
towards the parliament of  Myanmar. The woman 
continues her aerobic instructions, unaware  
a military coup is taking place behind her.14

“For the last few years we had all been giving  
ourselves fascist haircuts, shaving the sides down  
to a clean honest stubble, combing back the top with  
a snap of  the wrist. It was visually witty because  
we knew so much better now—after all, ideas are  
not attached to haircuts, are they? But all at once,  
and lifting tiki torches, the ideas were back as well,  
and wearing the haircut we had thought to rehabilitate. 
We were not partly to blame, were we? Because  
those haircuts really had looked good.” 15

In relation to the above quote on fascist  
haircuts from Patricia Lockwood’s novel No  
One Is Talking about This, I’m thinking about  
how to deal with Jesper Just’s installation  
Servitudes (2015). Because what I took with  
me from his show at Kunsthal Charlottenborg 
in 2019 was that it “really had looked good.” 
And I despised it for it. Charlottenborg’s  
website says: “Servitudes investigates how we 
comprehend agency as well as the conventional 
understanding of  ‘able’ or ‘disabled’.”16 Just  
tries to lead us into this comprehension by set-
ting up scaffolding that forms a fenced pathway, 
which, on occasion, is elevated from the floor. 
While strolling above the floor, the audience  
is to simulate a constraining of  free will as they 
look at Just’s films of  actors simulating different 
forms of  handicaps while carrying out tasks 
such as peeling a fruit and playing a piano.  
This arrangement was inaccessible to anyone 
driving an electric wheelchair. 

“What is this? A centre for ants?! How can we  
be expected to teach children to learn how to read …  
if  they can’t even fit inside the building?” 17

I thought that it was straight up mean  
and ignorant of  Just to try to give viewers  

an idea of  limited access to space through  
his so-called architectural installation. By sim-
ulating a handicap, the audience could “feel” 
handicapped. But if  it got really dark and scary 
they could luckily just leave and sobbingly sip 
on expensive natural whine in the Apollo bar. 
Having assisted people living with handicaps  
for many years, and having a speech impediment 
myself, I wondered: Why is everything so goddamn 
beautiful? To me, a handicap isn’t beautiful:  
it is sincere and sometimes painful, something 
you carry with you. It should not solely belong 
in the realm of  aesthetics. But it did in Just’s 
work; in the architecture, in the woman, in  
the child, and in the tune of  the piano. I can’t 
identify this aspect of  complete misunderstand-
ing in any of  his earlier works. But maybe  
I’m the one who misunderstands. Maybe I’m 
Derek Zoolander throwing the scale model  
of  his future kids’ education centre to the floor 
in anger. Maybe Just walked over dead bodies  
in order to show us, in the most grotesque  
and absurd way, that seemingly normal things  
do disguise fascism, and maybe he showed  
us by adding it to things where we normally  
do not encounter it? 
 A work that cuts straight into the bone  
of  the failure of  heteronormative society  
is Cécile B. Evans’s work Amos’ World (2017). 
I absolutely love this work and think it is their 
best. I first saw it in Vienna in 2017 in the small 
space at mumok – Museum moderner Kunst 
Stiftung Ludwig Wien. Since then, they have 
been one of  the most important artists for me 
to look and listen to. The work was installed  
in a way that meant the audience, through a 
small staircase, had to almost crawl into a small 
box, which could fit only one person at a time, 
or two if  you really squeezed together. Through 
the inconvenient gesture, the audience already 
felt awkward and locked up. Which is exactly 
the point. In Amos’ World, Amos, personified 
through a puppet, represents the archetype  
of  an architect. Evans especially points to Le 
Corbusier, who was associated with fascism in 
this piece, and through Amos draws a picture 
of  the old Swiss architect who thought he knew 
best what the people needed, which was that,  
in order to live a happy life, they had to be  
controlled through structures that he organised  
for them. During the pandemic, it became clear 
to me how much we are living in organised 
structures, both in the cyber realm and in the 
physical realm. I felt like the narcissus flowers 
in Amos’ World, who dream of  new and better 
alternative networks and ways of  living.  
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This work is important because it explores  
how the human condition in contemporary 
society has been and still is increasingly affected 
by new technological developments, and how 
one, as a human, manoeuvres in the ideological 
structures that lay the foundation for these  
developments. With this exploration comes  
a reflection on the value of  emotions, which 
points to a potential rebellion within the  
digital and physical, online and offline.

“The air in here, the air that travels with me, it is  
me, and I’m it.* … The photon,* the light* in here,  
* has been bouncing around for a while. It’s* old  
light, * it’s* new light,* it’s* all* the same age, it’s*  
all* the same light.*” 18

 
But Jason, the hero, doesn’t rebel. Jason 
 surrenders and seeks comfort in Hemmakväll 
candy and TV shows that he has seen many 
times before. 

Resurrecting Memories 
Thongchai McIntyre, a.k.a. Bird Thongchai,  
is, according to Wikipedia, the number one  
Thai pop singer and one of  the most successful 
singers in the country’s history.19 I hadn’t, in  
all my life, had any relation to his music until  
I started this project. One of  my favourite  
YouTube videos is one of  a cab driver who  
can’t remember the title of  a song that his mum 
sang for him as a child.20 The man’s mother  
died, and for twenty years he has been trying  
to figure out what that song is called. He knows 
it’s a Chinese song, and he knows the song’s 
melody by heart, and can even sing some lyrics, 
but of  course not speaking Chinese he doesn’t 
understand the meaning of  them. For twenty 
years, he has asked all Asian-looking people who 
he drives around the city if  they know the title 
of  his Chinese song. Until the day a Taiwanese 
couple gets in his cab. He sings them the  
song, and they recognise it as an old Taiwanese 
pop song. They manage to capture the man’s  
reaction upon hearing the song again for the 
first time since his mother’s death. His reaction 
is priceless. “Aaaah, I’ve got it!” he exclaims, 
with a voice mixed with relief  and excitement. 
“Oh, mama,” he says. 
 I did not spend twenty years trying  
to find a song, but I spent quite some time— 
too much time, some would say—finding one 
specific song. I have a memory of  a song from 
Thailand in 1998. We would hear it in all the  
taxis and buses we took. We even managed to 
get our hands on a cassette tape with the song 

so we could listen to it as much as we wanted. 
I’m sure it was Thai. It was a pop-rock song 
with a really catchy energy to it—I loved it.  
Last year, I felt I just really needed to have this 
song in order to move forward with my master’s 
project Mega Mighty Monster Morphin. But the 
more I looked, the more the project stood  
still. I had already found my favourite song  
by Thongchai “Bird” McIntyre, and for a brief  
moment I thought it was that one song. But  
it wasn’t. I played the song into the phone, and 
my dad confirmed what I already knew. Time 
went by, and as there was no trace of  the song, 
McIntyre’s song slowly but steadily became  
the substitute song for that one song. McIntyre 
filled the gap of  longing I had towards a sound 
track from a lost and happy time of  my life.  
I realised that was good enough. My sense  
of  real and made-up memories of  Thailand  
had already started to slide a bit out of  place, 
anyway. The immensely beautiful music video21 
from the late 1980s of  a young Thongchai 
McIntyre was more than enough to lock me  
into an idea of  realistic longing. Like a prosthetic, 
it was awkward until it wasn’t anymore. 
 In my piece Mega Mighty Monster Morphin, 
Green—the embodiment of  nostalgia— 
has a garden, a sanctuary, which is called the  
Hi8 Garden because of  the obvious fact that  
it is made solely out of  Hi8 video tape. The  
Hi8 material as well as the garden represents the 
starting point of  this project. Prior to its start,  
I had gotten my hands on a private collection  
of  Hi8 video recordings, which spanned from 
the late 1980s to the early 2000s. The videos 
were primarily recorded by my dad and my 
uncle, and they are visual memories of  big parts 
of  my life that I had forgotten. What they  
to some extent do, too, is “knowingly” craft  
and construct memories. My aunt, my dad’s  
sister, lost her battle to cancer when I was just 
one year old, leaving my cousins, aged two  
and four, without a mum and my uncle a  
widower. I seem to be able to detect that, from 
the time my aunt is diagnosed with her illness,  
the amount of  recordings intensified. Children’s 
birthdays and everyday life is documented  
exhaustively, in order to archive them into  
detailed and seemingly real physical memories.  
I wonder if  observing these events through  
the little lens of  the Hi8 camera was a way for 
my uncle to create distance from what must 
have been a collapsing world, decorated with 
festivities and happiness. After my aunt’s death,  
I think the amount of  footage declined. 
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Malthe Møhr Johnsen, Once so red… Now nothing but still silver, 2022.  
Aluminum, galvanized steel. Detail

Malthe Møhr Johnsen, You that is here and you that is there, 2022. Installation view,   
KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
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 Today, my cousins ride an almost too  
forceful emotional rollercoaster when watching 
the videos of  their mum. Because it is through 
these video recordings that they get to know 
her, and when she is presented to them on the 
screen, it becomes evident how much they have 
missed their mother’s presence throughout their 
lives. My dad borrowed the camera and later got 
one himself. Weddings, birthdays, his children’s  
births, trips, a divorce—it’s all there. Being a 
nearly expired video format, it seems like only 
a matter of  years until the Hi8 tapes become 
inaccessible memory containers, made of  cheap 
plastic.22 The idea of  losing a memory is painful. 
Especially at a time when you still remember  
it. In the digital age in which we live, this loss  
is something most of  us experience in our  
lives. But there happened to be memories on 
my dad’s Hi8 tapes that I felt were especially 
important to preserve. Just as my cousins lost 
their mother at an early age, so did my youngest 
brother, at the age of  two. She, too, lost her  
battle with cancer. At the time of  my brother’s 
birth in 2002, my dad was, weirdly enough, 
still using the Hi8 camera. My brother’s mum 
was therefore kept as a memory on those tapes. 
At her funeral, my brother, a toddler, would  
ask: “Where’s mum?” Of  course he never forgot 
that he had a mum. He knows the pictures  
and stories of  her, but it seemed important to 
me that he, as in the case of  my cousins, should 
be able to access memories of  her that he  
had never seen before. Given the above-de-
scribed turbulent emotional rollercoaster ride  
it is to be watching such memories—constructed 
or not—I immediately knew when digitising  
the material that it wasn’t something I wanted  
to work with in my art practice. I was to digitise 
the tapes and leave it at that. To turn it into a 
material, to dive into the Hi8 recordings, didn’t 
seem mentally healthy. But it so happened to  
be the only place where I could look for traces 
of  the Power Rangers action figures. My parents 
bought me the figures in Thailand in the late 
1990s. And since we were there for three 
months, my dad filmed quite a lot of  material.  
It seemed like a perfectly weird culture clash, 
tracing Japanese merchandise back to Thailand, 
all seen with the mechanical eye of  a Danish 
dad, later analysed and interpreted through  
the eyes of  a Danish son. It was the obvious  
way of  dealing and dancing with my ghosts. 
Despite the fragments, one sees it as a coming 
together of  things. But what I think is one  
of  the more disturbing aspects about watching 
stuff  like this is that one’s own consciousness 

becomes the glue between the fragmented  
pieces. I was drowning in images and memories, 
and I needed something concrete, something  
of  an extremely approachable character,  
something to attach my ideas to. 
 In the video 3 Minute Wonder (2008),23  
made as an introduction for the Turner Prize 
ceremony, we see artist Mark Leckey doing 
something similar but completely opposite  
regarding dealing with images and the tangible. 
We are in a dim room. The light seems artificial 
and completely still. Through a mirror, we  
see the hands of  Leckey modelling a clay sculp-
ture of  a cat. The volume of  the sound of   
the wet clay, which is being touched by Leckey’s 
hands, has been turned up, and that makes  
the idea of  the tangible much more present. 
Only on the wet clay does the light in the apart- 
ment seem real. “But even though I do get 
 something out of  making this, it’s not actually 
until I see an image of  it that I can really get  
into it,” Leckey says. Not until he has an image 
of  the tangible can he absorb it. The image 
zooms in a couple of  times, until we see a  
picture of  hair caught in a circle-shaped bundle. 
If  we pay attention, we can see it is the image  
of  Madeleine’s hair24—“the spiral of  time,” 
as the narrator in Chris Marker’s essay film 
Sans Soleil (1983) puts it. The spiral of  time is 
something we see in another of  Leckey’s works, 
Dream English Kid (2015). It appears on the   
carpet on which another Hitchcock-blonde 
woman sits in a chair while applying her make-
up. The scene is a re-enactment of  a personal 
memory of  Leckey’s. A memory of  one  
of  his mother’s friends. Leckey’s iconic close 
up of  the woman’s stockings, which appears  
blurry and dreamlike, points to a fetishism  
that vibrates between the woman, the gaze,  
and a construction or recreation of  a memory 
that the artist cannot detach himself  from. 
Hence the spiral, which is never ending,  
and not a closed circle. 

“Cammy was created in your image, Jason, and  
is a product of  your imagination, your memories and 
your soul. You’ve met Cammy who resides in my garden. 
But Cammy is also Cammy in your mind.” 25

“Mates laugh at me because I like whale songs.  
But I love them, I like vocals to be like that, like  
a night cry, an angel animal.” 26

Cammy,27 Jason’s helper, his guide, in Mega  
Mighty Monster Morphin, is therefore created 
of  clay and shaped out of  a cutified fetishism 

reflected in 1990s cartoon aesthetics. Cammy  
is Jason’s daimon, his spirit animal, and lastly 
also his anima. It was therefore obvious to me 
that the aesthetic of  the body I was gonna make 
would be somewhere close to the image of  a 
Pokémon.28

 “Hitchcock had invented nothing. It was  
all there,” says the narrator in Sans Soleil when 
addressing Alfred Hitchcock’s masterpiece  
Vertigo (1958). And that is partly how I relate  
to Cammy. Cammy is as much, if  not more,  
a materialisation of  the intangible material that 
I have accumulated, as they are a  materialisation 
of  my hands. I know that my mind, and there-
fore also my hands, reacts to the material that  
is in my possession, and hence Cammy is created  
through my gaze. But I had to look for Cammy 
first in order to create them. That is why I 
thought it would make sense to give a body  
to a digital image of  a thought-to-be chameleon. 
The body of  a chameleon becomes a sort of  
mirrored or inverted objectification of  the  
outer world’s perceiving eyes on it. It changes  
its body, it mimics itself  into its surroundings, 
and as such it mimics itself  depending on  
who is perceiving it. To me, that is very much 
what a personal ghost is also. With Marker’s  
Sans Soleil in mind, I found his lead—what  
he meant by Hitchcock having not invented 
anything himself. I found it in the novel  
The Invention of  Morel, which Marker, in various 
interviews, has mentioned as being a great 
source of  inspiration for him.29 I think I must 
leave Chris Marker and Sans Soleil, now, since  
I feel that every word or statement from my  
side would neglect the level of  perfection and 
density that the film contains. The only thing  
left to say is that the film has for sure been  
one of  the most important influences for my 
work Mega Mighty Monster Morphin. 

On Love and Violence

“Education is never innocent, because it always 
presupposes a particular view of  citizenship, 
culture, and society. And yet it is this very  
appeal to innocence, bleached of  any semblance 
of  politics, that has become a defining feature 
of  Disney culture and pedagogy.”
—Henry Giroux30

I remember playfighting with Frederik as an 
eight-year-old in my dad’s two-room apartment. 
We would be fighting on folding mats in his 
glass-framed balcony, listening to the song  
“Be a Man,” from Disney’s Mulan (1998),  

again and again and again. We must have 
listened to it a hundred times, and been equally 
pumped about each repetition. The intro has  
the military drums, then the strict vocals. It was 
a perfect soundtrack for the two young warriors, 
and it kept them enchanted and committed to 
their very noble and equally important practice. 
But then the dad couldn’t take it anymore, and 
turned off  the music. The illusion was over—
our armour was gone and our swords had 
vanished. I wonder if  it was because he didn’t 
approve of  the music, or if  he realised that  
the boys, on the other side of  the glass, were 
happily submitting themselves to brainwashing. 
The opportunistic glimpse in the childish eye 
slowly starts to shimmer in an almost opaque 
veil of  anxiety. 
 In Hito Steyerl’s 2022 solo show at  
Stedelijk Museum, I Will Survive, the single- 
channel twenty-minute video piece Guards,  
from 2012, was placed in the middle of  the big 
space on the upper floor. You saw it as soon  
as you entered, as it faced you directly. The  
large room echoed with the sounds from the 
larger three-channel video work (Drill, 2019)  
installed on the right of  Guards. On the left, 
works such as Die Leere Mitte (The empty centre, 
1998), Deutschland und das Ich (Germany and  
the ego, 1994), and many others were installed. 
It therefore gave one the sense that Guards  
was drowning within the space, audibly speaking.  
I’d argue that it did visually, too, since the bench 
placed in front of  the screen, turned vertically, 
only fit two people’s sets of  buttocks and  
strictly speaking was “just” a museum bench. 
The rather discrete installation aesthetically 
speaks about the arena the piece reflects:  
the museum. In the middle of  the abstractions 
of  an art institution, the video shows a man in  
a uniform standing. He mimes the gesture of  
a gun with his hands, slowly taking it up from 
the holster, securing it in front of  him, until he 
points it towards the camera. He offers instruc-
tions, explaining to the camera, the viewer, all  
the steps in such gestures. The man is a guard, 
and along with another guard, from another 
institution, they speak of  former jobs in the  
military and law enforcement, and what traumatic 
experiences those jobs have carried with them. 
As they explain their routines, about the insti-
tutions being a “soft target,” their education, 
their memories, they walk through the museums, 
past large paintings on the walls. As one of  the 
guards takes us further through the museum, 
still mimicking a loaded gun with his hands, on 
instructional lookout for an imaginary threat,  
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the paintings on the walls are, one by one, 
changed into images of  soldiers and officers. 
Their stories are being told all while they,  
as mentioned, audibly drown. I think the work 
and the installation of  it are absolutely incred-
ible. It points to real traumas of  soldiers, to 
violence and to war, which more often than not, 
in the context of  art, tends to be represented 
through aestheticised gestures—something 
I must admit to doing myself  in Mega Mighty 
Monster Morphin. 
 I was therefore amazed to, on a hot  
summer day in Paris, hear the repetitive banging 
noise of  something solid bashing into ringing 
metal. The sound was unmistakable and shot 
through the wall of  Parisian street noise. This 
was no machine, although the force behind the  
ringing seemed mechanical. I soon found the  
source of  the resonance. His name was Thomas.  
Thomas was standing in front of  the neo- 
Roman church Église Saint-Joseph-des- Nations, 
kicking a large lamp post to which he had  
attached an arm pad. We spoke and I learned 
that Thomas had a dark past and had, on some 
level, been in contact with the Parisian crime 
world. He told me of  his way out of  the strug-
gle, his time in a Shaolin temple learning and  
understanding martial arts, and about his five 
years in the French Foreign Legion. Like in the 
case of  the monomyth, where the hero must 
survive a number of  trials in preparation to  
face great dangers and death, Thomas described 
how in one’s first year in the French Foreign 
Legion, one must go through hell to prove  
one’s worth and get ready to be sent into real 
service. The image of  bare-chested soldiers 
lining up for a group photo on a beach shoots  
into my mind. It is of  course from Claire  Denis’s 
film Beau Travail (1999), which portrays a hyper  
heterosexual culture within the famous inde-
pendent corps, which, through rigid training, 
transforms boys and men into soldiers.  
 And so Thomas became the coach  
in “Trial 1” in my piece Mega Mighty Monster  
Morphin. Jason has to go through the same  
transformation as the first trial of  three, on his 
way to becoming a warrior. I thought this kind  
of  representative portrayal was very necessary in 
the context of  the hero. How many stories have 
not been told, how many films have not been 
made, about young men having to go through 
a physical transition, to the sound of  glorious 
fanfare, in order to reach a state of  control and 
balance? The narrative goes back to the ideals of  
ancient Greece, where men, to reach an enlight-
ened state, had to produce a body within which 

one could contain such wisdom. “The body is 
a temple,” as we say today, and having watched 
Netflix’s portrayal of  Cristiano Ronaldo,31  
as well as CR7’s many topless goal celebrations,  
I think it’s fair to say that this narrative is still 
very much anchored in our society’s under- 
standing of  greatness and how to achieve it. 
I think of  pictures of  young Cristiano Ronaldo. 
In all the images from his childhood that  
Netflix chose to show, the young Cristiano  
often looks scared and sad—until he looks 
determined and angrily focused, when shown 
in images on the pitch, and only redeemed in 
goal celebrations. I think how young Cristiano’s 
pictures resemble the expression we see in  
photographer Rineke Dijkstra’s Olivier series 
(2000–03). It is, in my opinion, one of  the 
 absolute (to phrase it in a sportslike way) best  
series of  photography there is and ever has 
been. Olivier Silva is a young man, a boy, when  
he first enters the French Foreign Legion. 
Dijkstra portrays him just as he arrives at the 
organisation. The set-up is simple and still.  
In the first picture she took of  Oliver, his eyes 
speak of  hesitation and insecurity. Through  
the years—and this is why the simple set-up 
works so well—the look in Olivier’s eyes  
changes. Yes, his hair gets cut, his muscles  
grow, he gets a uniform, but his eyes are what 
most of  all tell us of  the transformation he  
is undergoing. It’s in his eyes that we see him, 
the boy. Through his eyes we glimpse and  
imagine the experiences he has had during his 
years in the Foreign Legion. If  we were to look 
only at the last portrait of  Olivier, we would 
think of  him as nothing but a soldier. A uni-
form. When we see all the photos at the same 
time, we get the bigger picture. 

“Lee’s ‘aura’ is often denned in terms of  charisma,  
and charisma is evidently guaranteed by stasis as  
much his movement—‘Many later martial arts heroes 
failed because the camera finds them uninteresting  
when they are not jumping or kicking or punching.’  
Lee’s ‘presence’ is attention-getting and sexually 
 magnetic—the curled lip, smouldering stare or mocking  
smirk, his trademark gestures (thumbing the nose,  
his cocky ‘bring it on’ hand gesture to opponents).” 32

“The gaze I encounter—you can find this in [Jean-Paul] 
Sartre’s own writing—is, not a seen gaze, but a gaze 
imagined by me in the field of  the Other.” 33

When Thomas works out on the street  
in front of  the church, and given the amount  
of  people who live in Paris, inevitably there  

will be people looking at him—or hearing  
him, for that matter. That goes for all people 
living in cities. He knows that and, therefore,  
like the western parotia, a species of  bird of  
 paradise, Thomas has to choose a stage upon 
which he can act and within the gaze he thinks 
fit. It is therefore important to understand  
the following quote by philosopher Roland 
Barthes in the context of  American profes- 
sio nal  wrestling and the Mexican lucha libre: 

We are therefore dealing with a real Human 
Comedy, where the most socially-inspired 
nuances of  passion (conceit, rightfulness, 
refined cruelty, a sense of  “paying one’s 
debts”) always felicitously find the clearest 
sign which can receive them, express them 
and triumphantly carry them to the con- 
fines of  the hall. It is obvious that at such  
a pitch, it no longer matters whether  
the passion is genuine or not. What the  
public wants is the image of  passion,  
not passion itself.34

Because, while doing his exercises, onlookers 
will greet Thomas: old ladies will chat to him, 
guys will give him a thumbs up, art students  
will film him. It is therefore hard to tell where 
the wheel starts rolling: with Thomas, the  
actor of  passion, or the passers-by, the audience,  
the public. I think we’re all birds of  paradise—
we just engage in different kinds of  dance on 
different kinds of  stages. Either way, Thomas 
seems to have surrendered to the state of  things. 
He gets his stage, his passion, and we get our 
reminder of  desire and selfdiscipline. Bruce Lee 
didn’t have to do contests and fight opponents 
in the ring. He just needed to make everyone 
believe he was personified excellence. A perfect 
combination of  Chinese control and Western 
cinematic action, which I believe fascinated 
people to the point of  the erotic. 
 I believe that Bruce Lee was one of  the 
first examples of  what we see people becoming 
today through the use of  social media. What  
the public wants is what matters, and I believe 
that was how it was for Lee, too. I’m certain  
it was through the eyes of  the public that Lee 
became the greatest. If  the public believed he 
had passion, so did he himself. Like two magnetic 
poles, the wheel spun around itself. Convince 
someone that you have passion, and they  
will help you get it. That’s the way of   
the Colosseum.35

“They put him in epics, and he disappears for  
long stretches, just rumbling drums and violent strings  
and always gongs, always always gongs. They push  
in on his eyes, the dead eyes, they’ve turned him into  
what they wanted, what he was destined for all along,  
a cheaper version of  Bruce Lee.” 36

No doubt that racism is an act of  violence  
expressed in people’s gaze of  others—when  
the subjective gaze turns individuals, subjects, 
into objects of  the subjective image. When  
the subject through its gaze seeks to sculpt  
the other individual in the image to which  
the subject holds them accountable. The same 
case can therefore be argued regarding love  
and  desire: when the subject’s erotic longing 
turns another individual into the object  
of  that subject’s desire, when an “I love you” 
sculpts another individual into a shape that  
we reflect our love onto, and thereby onto  
ourselves. That act of  violence fires back onto 
our narcissistic selves, as self-love—which, as  
we know from the myth of  Narcissus, captures 
a mixture of  violence and desire, in which  
the subject projects love onto itself, and  
thereby creates itself  in its own image. 
 This leads me to the explanation of   
why I chose to add the “Una furtiva lagrima”  
to the imagery of  Thomas. The act of  adding 
this song from the opera L’elisir d’amore  
(The Elixir of  Love) to the video of  Thomas  
is of  course a manipulation, and hence an  
act of  violence itself. First, there is the violence 
of  me standing and pointing my camera at  
him, turning him into an object for my own  
use; then, there’s the violence of  animating  
the imagery, something I do by adding the song 
to the video sequences. I alter the meaning  
of  the video clips in the way I wish, and thereby  
animate them into something other than the 
actual situation from which they were taken. 
Thomas had no say in how I chose to manip-
ulate him, but he nevertheless agreed to be 
filmed, which is to surrender to the violence  
of  my desire as an artist. In Clarice Lispector’s 
novel The Hour of  the Star (1977), Macabéa  
is living a life under the suppression of  others, 
especially her bully of  a boyfriend, Olímpico. 
The narrator explains to the reader what  
the song means to her:

“Una furtiva lacrima” had been the only 
really beautiful thing in her life. Wiping away 
her own tears she tried to sing what she 
heard. But her voice was as crude and out 
of  tune as she was. When she heard it she 
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started to cry. It was the first time she’d  
ever cried, she didn’t know she had so much 
water in her eyes. She cried, blew her nose 
no longer knowing what she was crying 
about. She wasn’t crying because of  the  
life she led: because, never having led any 
other, she’d accepted that with her that was 
just the way things were. But I also think 
she was crying because, through the music, 
she might have guessed there were other 
ways of  feeling, there were more delicate 
existences and even a certain luxury  
of  [the] soul.37

I understand this “certain luxury of  the soul”  
to be something of  instinctive longing towards 
another life. The tears stream from the cyst 
caused by a life of  feeling inadequate that the 
song has been able to cut open. Beauty, which  
in Macabéa’s case the song represents, equals  
a longing to escape the state of  “the way things 
are.” It equals a desire for love, which she has 
not dared to long for. This is of  course a ro-
mantic, heteronormative, tragic way of  reading  
Macabéa’s tears. It could also be that, she, a 
woman, struggling in a heteronormative and,  
for her, oppressive society, has been socialised 
into believing that beauty—a beautiful song  
of  longing and devotion sung mostly by male 
tenors—is her master, and that only through 
that beauty can she access her grief  and  
let her tears go.
 “Heavens! One could die!” the song goes  
in the end, hinting at a power greater than death 
itself. And what greater power than immortality 
could that be? “You don’t give a man weapons 
until you’ve taught him how to dance,” says  
the mythologist Michael Meade.38 He continues 
by saying that men who deal with weapons 
but not images of  great beauty are men who 
shouldn’t be trusted at all. But what if  those  
images of  great beauty are completely inter-
linked with violence? What if  that great beauty 
is, in fact, a part of  the weapon? I therefore  
see a resemblance between love and war stories 
in the tales of  ancient heroes going to battle  
in order to achieve glory and immortality. How 
many Hollywood adaptations of  such a theme 
have been made and continue to be made? And, 
equally, how many adaptations of  love stories 
and tragedies? It seems as though, until recently, 
those were the only films made. 
 The battle should therefore be understood 
symbolically as a ritualised act of  desire more 
than as a lust for violence. The poet and essayist 
Robert Bly indicates that as soon as a warrior 

takes up his sword, it is very much linked  
to eroticism in the context of  such a ritual.39  
Surrendering one’s heart to the notion of   
love, in the name of  love, is like surrendering 
oneself  to storytelling and fantasies. Even 
violent ones. And that is exactly what I see 
Dijkstra’s Olivier doing, what I think Thomas 
is doing, what I must admit I myself  am doing 
too—and what I think every person is doing, 
whether they will admit it or not. 

“Rather, the subject originally doesn’t know what  
he wants, and it is the role of  fantasy to tell him that,  
to ‘teach’ him to desire.” 40

“There must also be a time and place to tell the  
stories, including special times to tell certain stories— 
such as, in my foster father’s Hungarian farm-village, 
where love stories with a certain erotic flavor to them  
were told in latest winter. This was to encourage babies  
to be made then and, it was hoped, to be delivered  
before the hard work of  first harvest came in  
the late summer.” 41

In Adam Curtis’s documentary series The Century 
of  the Self, he argues that Edward Bernays, “the 
father of  public relations,” through his uncle 
Sigmund Freud’s ground-breaking work in  
psychoanalysis, helped the American govern-
ment and big corporations develop a method 
that turns citizens into controlled consumers.42  
What proved to be the strongest means of   
product advertisement was if  a product helped 
the individual confirm their desired self 
approved self-image: and that, to refer to  
Thomas Vinterberg’s 2003 film, was all about 
love. If  the individual were to be loved, an  
object of  desire, they would be fulfilled. And,  
so, the wheels started turning in this perfectly 
crafted advertising machinery. If  one had love, 
one was successful; if  one was successful,  
one had love. 
 Western society learned about love  
through the imagery of  advertised consumer 
products that were spat out by big corporations 
in the name of  love. We see here that the  
narrative, even though it isn’t about battle,  
is still a narrative of  violence, since the narrative 
(marketing strategies) orient subjects towards 
objects, through planting a desire for objects 
into the mind of  the subjects. The people  
are taught that acts of  love are acts of  objectifi-
cation as well as selfobjectification (narcissism). 
And, so, like in the case of  Camille Henrot’s 
installation Tuesday (2017), we as consumers, 
people, and lovers are condemned to wrestle 
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around in images, in our longing search for 
self-assurance and immortality. A child recognis-
es love since it is more than capable of  reading 
images, understanding stories, and putting itself  
into the contexts that it is being subjected to. 
And herein lies the act of  violence. It has little 
to do with love. 

Heteronormative Mirroring, Fantastic 
 Projections, and Their Creepy Shadows 

“The ogre, signifying a coarse and dominant 
quality in the psyche, is defeated.” 
—Joseph Campbell43

“On summer afternoons, Hans Reiter would 
swim far from the beach or the rocks where  
he had left his clothes and then dive down,  
he could never spot them, only fantasize that 
he’d seen them there in the depths, a still  
and silent forest.”
—Roberto Bolaños, 2666 44

In “Trial 2” in my film installation Mega Mighty 
Monster Morphin, Jason and Cammy are on a  
quest to kill a whale. With them is the Sailor. 
The Sailor hears the deep siren-like humming 
of  what the audience soon realises is the  
song of  the feared whale. I’ve added my own 
voice singing a slowed-down Dory’s-whale- 
language-like45 version of  Lana Del Rey’s cover 
of  “Once Upon a Dream” from Disney’s  
Cinderella (1950).46 “I know you, I walked with 
you once upon a dream / I know you, that look 
in your eyes is so familiar a gleam.” The Sailor’s 
imagination hears the whale singing. Lana Del 
Rey is our time’s ultimate siren. She sings into 
our longing fascist hearts of  love, love and love 
without blinking, and she serves it to us on such 
a plate of  casual perfection that one, as a listen-
er, is turned into a masochist worshipper. She 
sings, and we gladly steer our ships towards the 
pointy cliffs. All hail Lana—she is our society’s 
perfect poison, and she knows it. And that’s  
why we love her. So when I first heard her adap-
tation of  “Once Upon a Dream,” it was like  
two nuclear forces making a diamond. Here we 
have in my mind one of  the most iconic Disney 
texts. A text that signifies the Disney empire  
almost as much as “When You Wish upon  
a Star.” It is delivered to us by our era’s Bambi- 
eyed vixen, the human product of  the media era  
of  Cinderella, and it’s now a grown-up longing 
and sexual voice. The sailor might revolt against 
the voice, but in truth he is a slave to it. 

“Uncanny is what one calls everything that was  
meant to remain secret and hidden and has come  
into the open.” 47

Entering the belly of  the whale is a vital point  
in the hero’s journey. It is the defining point  
of  no return for a hero. From here on, there 
is absolutely no way back to home and safety. 
What is likewise to be defined as a state  
of  “being away from home” is the uncanny  
(das Unheimliche), which Freud elaborates  
in his essay “The Uncanny.” It’s something  
he explains through the story of  the Sandman.48 
We, Jason, and Cammy have at this point in  
Mega Mighty Monster Morphin already surpassed 
the point of  no return. But the Sailor hasn’t.  
He therefore fears entering the belly of  the 
whale. He fears being consumed by it. The  
Hi8 material in my possession offered me an 
ocean sequence, and I therefore chose to use 
one of  the most famous examples of  godly 
uncanniness from literature portrayed through 
nature—an example that doesn’t need much  
of  introduction: the tale of  the white man- 
killing whale, Moby Dick. There were no  
Hi8 whales at my disposal, but I didn’t need 
that. What I wanted was to add the character 
of   Fedallah, the harpooneer, the omen-bringer 
from Moby Dick, to that of  an imaginary  
whale. The imaginary whale therefore becomes  
a fantastic projection of  the sailor’s mind. 

Nature and animals have been the ultimate  
outlet for our fantastical projections arguably 
since the time of  cave paintings, but most  
certainly since the Industrial Revolution. They 
are about dreaming into something, which to  
me is a longing towards a place outside ourselves 
—an interest in placing ourselves and our sub- 
jectivity into things we long to understand.  
Any attempt to understand something outside 
oneself  is an act of  empathy, awkward or not.  
To provoke notions of  empathy and sympathy, 
we tell stories. To help us imagine the stories,  
to heighten those feeling that we aspire for  
our story to have, we animate. 
 In my sound and light installation Nala, 
from 2020, I highlight the animated animal  
and how it, through the gaze of  the human,  
has been subjected to many fantastical portrayals 
that seem to accompany the ambivalent rela-
tion humans have to it. Twenty years ago, my 
younger brother pointed out something highly 
relevant in a two-minute sequence from Disney’s 
The Lion King (1994). “Nala looks evil,” he said, 
referring to the sequence where a lioness is  

chasing the warthog Pumba. “She wants to  
eat me!” Pumba goes. In this scene, the lioness  
is indistinguishable from any other lion por-
trayed in the movie. Its brows are pushed down 
into its eyes and the teeth look sharp as razors. 
“Nala, is that you?” Simba asks, after fending 
off  the slaughter of  his friend Pumba. One  
human-formulated question is all it takes, and,  
in a second, the carnivorous monster is trans-
formed into the happy and empathetic lion 
princess Nala.
 In longing we find love, but behind  
the love is darkness—something as dark as 
 monsters. Therefore, Roberto Bolaños’s charac-
ter Hans Reiter is a genius, many-layered sym-
bol49 of  the fantastic and, at least how I perceive 
him, darkness, which is the mad, satanic, evil, 
and that which is beyond “everything the light 
touches.”50 We get a glimpse of  what an amazing 
abstraction Hans is being described through  
in the following quote, which introduces him  
as an infant and casts a gloomy light on his  
adult character in the book:

And if  her [his one-eyed mother’s] hands 
hadn’t lifted him back up to the surface  
he would have stayed there, contemplating 
the black wood and the black water 
where little particles of  his own filth  
floated, tiny bits of  skin that traveled like 
submarines toward an inlet the size of   
an eye, a calm, dark, cove, although there 
was no calm, and all that existed was move-
ment, which is the mask of  many things, 
calm among them.”51

The uncanny in “nature” is man because  
“nature” is man. “Nature” is a mirror onto 
which we project animations of  imagery we 
understand. Through those images, we can  
communicate what we in our own direct image 
fail to or avoid comprehending. In the sequence 
with Nala, the score helps the audience under-
stand the confusion of  how to relate to the 
beast, which in one second was the symbol  
of  death and in the next is a lifelong friend and 
lover (which equates to children, which equates 
to eternal life). If  listening solely to the score, 
without looking at the imagery, the narrative 
seems to take on a capricious identity. Within  
two minutes, twenty to thirty different musical 
scores are presented to us. I therefore recorded 
and divided the confusing score, so that we  
as listeners now could have a clear idea as to 
which images are portrayed as evil and which  
are portrayed as loving. Images from the 

 sequence depicting Nala in two very different 
ways are engraved onto sheets of  glass. As  
is the case for Eadweard Muybridge’s iconic 
photographs of  animals in motion, Nala is  
frame by frame engraved onto the glass. She 
seems in motion yet at the same time caught  
in stillness. The four glass sheets are placed  
in a rectangular arrangement. In the space  
inside the rectangular arrangement, like min-
iature lighthouses, two torchlights are rotating. 
The torchlights throw shadows through the 
engravings of  Nala up onto the wall. They be- 
come a phantasmagorical light play of  modern 
cave paintings. The score changes every thirty 
seconds and helps the audience understand  
the strictly double-sided animation that a lion 
has been subjected to in the case of  Disney’s  
The Lion King as well as through the history  
of  the image. 
 We distance ourselves from our own self- 
image in order to tackle the uncanny. Nothing 
demonstrates this better than Miroslaw Balka’s 
Winterreise (Bambi, Bambi, Pond) (2003). The 
three-channel video work consists of  handheld 
video recordings of  a group of  deer grazing  
in a winter landscape near a pond. Not much 
happens but for the slight shaking of  the cam-
era. The deer are still; the sound is too. The deer 
don’t know that they are grazing above mass 
graves at the Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration 
camp. The audience doesn’t know either. Even 
after the audience realises what terror lurks be-
hind the unrevealed, the eyes of  the deer remain 
unchanged. The ecological uncanny keeps get-
ting more and more terrifying because of  what 
we have been repressing for far too long. We 
know that the more we repress it, the uglier it’s 
gonna get. Since the general self-image of  our 
society today circles around hetero ideals, values, 
and moral positionings, I think it’s fair to say 
that the ecological uncanny is more than linked 
to heteronormative society. To heteronormative 
society, the uncanny is therefore everything  
that is “not home” or something that hetero-
normative ideals can’t mirror themselves in,  
can’t be confirmed in. I have argued, through 
the example of  Edward Bernays, that society  
is built around desires of  heterosexuality.  
I now want to propose that the uncanny in our 
heteronormative society is very much linked  
to notions that sit outside the frame of  
 heterosexual ideals. 
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Navigating Fascism and Chaos

“She reads of  disoriented whales swimming 
up onto beaches where they die. Of  the police 
tracking down a ring of  pedophiles on the  
internet. … Although there have been instances 
of  people managing to save the whales … , 
[and] then they would dive down into the  
depths of  the lonely ocean. The crowd would 
break into applause. A few weeks later they’d  
be caught off  the coast of  Japan and their  
gentle, pretty bodies would be turned into  
dog food.” 
—Olga Tokarczuk, Flights 52

Putin belongs in the Stone Age. 

In a chapter in his latest novel, Quichotte,  
Salman Rushdie captures the essence of  violent 
and ignorant nationalist display brilliantly 
through the use of  a certain prehistoric animal. 
He portrays so-called American patriots as 
metamorphosed mastodons who are terrorising 
a town and its inhabitants. The angry citizens, 
who have yet to be turned into mastodons,  
plan how they can tranquillise and neutralise  
the aggressive animals. But it all ends in chaos, 
and war between the angry mob and the  
mastodons breaks out. 
 Having failed “Trial 2,” Jason and  
his daimon Cammy are taken to “Trial 3.”  
The setting for this trial is the Muséum national 
d’Histoire naturelle in Paris. Here, Vladimir  
Putin’s young disoriented whales might wash  
up, if  they haven’t already been turned into  
dog food. Their skeletons will be added to the 
collection of  white bony bodies already floating 
in the air. The building and its content is  
a perfectly morphed entity. A romanticised  
and grotesque mausoleum. 

“I set the skull down on the table and lean back  
to look at it. The skull is enveloped in a profound  
silence that seems nothingness itself. The silence  
does not reside on the surface, but is held like smoke 
within. It is unfathomable, eternal, a disembodied  
vision cast upon a point in the void. There is  
a sadness about it, an inherent pathos. I have  
no words for it.” 53

“Bone pain is seven or eight times worse than  
muscle pain.” 54

In this mausoleum, the ghosts of  dead Oliviers 
will reside and dance their ghost dance, spinning 
each other round and around in spirals, blind, 

castrated, and conflicted. The dead giants  
stand majestically, but solely because of  their 
metal prosthetics, which twist and curl in 
wave-like gestures into the rest of  the romantic 
building, reminding me of  the sculptures of  
Nairy Baghramian. Here they would stand  
for all eternity, elevated but full of  agony and 
bitterness. My sculpture series Resting Bee II 
(2020) contains the same level of  static agony. 
The white bodies are made in a 1.5:1 scale in re-
lation to the human body and consider classical 
marble sculpture work. They are restrained yet 
supported by their metal prosthetics, installed  
in a large, bright modernist space. Outside it  
is summer. On the cold grey floor lies a small 
yellow box. Open the box, and a mechanical 
cricket will play its tune. The mechanical cricket 
is from a market in Provence. The crickets in 
that region chirp louder than in any other place 
I have visited that I can remember. The noise 
from the crickets makes the hot air vibrate and 
seems to add further pressure on my temples. 
They chirp and insist on their presence, and 
through my sound recorder I interpret it into  
a high-pitched suffering energy. The sound  
is relentless and constant and I must surrender 
to it. It is bigger than me. If  one knows one’s 
fair share of  Hans Christian Andersen, the con-
nection between my sculptures, the mechanical 
cricket, and “The Nightingale” (1843) seems 
obvious. The Chinese emperor (the ruler of  
modern heteronormative society) adores the 
nightingale (the commodified object of  so 
called nature) and feeds on its beauty. Without  
it, he dies. In my sculptural sound installation, 
the nightingale does not return. Instead, the 
seemingly fascist-white bodies surrender to  
the mechanical and to lifelessness. 

“The bitterness of  such a spectacle is offered us  
absolutely undiluted. No comforting fiction intervenes;  
no consoling prospect of  immortality; and on the hero’s 
head no washed out halo of  patriotism descends.” 55

In the museum, the moans of  the bony white 
bodies echo through skulls and ivory and iron 
structures, and resonate into every ornament  
and expensive lacquered wooden floorboard. 
This echo would rise up in any visitor’s mind,  
and this process would turn into a symbiotic 
and resonating ping-pong match of  echoes. 
The onlookers’ minds transfer a substance 
out into the halls that binds the bodies to the 
metal structures. As time goes by, this bonding 
becomes increasingly harder. Body resembles 
house and house resembles body. The symbiosis 

is secured. Take the bodies out, and the institu-
tion would fall, crushing the subjective minds. 
Remove the institution, and the bodies would 
fall, and the subjective minds would have no 
shelter. Remove the subjective minds, and there 
would be only static curves of  twirling iron, 
dead bodies, and silence. “Everything must  
hold together or else it will collapse.”56

 But what if  we embraced the collapse— 
the failure? What if  we, instead of  escaping the 
belly of  the whale, dove head first into its gaping 
maw? What if  we, like philosopher Timothy 
Morton says we should do, go through the sticky 
and disgusting, or as Donna Haraway might put 
it, stayed with the trouble? Or, in the words of  
Jack Halberstam: “Rather I want to understand 
why we cannot tolerate the linking of  our de-
sires to politics that disturb us.”57

 In The Queer Art of  Failure, Halberstam 
brings forward what to me seem the three  
key elements of  his book: embracing and navi- 
gating in failure, which is related to the idea  
of  refusing heteronormative structures in soci-
ety; exploring fascist tendencies in today’s and 
historical media; and forgetting and unlearning.  
I really sympathise with Halberstam’s thoughts 
on failure. I believe it is through accepting 
failure that we learn to take chances. It is here 
where we fall and fall and fall, until we learn  
to fall right. It is here we attempt the impossible 
and fail. And it is in losing where new ideas,  
new structures, and new ideologies may happen. 
It is therefore in the art of  losing that we must 
reshape the heteronormative idea of  success.  
We must turn the ultimate Oedipal horror  
of  the heroic failure around, and recognise the 
fascistic tendencies in the established paradigm. 
Through this recognition, we can embrace  
the heteronormative tendencies and actively 
reshape them.
 Halberstam is a master of  referencing  
pop culture, and especially cinema. In relation  
to embracing the uncanny and reshaping it, 
Halberstam uses the example of  the Pixar film 
Monsters, Inc. (2001).58 The film offers a perfect 
metaphor for this argument, as it portrays a 
society of  monsters that prospers on frightening 
children. The monsters go to work in a large 
factory filled with a competitive atmosphere. 
From here, they sneak into children’s bedrooms, 
where they hide in the shadows until they jump 
out to scare the children—collecting the screams 
in order to power their society. That all changes 
and the ideology is decoded to, instead, making 
the children laugh, which proves to be a more 
powerful energy source. The monsters still jump 

out from the darkness, but now it is to spread 
joy instead of  terror. The dark and uncanny 
turns familiar and accessible. The ideology  
of  the factory is destroyed, but an alternative 
has been established and reinserted into the 
same structure. 
 Given my affection for Halberstam’s  
serious and thorough analysis of  pop culture, 
I’m reminded of  Hannah Arendt’s quote: 

It is sheer hypocrisy or social snobbery  
to deny that we can be amused and enter-
tained by exactly the same things which 
amuse and entertain the masses of  our 
fellow men. As far as the survival of  culture 
is concerned, it certainly is less threatened 
by those who fill vacant time with entertain-
ment than by those who fill it with some 
haphazard educational gadgets in order  
to improve their social standing. And as  
far as artistic productivity is concerned,  
it should not be more difficult to withstand 
the massive temptations of  mass culture,  
or to keep from being thrown out of  gear 
by the noise and humbug of  mass society, 
than it was to avoid the more sophisticated 
temptations and the more insidious noises 
of  the cultural snobs in refined society.59

When attending preparatory art school,  
I claimed that I refused any form of  aesthetic 
choice in my work. I would avoid dealing  
with imagery at all, leaving the sensible outcome 
of  my process to chance. When I started art 
school, I quickly realised the naivety in such  
an attempt. One can’t refuse aesthetic choices; 
we make them all the time. Period. I sympathise 
with my younger self ’s attempt at doing so,  
as I sympathise with Arendt’s amazing line  
about deviating from mass culture’s noise 
and humbug. My work with sound, therefore, 
developed into much more emotionally loaded 
narrational compositions. I felt that this field 
contained a space that isn’t to be found in image 
culture—a space of  abstraction that is powerful 
and straightforward, and therefore much more 
bodily focused. A place where a language isn’t 
formulated and fixed. I think I will always return 
to this place, but I want to try and keep it as  
a place where I can, first and foremost, be with 
myself. Because, to be honest, when attending 
sound art symposiums and events, I always 
have the feeling that the verbal communication 
around the presented audio is awkward. Talking 
about processes behind a work can be amazing, 
but when discussing the actual outcome of  the 
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process in a shared space, it becomes evident  
to me that language doesn’t belong in the realm 
of  sound. To me, sound moves in the border-
lands of  abstraction and fixed and shared lan-
guage. The image, on the other hand, is braided 
into language. I believe that the image culture  
of  today’s mass society has turned so powerful 
that truth, or the recognition of  chaos and en-
tanglement— which to me is what comes closest  
to the idea of  truth—is more likely to be found 
in popular culture than outside it. And I’m sure 
that if  Arendt were to choose between today’s 
chaos of  mass culture and the aesthetics and 
taste of  culturally refined society, she definitely 
wouldn’t select the latter. In other words: I  
believe that we are forced to navigate through 
the domination of  mass society’s imagery, 
humbug or not, in order to create sophisticated 
abstractions that won’t end up in the realm of  
snobbish ideals of  taste. Abstractions that will 
lead us to form a language through which we 
are able to pose our questions to the world 
and make our mirrorings of  the world under-
standable. If  we aren’t able to do that, then the 
communication gets lost. And without commu-
nication we can’t, in my opinion, heighten the 
level of  sympathy and empathy in people, which 
to me is the core of  what art must do. 
 Therefore, when I choose to dive into 
image- making, I dive into chaotic abstraction. 
Absorbed in chaos, I fray60 the dense and solid 
veil that is image culture lying above society 
while at the same time carrying it. I become  
like a fly trying to free itself  from the spider’s 
web, in order to attempt to grasp the whole  
of  the entangled sticky structure. In the process 
of  fraying and untangling, I meet many points 
at which I must consider right and wrong. But 
that’s not Halberstam’s main argument in dealing 
with fascist fascination. The main argument 
is tracing back and understanding the present 
through history, and through this understanding 
recognising which structures need to be pre-
served and which ones need to be re-evaluated, 
remade, and reshaped. 
 Notice the “re-” … Because when it  
comes to the act of  “un-” in unlearning and 
forgetting, I cannot follow Halberstam anymore, 
and I think that part of  the argument might  
undermine his beautiful ideas around fascist 
fascination. In recognising a fascist fascination, 
I do not see an unlearning, but rather a relearning 
of  the present through a reflection of  the past. 
Unless one is suffering from a neurological 
disorder or a form of  memory loss, I do not 
believe that we are able to unlearn anything.  

One cannot unbuild a house, but one can  
demolish or renovate it. Whales don’t swim 
backwards like they do in Nora Schultz’s video 
work Whale Watch (2019). The sincerity and 
honesty that I find in the argument of  fascist 
fascination is not to be found in the idea of   
unlearning or forgetting. To me, this point 
smells of  self-deception and therefore repres-
sion. And I believe that such acts derive from 
notions of  self-interest. Newly initiated alter-
native ideologies will fail when they are born 
out of  self-interest, whether that be repressed 
or not. I simply do not believe that an  individual 
can forget or cast aside the drive towards 
 personal success, which seems to be the core  
of  our heteronormative and capitalistic society, 
and which definitely is the core of  the hero’s 
journey. I want to hear people express their 
 personal agendas, turn less towards the lovely 
and more towards the conflicted and complicated 
—only then do we become trustworthy.  
Only then will the shared revolution and  
the individual journey be fruitful. 

“He needed no mask and no make-believe to appear, 
that wherever he went he appeared as he was to others 
and to himself, that he could afford ‘to go naked’.” 61

The ending of  Mega Mighty Monster Morphin  
is, therefore, an ambiguous one, and so is the 
fate of  Jason. The first images after Cammy’s 
sacrifice is of  a swimming Jason. We see him 
being consumed in the water, until he rises  
to the surface and into the air. Next we see  
his clothes floating in the water. Then a shot  
of  his helmet, which slowly descends down-
wards and out of  frame. He is stripped of   
his clothes and stands now naked and reborn.  
It is the utopic ending that I myself  would  
like to strive towards, although in all honesty  
I find it hard to believe in the naked and mask-
less subject. The second fate of  Jason is the 
pessimistic one. It is the ultimate failure: losing 
to himself. Here we see him sitting in a boat 
that Green, the personification of  imprisoning 
nostalgia, rows in the still and dark waters.  
Jason at first sits hunched forward awkwardly  
in his golden armour, like an ashamed child 
who has just been corrected. Later he looks more 
relaxed, as if  having surrendered completely  
to his eternal captivity. The third and final fate 
of  Jason relates to my sympathy with Halber-
stam’s point on tracing back. Jason has been 
transported into a meadow. In the background, 
one sees the mountains, which he is no longer 
elevated in. The sun sets and signals the end  

of  the day and thereby a new beginning. Jason  
is once again in his normal, everyday armour: 
shirt and tie. He gets up and starts walking  
towards the sunset and the end of  the horizon. 
As an audience, we can tell that he still has  
a long way to go.
 My uncle was an opera singer, and as a  
child he was a role model for me. The “Nessun 
dorma” is one of  many difficult arie to sing.  

I am not a trained singer, and I don’t quite sing 
like one, but when I sing the “Nessun dorma,” 
I sing it as far as my lungs, abdomen, and throat 
allow me to possibly go. There would be no 
point in bothering if  I didn’t. I go for all the 
glory the “Nessun dorma” promises. Vincerò, 
vincerò, vincerò! 
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Quite suddenly it’s as though a curtain of   
fog is cleft in the middle, pulled apart by little 
ropes woven from eyelashes. The performance 
can finally begin. I wasn’t ready for it, but sud-
denly it’s happening. The stage where everything 
plays out is the size of  a human hand, and 
 before my eyes begins a dance between two 
twins. They are a duo, but from a distance they 
appear to move as a single dancing organism, 
sweeping over the surface of  the water.  
Words slink away as the curtain is wiped  
from the face with the flick of  a hand, for  
when the picture emerges, words are no  
longer necessary. They slide off, down into  
the water, and dissolve into the picture.
—Tuesday, 21 December 2021 

“The essence of  another person, that  
peculiar palace, clear as glass but completely 
shuttered. We wander year after year through 
the crystal corridors of  that blind labyrinth. 
Sometimes far off  in an icy, stony landscape, 
pounding and pounding on door after door,  
unrelentingly pounding on totally unfamiliar 
doors. Sometimes immersed in the labyrinth’s 
shadowy glint, the witching light. Outside  
again, an enormous distance. But from that 
great distance the palace appears illuminated  
as by the beating of  a great living, glowing 
heart—we are not at all close in time and 
 physical space, perhaps, but everything is  
close now, the world is collapsed in closeness, 
each thing in the world tiny plant worm ant 
breathes in the glow of  the living glowing  
heart’s pulsing light.”
—Birgitta Trotzig, Anima 1

Speaking of  the Ineffable

The philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein wrote, 
“The limits of  my language mean the limits  
of  my world.”2

When you want to talk about something  
for which no language yet exists, you have to  
try to talk around it. You have to gather together 
all your experiences and memories—gather up 
your whole life, really—and then slowly tighten 
the grasp around what it is that you want to 
explain, closing down on the core of  it. You 
have to move around in a spiralling motion to 
approach the starting point (or the end point), 
swallowing your tail like an ouroboros, wrapping 
yourself  around the wordless to be able to dress 
it in words. Everything is there before you, yet 
invisible to the language. It’s part of  you—your 
tail curls around it. But only when you realise 
that the invisible exists—when you walk through 
the world as though it were a completely average 
winter’s Tuesday, and then suddenly you notice 
an unfamiliar feeling in your body, something 
unfolds before your eyes—it is then that the 
invisible has a chance to become visible. For you 
to discover the unfamiliar. By closing in on that 
feeling, you give it a chance to speak, to become 
language, alphabet, and symbol. It’s a way of  
using that language to try to expand your inner 
and outer worlds—to find the language’s core  
so as to be able to speak about the wordless just 
as you’d speak about anything else you might see 
before you. For example, about how you once 
stood in a field full of  poppies, or about another 
time you saw a real live wolf  next to a sheep 

The Drama of  Clarity
Rebecca Larsson

Rebecca Larsson

Rebecca Larsson, Porten. 2022. Birch wood, willow tree, tin, volcanic sand, 220 x 110 cm.  
Installation view,  Den talande fortsätter att tala, MFA exhibition, KHM1 Galley, Malmö, 2022

Im
ag

e 
co

ur
te

sy
 o

f 
th

e 
ar

tis
t



101100MFA 2

pasture. The language fills up the internal  
by transforming sound into image.
 The artist Wassily Kandinsky says, “The 
word is an inner sound.”3 The word pronounced 
by the mouth creates a sound wave that wan-
ders sinuously out into the world, ready to be 
interpreted by anyone who picks it up. The 
sound finds its way in and out of  bodies, leaving 
behind a physical feeling, and it is only when  
we have to explain that invisible feeling that  
we are forced to clothe that sound in a shroud. 
The sound without words is naked, even though 
it descends from the word, and if  we are to 
speak about “the heart’s vibrations,”4 then 
we must first speak in abstractions. You have 
to speak in colour and form, in riddles and 
poetry. It’s like describing a scent: you can only 
speak about it in the context of  other things or 
experiences. A scent is immaterial for language: 
it doesn’t exist without the tangible thing or 
memory to which it is bound. Scent belongs to 
language, is born from language, but at the same 
time it exists outside language as an abstract 
sensory experience. Here, the scent becomes  
the Drama that I described in the introduction, 
and this text is an attempt to capture it. To  
build it up from images. An attempt to make  
it refined. An attempt to address it through  
the memory of  everything.  

“The open man: 
after rain. The membrane is gone—everything 
burns, burning green, burning
glitter, flaming clear, flaming skin. Everything 
exposed, everything without
mediation.
The open man:
Birds fly out and in. When one discovers that  
a tree breathes.
When one discovers that cold, heat, scent is  
language.” 5

Anatomy of  the Drama
If  I were to describe the Drama in a way that 
anchors it in the physical world, I would say:  
It is a reflection in placid fresh water, and there 
is a very clear duality in what we see. Janus-faced 
attributes. It looks like a single entity, but at  
the same time it is clearly split down the middle, 
where the surface of  the water cuts a divide.  
The part that points downwards moves like  
a slithering snake or locks of  long hair that 
float slowly, while the other side, which points 
upwards towards the sky, is fixed and as still  
as an Egyptian pyramid. 

If  I were to describe the Drama based on  
the body, I would say:
One is completely animated, the other entirely 
motionless. Without the first, the second would 
not be possible. The stage is beyond my reach, 
but somehow this is perhaps the first time that 
touching doesn’t matter at all. I understand  
what is happening, and it doesn’t seem that the  
body’s confirmation is needed. The confirmation 
already lies embedded in me, since the sensation 
has lodged there and now been discovered.  
Like a key being turned—it clicks, and 
everything starts.

If  I were to describe the Drama based on  
colour and value, I would say: 
The light that falls down over the stage is 
without depth. It is grey and flat, since the sun 
is covered with cloud. The darkness in the re-
flection takes on sharp contours against the grey 
surface. The dark stands out against the light. 
There may possibly be something blue in the 
greyscale ground.

If  I were to describe the Drama based on  
the heart’s vibrations, I would say: 
The scent that wafts by is like a drink of   
cold water, clear and translucent, and yet rich. 
The entirety of  it has a kind of  sharpness  
to the soft surface. An empty page that unfolds 
before my eyes. There are vibrations through  
my body, and then it’s over. 

“The world is the closed door. It is a barrier.  
And at the same time it is the way through.” 6

After this, I am inhabited by this duality, and  
I begin to see it everywhere, to think about  
it and to feel it. In time, this develops into a kind 
of  hunt. Whenever I momentarily forget about 
it, I always start searching for it again, and  
soon I discover that my own shadow is pursuing 
me, even when the sun is hidden behind the 
clouds. When I look to the moon on a clear 
night, I see my own pale-yellow eyeball looking 
back down at me. The duality remains, and  
it truly refines the word.
 The vibration that arises with these 
 sensations is clearer than spoken language.  
It also sometimes arises in the encounter with 
art. In a way, art can move through time and 
space, take you by the hand and walk you back-
wards and forwards, up and down, in time.  
Some artworks can dig their way in like a knife 
to the heart, since art holds such power.7 It is  
in many ways wordless, empty, and naked,  
but at the same time extremely lush. Perhaps 
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that sensation is rooted in the fact that art  
has the potential to be a mirror that allows us 
to discover ourselves in someone else’s hand 
gestures or someone else’s gaze—you can be  
just about anyone. The work of  the hand and 
the mind. Art can give and take, share sensations 
and experiences from artist to observer. It gives 
each of  us a chance to divide ourselves, to  
become two people, taking on another’s point  
of  view for a while, changing the shape of   
our bodies and seeing with new eyes. We can 
even become completely empty before a work 
of  art. We can lose or change our understanding 
of  the space around us. This is the power  
that art has over the human mind. A dizzying 
force that disturbs something inside us. You  
see the face of  that force and understand that 
you are part of  it and can act through it. 
 Standing before the volcano of  
Fagradalsfjall8 at night almost annihilated me.  
It was essentially impossible to take in. Impossible 
to grasp that what is playing out on stage is really 
happening. Impossible to believe the depth of  
your field of  vision is real. A crowd of  hundreds 
was there to witness it that night. Countless  
people witness similar natural sights all the time 
as they play out around the world. The memory 
of  the volcano still lies dormant within me, 
since it’s too hard to understand the power  
and the poetry of  what happened. It can’t be 
measured against anything else in my life, so 
it’s hard to compare. But, in time, the glowing 
flow of  lava in the darkness and the shuddering 
mountain I sat upon will come forth as a fantas-
tical, terror-inducing memory. The red night  
sky that lit up the clouds from below was 
 unforgettable. And the sound emanating from 
an angry volcano was one I had never, ever 
heard before. It has the deepest, most thunder-
ing resonance, because it’s literally coming  
from the inner core of  the earth. Fagradalsfjall 
sounded as though it had been waiting hundreds, 
thousands, of  years to finally be able to scream.  
A melancholy, aching rumble. Everything  
burning, steaming, lurching. My heart shrinks 
when I think about the voice of  the volcano. 
That voice that becomes like an extension  
of  your own throat. 
 That dizzying resonance of  nature stays 
with you, because the volcano’s voice recalls 
her voice—the one who has waited hundreds, 
thousands of  years to scream. 
 My hands held the camera, pressed  
the button, opened the shutter. Soon after,  
the picture of  the volcano was there, like  
a memory in my hands.

The Eye’s Conversation:  
Or, the Speaker Continues Speaking
The camera is an eye, but also a mirror. The 
mirror is an eye, but also a camera. The eye  
sees and preserves. If  you let yourself  get swept 
up in and swept away by other people’s gazes,  
as well as by your own, you might see something 
that has a builtin answer. Like encountering the 
Sphinx at the entrance to a tomb and suddenly 
understanding the answer to its riddle. 

There are two sisters: one gives birth to the other,  
who in turn gives birth to the first.

The exchanging of  viewpoints is perhaps most 
clear in photography and film, where the view 
is literal: a chosen slice cut out of  the physical 
world. That slice is exactly the way it was seen  
by the artist through the lens. The image you see  
is one the artist has also seen and chosen. By 
being given access to someone else’s view, your 
own can be changed and refined. It can develop. 
You can begin to notice new things and places. 
It works like an escape, a relief, or a search. 
 Someone once said something to  
me like: “Photographing a waterfall is the most 
brutal thing you can do, because a waterfall  
loses its meaning when it stops.” Like the heart. 
That is the power of  photography. It stops time, 
and in a way—for a short while—it takes the  
life out of  the subject it depicts. A photograph 
picks apart a thing’s natural purpose, but at the 
same time, in the physical world, the waterfall 
goes on living, continuing to fall. The waterfall 
now has two ways of  being in the world. And 
the photograph that was taken shows perhaps  
a thousandth of  a second of  the fall, corre-
sponding to how long the shutter was open.  
The falling of  the water exists in infinite forms, 
but the specific form it had in the brief  moment 
the picture was taken will never be duplicated  
in the living, falling world. Nevertheless,  
with the help of  silver and light, of  chemistry 
and a singular viewpoint, one of  the water’s 
falling forms is now preserved in a frozen  
image. Like a memory.
 Jonas Mekas’s film As I Was Moving Ahead 
Occasionally I Saw Brief  Glimpses of  Beauty (2001) 
demonstrates a way of  collecting memories  
and manipulating them, of  taking control over 
one’s own timeline. Perhaps there is something 
liberating about that—about shaking up your  
life like that. This 288minute film includes  
clips from thirty years of  travelling, friendships, 
and simple, poetic, everyday scenes. It is as 
though Mekas had been carrying his entire  
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The process the alchemist goes through with 
metals is reminiscent of  my own. But this gold 
is not like the gold that can be used in the world 
to buy precious things. I find the gold in my 
dead grandmother’s letter home from Lübeck, 
dated 30 October 1958. The memory she  
recorded is evidence of  true glimpses of   
beauty and the longing to escape chaos and 
darkness. She writes that she sees the gold of  
the sun as it hangs in the fog over the water 
from the deck of  the boat. Glimpses of   
a treasured illusion. 
 The gold created by the glowing sun  
as it reflects off  the water is a refinement that  
is happening now and is happening all the time. 
The sun will always shine down on different 
bodies of  water, creating gold. It’s a kind of  
visual distillation. The notes in the letter become 
golden ingots, evidence. Gold with no material 
value. What it does have, though, is an emotion-
al value for the person who holds the letter  
in her hand and is given the ability to look  
within herself  and see the gold on the water 
there. That gold is what becomes like a key  
to the dizziness caused by observing the world. 
The act of  writing it down makes it possible 
for someone else to see what the letter writer 
has seen. That sight is just one of  many sights 
revealed in the letter. In the same way, I saw  
the duality in something that might not have 
had as much significance if  I didn’t make it so 
significant. I gave something a chance to open 
up inside me. It is the hunt for the ineffable,  
for this sensitivity, that in a way allows me to  
feel life, and like the alchemist longing for gold, 
I long for transformation.

Four Petals Bloom
There is something peculiar about being in  
the world, in the middle of  the day, standing  
in a rather shallow pond with the water up  
to your knees, looking down at the glassy  
reflection and seeing yourself  there beneath  
the surface. The reflection becomes clearer  
and clearer as the rippling dies down, allowing 
all to shift back into place. The wind is com-
pletely calm and the surface tension regains its 
balance. The reflection remains there as long  
as you stand still, as calm as the wind. It is  
the result of  a calculation—a mathematical  
answer joined with the mind’s understanding  
of  the world. The pupils expand and take  
in the image of  the legs, which continue down 
under the water, the body that lies down at the 
bottom, in its underwater coffin. The calculation 
also encompasses the moment the legs leave  

the water, and the reflection disappears. The 
 surface tension is again thrown off  balance as 
the ripples spread over the water once more. 
The water-image shudders before slowly 
 resolving again into a reflection of  the sky. 

In retrospect, I wonder why the memory  
of  this sight has stayed with me so clearly. 

The novelist and filmmaker Marguerite  
Duras says, “Writing is the unknown. Before  
you write, you have no idea what you’re going  
to write. And in complete clarity.” She goes  
on, naturally: “Writing comes like the wind.  
It’s naked, it’s made of  ink, it’s the thing written, 
and it passes like nothing else passes in life, 
nothing more, except life itself.”11

 You live day in and day out, side by side 
with your attention to the world. Is it magic? 
Is it madness? Is it mathematics and art? Is it 
intuition? Is it insignificant? Or does it become 
significant when someone who sees their  
reflection there in the water writes it down  
on paper as a memory, and then comes  
back to it years later? It’s a little like a dream. 
The paper becomes written evidence of   
an event that could have been completely lost  
in the black hole of  memory. Because a memory 
changes each time it comes back; nothing en-
dures. Everything is constantly being recreated. 
Memory becomes a memory of  a memory.  
But the most important thing, perhaps, is  
that there is something there to remember,  
rather than how exactly that memory plays  
out there and then.
 Last night12 I dreamt that I had a  
daughter and that the two of  us were looking  
at a mirror together in the house I grew up  
in. It was an oval-shaped mirror that no  
longer exists. When we saw each other in  
the reflection, we were simultaneously seeing 
ourselves—we were double and had divided  
ourselves like cells whose fate is ultimately to  
become two. It happened quite suddenly and 
painlessly. It was as though I had given birth  
and raised my own twin, and together with  
our mirror images, we became four of  the same.  
We were like a flower with four petals. Our eyes 
had the same shape and the same searching 
look—the same longing and the same obsession. 
 A memory of  a memory of  a memory 
—in transformation. To dare to think about 
something is to risk that soon it will turn into 
something entirely different. Here we have  
the crystal-clear self-evidence of  writing and  
language in life. Writing down a dream is  
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 transformation of  the body into materia prima.9 
The form of  the body becomes a shadow of  
itself. Mendieta’s pictures and their conversation 
with the ground create a kind of  alphabet  
of  many signs. She lays down the shape of   
her shadow in many places, as though testing 
her way forward, speaking silently before  
later raising her voice. She seems to have  
been  completely unafraid. 
 Sometimes the body is made of  stone  
or etched in stone. Sometimes it is a burning  
fire in the night. Once, it appears as a body
shaped hollow in the beach. The pull of   
the moon causes the waves to slowly wash  
away the shadow, more and more. The water 
evens out the grains of  sand just as the sea  
has always done—it washes the canvas clean. 
The bodies are sometimes overgrown, buried, 
destroyed. If  the body is alive in the form  
of  a fire or a pile of  grass that breathes, then  
it is preserved in film or photography. Both  
of  Mendieta’s films, which are shot in Super 8, 
and the photographs of  her Siluetas series are 
usually documentations of  actions, since it is  
the action that is important. To converse with 
what is before you. In some cases—like the 
rocks that have existed for countless years  
before the hand arrived to do its carving, and 
that will go on existing—the forms will still be 
there after the artist has left the place. I imagine 
it’s something like the waterfall that goes on 
falling after the picture is taken. It remains there, 
fully alive, right where she left it, but also as a 
memory through the photograph’s preservation. 

Sifting Gold from the Sea
In her book Joseph Beuys och sökandet efter den 
egentliga livskraften (Joseph Beuys and the search 
for the source of  real energy), art historian 
Ann-Charlotte Weimarck writes: 

The alchemist lives in a world full of   
analogies in which every material phenom-
enon in a laboratory also has a symbolic 
meaning. At the same time, copper’s longing 
to be gold, for example, is an image of  the 
soul’s longing for perfection. The metals  
go the same way as the alchemist himself: 
the goal is to find a way for the soul to  
travel from chaos and darkness to spiritual 
clarity, symbolised with the help of  the 
alchemical process work, in which lead,  
the lowest, most chaotic of  the metals,  
the materia prima, the original form,  
is transformed into its highest form  
of  existence: gold.10

life in his hands and then tossed the whole  
thing up into the air. In that toss, all the seconds, 
minutes, and hours mixed together, and when 
they were captured again, Mekas’s life had  
become an experience completely different  
from the chronology we know best: beginning, 
middle, end. In a way, the mixing in the film 
gives everything the same chronological value. 
The timeline is muddled, and it is as though 
his life might have consisted of  a single second 
lasting a lifetime. Over these pictures, we some- 
times hear Mekas’s voice. He speaks about 
 photography and about seeing. We see little  
journal entries that remind me of  my grand-
father’s farmer’s log. The title of  the film is so 
beautiful, because that is exactly what it’s like 
to be in the world. It describes and shows a 
life. Together with the passage of  time, we are 
searching for something—searching, perhaps, 
for beauty in the world. The camera’s viewfinder 
is a tool for the eye’s fervent longing to preserve. 
You move through time, and every once in  
a while you get little glimpses of  beauty. This 
may be photography’s and film’s most important 
mission—to preserve these glimpses the way 
Mekas does—and I recognise my own longing 
in his film clips. Giving everything value by  
photographing it. The longing and desperation 
of  collecting memories leads me out into the 
street day after day to search, to see, to preserve.
 Photography and film also involve the  
artist’s body. The body is always there, either  
as a figure in the viewfinder or as the hand  
that presses the shutter button. If  you hold  
the camera against your body to try to be as still 
as possible, you’re still going to see small move- 
ments in the picture from the vital force of   
the body’s machinery. The beating of  the heart 
is taken up by the camera as small, shaking 
 perturbations. It is evidence of  the artist’s  
constant involvement. A kind of  fingerprint.
 
The hand is always holding some tool. 
A camera, a pen, a needle, a piece of  charcoal, 
a knife.

Ana Mendieta lays her body down on  
the ground in hopes of  getting closer to it.  
In her Silueta photo series of  1973–78,  
there is a longing to leave some trace behind  
in the world. She literally examines a kind  
of  original form of  the body. It’s a form that  
is like both the body and a grave. The body  
is, in many ways, like a coffin, although it  
is the coffin that is supposed to portray us.  
It’s a way of  talking about the world, the 
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perhaps the most important thing a person  
can do. The memory of  a dream doesn’t last 
long, but certain dreams have a tendency to  
stay with us for years if  we write them down. 
Losing a dream by forgetting it is to reject  
the nightly subconscious’s open coffin. 

“Every word is a sword
Every line is a tool of  the future” 13

The Darkness of  the Innermost Tone 
Kandinsky writes that the repetition of  a word 
can give it unforeseeable spiritual properties.14 
The word in repetition becomes something  
abstract. The form of  what you say flows out 
and is transformed into sound, music. There  
is a method of  using repetition systematically 
and concentrating on picking apart a word in 
order to reach, at its core, a mutable, absolutely 
living form: the tone. The stripped-down  
word then becomes the inner sound, the vibra-
tion in movement, and we’re forced to block 
certain sensations when we want to speak about 
the wordless, because the wordless is within  
us. Those vibrations give birth to a feeling.  
The philosopher Georges Bataille writes,  
“What characterises the mystical state above  
all is its tendency to radically—systematically 
—eradicate all impressions from the outside 
world wherever a man in search of  the eternal 
finds himself.”15

 If  she searches for these abstract things 
within the words and the forms, she is forced to 
open up and thus forced to become an artist. 
 The novelist and poet Birgitta Trotzig  
writes about her predecessor Nelly Sachs:  
“One word is NIGHT. ‘Night’ was one of  her 
key words even early in life. And a key that one 
day turned out to open doors to completely 
different and opposing worlds. The accom-
modation of  the world ‘before’ and the world 
‘after’.”16 According to Trotzig, Sachs took  
this fateful word to heart.17 There is something 
magical about making words your own, about 
using them until they are torn asunder, stripped 
down. The word takes on more and more 
 meanings each time Sachs uses it. It takes  
on many memories and experiences. “Night” 
can have many meanings, and since it is your 
own, you can apply it to everything. 

The book is Night. The pen is Night.  
The face is Night. 
NIGHT  NIGHT  NIGHT 
  NIGHT  THE NIGHT’S 
  NIGHT

Night is an open eye, or Night can be held in a 
hand. Everything becomes real when you write 
your word. Night has been built up, and Night 
has been given a body that can move in time and 
space, and can change shape. Everything Night 
is can be imagined when you write of  Night’s 
many possibilities.  

 “Heinz Night it is
   Where do you live
   and in what time?” 18

It is with the help of  these nightly resounding 
inner tones that the hand begins to develop  
its own way. The hand begins to draw in time 
with the vibrations from the word. Kandinsky 
writes, “A form always has its own inner  
sound, even an abstract form—for example,  
a geometric figure. It is a spiritual essence with 
attributes that constitute its identity.”19 The 
abstract form is like a word that has been  
wrung out. A word in repetition. A word that 
has lost its material footing in the world and 
therefore can take on any form at all. What is 
left is the form of  the mouth when one speaks 
the sound of  the word. 

The shape of  an “O” is like a circle.

The hoop of  the mouth rumbles  
ooooooo    oooo    deeply out into the air  
like a smoke ring dissolving and disappearing 
into the world. In the end it becomes invisible, 
moving on as a sound wave. What’s left, then,  
is the ringing of  it, the resonance, the essence  
of  the word or the form. Like waves it rolls 
along, and the more one speaks, the more  
the orchestra takes shape.
 Silja Rantanen’s Two Mirrors is drawn  
with graphite on paper. The series is made up 
of  an unknown number of  works and made 
between 1985 and 1987. A kind of  relief  resides 
in the fact that the number of  drawings seems 
hard to determine, since it invites us to see  
the number as infinite. The pictures are often 
composed of  different shapes built up in 
 greyscale, and the deepest black usually fills  
up most of  the picture plane and rests on  
a lighter background. For some reason, many  
of  the works are slightly dislocated (if  you’re 
accustomed to the calming force of  balanced 
central perspective). The forms themselves  
seem heavy in their aching darkness or radiant 
white, but this tendency towards imbalance 
opens the door to something else. The disloca-
tion sets the forms in motion. The motifs  

Rebecca Larsson

often sit off-centre to the left, almost imper-
ceptibly headed back in time or onwards into  
the picture. The two mirrors of  the title can 
reflect each other and create an infinity. They  
are the result of  the two contrasts that make  
up many of  the drawings. Frequently, they  
are divided up into two sides that meet. There  
is something peculiar about this mirroring  
that I can’t escape. It stays with me because  
I value seeing it all around me. Mirror images  
are common to see in this world, since a great 
deal of  the natural world is built up this way.  
But something about it creates a spark every 
time I see it. My pulse quickened when I found 
some drawings from Rantanen’s series in a 
little, almost invisible, catalogue at the library, 
squeezed in among big, heavy volumes  
containing entire lives. 
 I know that I saw my thoughts and drawings 
in Rantanen’s work because the two mirrors  
are like my own. I understand that these draw-
ings, apparently executed very quickly, have a 
long history behind them, and the word “night” 
emerges again from the darkness. There is an 
enormous depth inside the darkness, as there is  
in the white parts. If  feels like an intuitive search  
for some kind of  hollowed-out form, balance, 
or mood. The drawings are similar to one 
 another, and it sometimes seems that one is  
a development of  another in a chain reaction. 
Like Mendieta with her forms, Rantanen also 
 accomplishes a kind of  creating of  a new  
alphabet all its own. These drawings, too,  
seem to work like a language. 

Rantanen writes: 

All art of  course means a transfer  
of  spatial and temporal phenomena into 
some medium. That medium does not  
have to relate in the same way to all the 
ideas it transfers. On the contrary, the  
act of  transferring them forces one  
to be aware of  the nature of  what one 
transfers. How else would it be possible  
to speak or write about sensory  
phenomena at all?20

The darkness black as coal, and the brightest 
white, too, holds a kind of  poetry. It contains 
everything and is simultaneously completely 
empty. It is like looking into a black-and- 
white photograph of  a shadow: it’s just entirely 
black. The blackest of  everything black, like 
when you’ve brought forth the greatest contrast 
in a darkroom under the red light. Therein  

lies even Nelly Sachs’s poetic black of  Night. 
The depth in these values makes it possible  
for forms to ring out and open themselves 
up to me. The forms truly become a language, 
and the language seems to be completely free.  
The pictures hold a story of  a mutable timeline 
that moves in multiple directions simultaneously. 
The anchoring in the body and the resonance 
are self-evident, and I understand that it is  
the physical hand that creates the form, that 
creates the darkness. The strength of  the hand 
determines the limits of  that darkness. It is  
a collaboration, and when the hand works,  
the mind understands what’s happening.  
The body must reflect the thought, not the  
reverse. Once you’ve begun seeing everything  
in nothing, I believe you can soon see nothing  
in everything, and it is perhaps that emptiness 
that can be liberating—that emptiness that  
is extremely rich when it arises in art.

In Gravity and Grace, Simone Weil writes: 

The world is a text with several meanings, 
and we pass from one meaning to another 
by a process of  work. It must be work  
in which the body constantly bears a part, 
as, for example, when we learn the alphabet 
of  a foreign language: this alphabet has 
to enter into our hand by dint of  forming 
the letters. If  this condition is not fulfilled, 
every change in our way of  thinking  
is illusory.21

The hand’s longing. The hand holds its  
memories in its palm, reaching into our field  
of  vision. The hand that draws. The hand  
that creates form out of  nothing—a magician. 
The right hand mirrors the left. They are filled 
with invisible touch. I see my hand unfold,  
becoming complete, and I know not why  
it does so. It has a life of  its own, touching  
the world, wanting to read it. It is but one  
of  many ways of  speaking to the world. Stroke  
with the hand the trunk of  a pine, or gather  
the fingers to form a bowl and fill it with water. 
It is a creator of  sense memories. Corporeal 
memories. The hand knows. The hand holds  
its memories when it closes. The closed fist  
is a sealed tomb. The hand always goes before 
us, acting out the hand’s longing. The hand 
holds many things.
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1 Birgitta Trotzig, Anima (Stockholm: 
Albert Bonniers Förlag, 1983), 51. 
Translation by John Krause.

2 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus 
Logico-Philosophicus, trans. Frank  
P. Ramsey and Charles Kay Ogden 
(New York: Harcourt, Brace, 
1933), 101.

3 Wassily Kandinsky, Om det andliga  
i konsten, trans. Ulf  Linde and Sonja 
Martinson (Uddevalla, Sweden: 
Vinga, 1994) 38. Translation from 
Wassily Kandinsky, Concerning  
the Spiritual in Art, trans. M.T.H.  
Sadler (New York: Dover, 1977).

4 “The heart’s vibrations”  
is what Kandinsky calls an inner- 
sensible invisible feeling in the 
book Concerning the Spiritual in  
Art. Or maybe it’s rather a shaking 
of  the soul. He writes: “But if  
one only hears the word—without 
being able to see the object—an 
abstract conception is established 
in the consciousness of  the 
 listener, a dematerialised object 
that immediately brings on  
‘the heart’s’ vibrations.” Kandinsky,  
Om det andliga i konsten, 38. Trans-
lation from Kandinsky, Concerning 
the Spiritual in Art.

5 Trotzig, Anima, 47. Translation  
by John Krause.

6 Simone Weil, Gravity and Grace, 
trans. Emma Crawford and Mario 
von der Ruhr (London: Routledge, 
2002), Anarchist Library ebook, 
posted 2 December 2020, https://
theanarchistlibrary.org/library/
simone-weil-gravity-and-grace.

7 The body becomes filled  
with air. It’s like it’s hovering.  
The chemical process is everything 
in this moment—because it  
only seems to last for a moment. 
The body and the soul work 
together, and an infinite joy pushes 

everything else out. Everything 
disappears and the emptiness takes 
over. The body becomes one big 
exhalation. It replaces all the needs 
I previously couldn’t be without. 
A kind of  clarity overcomes me. 
Something runs through my nerves 
and up into my brain like an afflic-
tion. And then it goes away. That’s 
it. Simone Weil writes in Gravity 
and Grace: “To lower oneself  is to 
rise in the domain of  moral gravity. 
Moral gravity makes us fall towards 
the heights.”

8 On 19 March 2020, after tens of  
thousands of  earthquakes, the 
Fagradalsfjall volcano on Iceland 
finally erupted. After nights  
of  shaking and days of  quaking. 
Buildings shuddering as if  the 
whole island were a boat at sea.

9 The “original form,” according  
to alchemy.

10 Ann-Charlotte Weimarck,  
Joseph Beuys och sökandet efter den  
egentliga livskraften [Joseph Beuys 
and the search for the source  
of  real energy] (Stockholm: Brutus 
Östlings Bokförlag Symposium, 
1995), 18. Translation by John 
Krause. 

11 Marguerite Duras, Writing  
(Minneapolis: University of   
Minnesota Press, 2011), 44, 45.

12 The night between 1 and 2 March 
2022.

13 I found these two lines  
in my grandmother’s writings.  
Written down with a typewriter  
on now yellowed paper during  
her time in Uppsala, where it  
seems she was studying literature.  
I don’t know whether they’re 
someone else’s words or if  she 
wrote them herself. I see them  
as a two-line manifesto of  utmost 
importance, and for me it is  

the most dear thing I’ve found  
in all the papers that survived  
her. We never met, because she 
chose to die. Her mind seems 
to have been like mine: longing, 
searching, dreaming. We are  
the two cells that come from one 
and the same origin. I come from 
her and she comes from me, and 
our lives mix when I take her name 
for my own. When I read her 
words, I see the colour red.

14 Kandinsky, Om det andliga I konsten, 
39. Translation from Kandinsky, 
Concerning the Spiritual in Art. 

15 Georges Bataille, Literature and Evil, 
trans. Alistair Hamilton (London: 
Penguin Classics, 2012), 19. 

16 Birgitta Trotzig, “Zungenbaum” 
[Tongue tree], in Bokstäverna jag 
färdas i—En antologi om Nelly Sachs 
[The letters by which I travel 
—An anthology of  Nelly Sachs] 
(Smedjebacken, Themis Förlag, 
2001) 195. 

17 Either intentionally or entirely  
by chance, since words sometimes 
choose their pen rather than  
the writer choosing their words. 

18 Nelly Sachs, Vägen er en hand  
(Åttonde bilden) [The road is  
a hand (Eighth picture)], trans. 
Margaretha Holmqvist (Stockholm: 
Albert Bonniers Förlag, 1968), 55.  
Translation by John Krause. 

19 Kandinsky, Om det andliga  
i konsten, 61. Translation from 
Kandinsky, Concerning the  
Spiritual in Art. 

20 It has now disappeared, but  
I found this quotation by Rantanen 
on the website of  Konsthallen 
Hishult on 27 February 2022: 
https://www.hishult.com/ 
kataloger_2004_2015/2006/ 
5_2006_silja_rantanen.pdf. 

21 Weil, Gravity and Grace.

Top: Rebecca Larsson, Ögats samtal, 2022. Digitalized 16 mmfilm, film still, 13:34 min.  
Sound by Felicia Sjögren
Bottom: Rebecca Larsson, Ekvation (upplöst), 2022. Charcoal on wall (7 June –27 June 2022),  
2050 x 130 cm. Installation view,  KHM1 Galley, Malmö, 2022
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I am an oboist—a musician, that is. I play  
the oboe. I don’t always introduce myself  as  
a musician. But I am one, and as a musician,  
I am also a performer, and it is as a performer 
that I make art. What I know as a musician  
I know as a performer. What does that mean  
for the art I make? I hope to make that clear  
in this essay—if  not for anyone else, then  
at least for myself.
 In Malmö, I started over. I thought.  
But I didn’t give up on music. I kept playing. 
Why? Was I too faint-hearted to move on? 
No—it’s because I knew I would miss the  
experience of  playing together with others.  
Most of  all, I would miss the role of  being  
an oboist. As an oboist in an orchestra, I am 
part of  an ensemble, but I am also a soloist.  
I am a soloist in the sense that the oboe often 
has a soloist’s role in classical orchestral music. 
When the orchestra is not playing tutti and  
I get to play a featured solo phrase, I shift  
from playing as one member of  an orchestra  
to playing as a soloist. What happens then  
is that I perform on a different level. I don’t 
mean that I necessarily play better, but rather 
that I perform even more in the role of  an 
 oboist. More on that later.
 I can get pretty nervous before playing 
a solo. But I have learned to deal with it. 
 Regardless of  whether it is during a rehearsal  
or a concert, a debilitating nervousness  

comes over me that leaves me feeling dazed. 
Sometimes it’s worse during rehearsal. I can feel 
it in my chest. I lose control over my stomach 
and by extension my breath support. My per-
spective narrows. I see only the few measures  
on the sheet that’s sitting on the music stand  
in front of  me. It gives me focus, but my view 
of  the situation as a whole erodes. Because such 
a holistic view is something I have developed  
by playing in an ensemble, the contrast becomes 
particularly sharp. Silently I count the rests  
that lead up to my entry. My own pulse beats  
at a different tempo. There’s no chance to sneak 
in—I have to get it right from the first note. 
Even a soft passage must be played with abso-
lute confidence. It is a contradictory concept. 
Getting a sound from the oboe requires me  
to put some force behind the note. The effort 
that is required to play does not correspond  
to the dynamics indicated in the score. When 
I’m supposed to play softly, I need to play  
with a thinner stream of  air and compensate  
by straining other parts of  my body. I can 
 generally achieve subtle changes in tone just  
by how I shape the note in my mouth. To  
make such small adjustments, I ease up with  
my throat and open my pharynx; I stretch with 
my head and neck. I can try to blend together 
with the united sound of  the orchestra or I can 
try to stand out; in either case, I try to modify 
the note from inside. But I can only do so much. 

In Order to Tell You about My Art, 
First I Need to Tell You about This
Ivan Nylander

Ivan Nylander
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Ivan Nylander, In Plain Sight, 2022. Sound installation, 02:53 min. Installation view, 
KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
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The oboe’s vocal cord, otherwise known as  
the reed, largely determines what it’s possible  
to do with the sound. When it comes to the 
reed, therefore, it sometimes feels like I’m  
trying to do more to modify the note than  
is possible.
 I remain withdrawn into myself  for a few 
moments after finishing playing a solo. That’s 
more likely to happen if  it’s followed by many 
bars of  rest. In that case, I might disappear  
from the music, lose myself, and forget to come 
in again. I’ve noticed how I sometimes have  
to struggle to get myself  out of  this dazed state.  
At the same time, it is only afterwards, when  
I’m coming out of  it, that I understand how 
dazed I am. It’s when I first realise that I am 
dazed that I can also feel the most paralysed.  
I get the feeling that I’m being confronted  
with an opportunity to choose. If  I choose  
to do nothing, it can feel like I become present 
in my absence. The way I’d like to describe it  
is that I touch on the stillness. I get the sensation 
that a warmth is pouring down over my head.  
I feel alive and encapsulated and unresponsive.  
I feel how I welcome this state, despite a hint  
of  discomfort. It’s like I regain my holistic  
view and afterwards becomes now. I feel worried, 
but at the same time I feel that I can act. I can 
hear how I’m almost getting lost putting these 
words to paper, but the experience of  simulta-
neously feeling and also knowing that I feel is some-
thing I try to make room for as a performer. 
Because in that moment, I am both performer 
and audience. I go so deep inside myself  that  
I can see myself  from outside. And from  
that vantage point, I feel a certain humility.
 An orchestra rehearsal is usually organised 
in such a way that you get into and out of  
the music over and over again. You may run 
through the same piece several times, stopping 
and starting repeatedly. It feels like a disappoint-
ment every time you stop. It feels like walking 
on a tightrope that suddenly gets cut off. The 
disappointment is mitigated, however, by the 
juxtaposition with the joyful sensation of  getting 
back into the music again. Regardless of  where 
you are in a series of  repetitions, the repeating 
always has something to offer, and the same 
repeated phrase becomes interesting again each 
time. This is particularly true when the repeti-
tion follows a break. The rope that had been cut 
is made whole again. It is a repeated risk-taking. 
I practise daring just as I practise disregarding 
whether I’m getting into or out of  the role. 
 As a performer, I know how to play the cello. 
The cello is said to be the musical  instrument 

that most closely approximates the human  
voice. I don’t know exactly what that means.  
But usually it’s about the range being the  
same. Or that the range of  the human voice  
is within that of  the cello. As a performer,  
I take that assertion literally. And I do the  
converse: I shape my voice and try to sing  
like a cello. Instinctively, I grasp an imaginary  
bow and lift my left hand as though holding  
a cello. With the sound come the movements.  
The movements enhance the sound. To some  
extent, the movements also give expression  
to what I think I’m doing with my voice. The 
movements make the voice possible. The move-
ments and the voice respond to one another. 
The movements and the sound of  my voice  
are then united, making it hard for me to  
distinguish one from the other—and making  
it hard to say which one is influencing the  
other. I pull my wrist back and forth like a  
bow, alternating up- and down-strokes. I look  
at my bow hand and hear how it sounds.

“Voice is not just a force of  outgoing. It is also often  
a reaching.” 1

In May 2020, I embarked upon what has  
become an ongoing series of  performances  
of  the cello. That year, Malmö Art Academy’s 
Annual Exhibition was held online. For the  
opening event, I did a performance that was 
livestreamed from the Red Room at the Inter 
Arts Center in Malmö. I performed the wistful 
and sombre Sarabande from Johann Sebastian 
Bach’s Cello Suite No. 2. I called my perfor-
mance Unaccompanied. The title made reference 
both to the composition, which is music for  
an instrument without accompaniment, and  
to the situation, since there was no audience 
in the hall. Through the absence of  a physical 
instrument, I wanted to emphasise the distance 
to an audience watching via a remote feed.  
With my voice, on the contrary, I hoped  
to break through the screen and overcome  
that distance. 
 Using methods I learned in musical  
training, I practised the music in order to be  
able to sing the cello part. That led to a prob- 
lem. The music is not at all meant for an 
 unaccompanied cello; rather, it was written  
for a cello that accompanies itself. While the  
cello is polyphonous, it cannot actually play 
more than two notes at the same time. But, by 
playing a broken chord from a low bass note  
to a high melody note in a single bow stroke,  
it can create the sensation of  polyphony.  

Ivan Nylander
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Top: Ivan Nylander, Ringar på vattnet, 2022. Wall text, variable dimensions
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I try to imitate that sensation. I can best  
describe my cello-voice as something between 
humming and singing. The singing is directed 
towards the audience. The humming I do  
for myself.

“… if  he chose the right set of  circumstances  
and structure, was serious enough about his activities, 
and worked hard at it, his performance would have 
merit. His intentions and attitude would turn the  
performance into art.” 2

As a musician, I know how important it is  
to practise. I reprised Unaccompanied a year later 
in a livestreamed closing event in conjunction 
with the Art Academy’s Annual Exhibition 
for 2021, this time performing the Sarabande 
movement from Bach’s Cello Suite No. 4. 
Although it’s possible to regard the performance 
as something more than just an opportunity to 
rehearse—since it involved elements of  a formal 
musical performance and my ambition was to  
perform the piece with precision—I still believe 
it was just a small step away from practise.  
I perceive a distinction between the practising 
you do to prepare a piece for a musical perfor-
mance and the rehearsing you do leading up to 
a performance. I’d like to try to flesh out why. 
Practising has never been my favourite aspect 
of  playing the oboe. But that’s not just because 
playing an instrument is demanding. I can 
say that because, in my rehearsal work for my 
 performance of  the cello, I sat for many hours 
at my piano and played from the sheet music 
and sang along with the notes from the piano. 
I sang with the piano in order to achieve the 
precision I was striving for. On top of  that,  
I sought a further degree of  precision by adopt-
ing a specific bowing technique for my singing. 
I watched videos of  cellists as they played the 
piece, and I noted in my sheet music where  
they made up- and down-strokes. I did every- 
thing I could to achieve the most faithful r en-
dition of  a cello possible. But here’s the thing: 
I’ll never get closer to the cello than in the degree 
of  similarity. Because it’s never going to be a  
real cello. So I keep practising, because I know 
that I’m only going to be able to get closer. The 
difference between practising to play a piece  
of  music and preparing for my performance  
of  the cello is that, in the latter, I reconcile myself  
to an impossibility. For the same reason, I also 
believe that my performance of  the cello is only 
similar to a musical performance. 

“For two minutes, he therefore lives out a paradox,  
of  being at once a film on creation and the expression  
of  its vanity, its ruin.” 3

As a powerless spectator, Marcel Broodthaers 
sees his words get washed away in the 1969  
film La Pluie (Projet pour un texte), or The Rain.  
As unmoved by the surrounding circumstances 
as Buster Keaton, the artist and former poet 
Marcel Broodthaers sits out in the pouring  
rain trying to write with a dip pen. He remains 
steadfast in this apparently impossible activity. 
He looks like he’s thinking about the void.
 In similar attempts to show thinking 
through action, I made three video poems in 
2019. They are all silent, and I call them poems 
because of  their concentrated form. The 
longest, If  I Ever Lose My Hands, is just three 
minutes. All convey a kind of  circular critique  
of  action and non-action. The title of  the  
first comes from the lyrics to the song “Moon-
shadow” by Yusuf  Islam (formerly Cat Stevens): 
“If  I ever lose my hands … I won’t have to 
work no more.” In the video, I act out a follow- 
up scenario. I go to the beach. I bring with  
me a folding beach chair. With my hands  
hidden in my sleeves, I try to open the chair. 
When I’ve finally gotten it unfolded and can  
sit down, the chair turns out to be broken,  
and I fall down into the sand. I accept the  
situation and keep sitting there.
 In the second poem, At the Height of   
Idleness, I have climbed up onto a tile roof  
and I’m crawling slowly into frame with paper 
aeroplanes in my hand. When I get to a certain 
point, I stop and launch one of  the planes, 
which descends slowly.
 The third is called Untitled (Newton’s  
Apple). In this one, I’m sitting under an apple 
tree, resting. After forty-two seconds, an  
apple comes flying through the air from the  
side and strikes me in the head.
 These poems came about as a way to  
cure me of  the circular thinking that accom-
panies having the opportunity to do anything  
I want without knowing what I want to do.  
I see them as reflections on leisure. In reflection, 
contra dictions are possible. The story goes  
that  Broodthaers stopped being a poet and 
became an artist. You could just as well say that 
he continued being a poet, but in a different way. 
I think the same could be said for me as  
a musician.
 I am proud of  my role as an oboist.  
In addition to holding a prominent position  
in orchestral music, I am also the one who  
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usually gives the tuning note to the orchestra 
before a concert. In the orchestra, I practise 
acting like a professional. By that I mean I have 
been so influenced by the prevailing behavioural 
conventions of  a concert situation that it has 
become natural to me to act formally when on 
stage. This manner of  acting has therefore made 
its way into the way in which I give a perfor-
mance. My point is not to mock or criticise the 
conventions of  the concert situation. Rather, 
I’m using the space of  the concert situation  
to point out the kind of  high stakes and risks 
that are associated with that space. 

“… and it is in the realm of  classical music that  
I learned how high the stakes could be when a person 
wanted to try to make something beautiful, and how 
perilous the fall and the humiliation could be when  
the attempt failed.” 4

In my thesis project, I have set the bar higher 
and plan to perform Bach’s Cello Suite No.  
5 in its entirety.
 “That’s the beauty of  amateur sport—
always room for improvement.” So says Guido 
van der Werve, endurance enthusiast and 
filmmaker.5 As an artist, Van der Werve began 
by making short video documentations of  
performances, then transitioned to making films 
in a pursuit to achieve the kind of  emotional 
immediacy he finds in music by creating atmos-
pheric scenes with shifting moods. For his film 
Nummer vier, I don’t want to get involved in this.  
I don’t want to be part of  this. Talk me out of  it (2005), 
he took up playing the piano again, and in the 
second scene we see him, after a slow down- 
ward pan of  the camera, sitting at an upright 
piano, his back to us, on a raft out in a lake as 
smooth as glass against the backdrop of  a foggy, 
forested landscape, where he plays a piece by 
Frédéric Chopin. I see the romantic iconography 
in the scene, and I’m struck by how his on-
screen performance seems to have a kind of  
candour. The raft bobs quietly out in the water. 
It must be the case that Van der Werve was  
the one who chose to put himself  in this situa-
tion, but what at first seems absurd quickly  
becomes moving, as well as naive, as he rises 
above the fact that he is sitting and playing  
in such a precarious place. His playing is  
delicate and modest.
 I can relate to what Van der Werve means 
by music’s “emotional immediacy,” but what 
creates the strongest connection with his art,  
for me, is in the way he frames a situation and 
how he uses himself  as part of  that framing.  

In Nummer veertien, home (2012), he swims,  
bikes, and runs from the Church of  the Holy 
Cross in Warsaw, where Chopin’s heart is 
interred, to Père Lachaise Cemetery in Paris, 
where the composer’s body is buried— 
a distance of  1,703.85 kilometres. 
 I often hear about a connection between 
musicians and elite athletes. It has something  
to do with performance. A musician and  
an athlete both need to perform at their best  
on a particular occasion. In my thesis project, 
this connection comes to a head. However,  
I often find this connection to be a turn 
off. I think there’s something impersonal in  
this kind of  attitude towards peak performance. 
As I said, I hum for myself. It has nothing  
to do with performance. It’s personal. In my 
humming, I connect with myself. 

“It is as if  humming frees him up to think big thoughts 
and even become something else.” 6

There’s an assertation about learning how  
to play music that goes like this: if  you can sing 
it, you can play it. I think there’s something to 
this. For the instrumentalist, it’s about getting 
the music into your body—getting a hold of   
the notes—before taking up the instrument. 
 In the bassoonist Peter Bastian’s book  
Ind i musikken (Into the music), he describes how  
a musician friend of  his claimed that he prac-
tised only mentally, by lying on his back and fall-
ing into a tranquil state with the help of  a simple 
relaxation method and then imagining every 
part of  the entire concert and playing through 
it in his mind. Bastian describes how he himself  
adopted this practice method:

After that, I played through the whole 
phrase with eyes closed and precise,  
firm fingers, softer and softer with less  
and less finger movement. In the end,  
I was no longer blowing, just letting  
my hands simply mark the different finger
ings until I was only imagining that I was 
playing. Dreaming, I then let the pace 
increase on its own, and gradually I was  
able to imagine that I was playing at the  
correct tempo. I opened my eyes and  
played the impossible phrase right  
off  with no mistakes.7

I think this whole mental learning thing is  
pretty exciting. Nevertheless, I believe Bastian’s 
way of  imagining is probably rooted in  
the body. After all, it is he himself  whom  

Top: Ivan Nylander, Ringar på vattnet, 2022. Wall text, variable dimensions. Installation view
Bottom: Ivan Nylander, Ringar på vattnet, 2022. Detail
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he imagines playing the impossible phrase  
flaw lessly. He is a bassoonist in his body. 
And what about when I said that if  you  
can sing it, you can play it? I should explain  
that it doesn’t have to be fullfledged singing,  
but rather more of  an immediate and actually 
unpretentious kind of  singing whose only 
 purpose is simply to get a grasp on the re-
lationships among the notes and the rhythm.  
I want to believe that a form of  mental learning 
does occur, but through the voice. Could  
it be that the voice actually creates what the 
mind imagines? Something like when you skim 
read and quietly mumble the words to help  
you form an understanding. Is what we hear  
not the content, or even really a representation 
of  it, but rather what the person imagines?  
Singing it in order to play it, as I was saying,  
is a way of  getting the music into your body. 
When I sing, I hear myself  singing. Then I can 
also imagine myself. And I imagine that I am 
singing—impossibly—flawlessly.

“It all looks strangely unmusical in scordatura  
notation and [Anna Magdalena] Bach must have  
sung the notes when copying.” 8

I have chosen the fifth suite because of  how 
dramatically it begins. The first movement starts 
with an overture-like introduction with grand 
gestures, dramatic intervals, and dissonant 
chords, followed by a modest but adventurous 
fugue. The suite is in C minor and is written  
for a cello with the top string tuned down  
a whole step. Scordatura is Italian for “retuning”  
or “mistuning.” I can barely get down to  
the lowest notes.

“I don’t think he actually expected not to make it.” 9

In the Prelude, I hear the opening phase  
of  the concert situation. It can be a stressful 
situation. I’m good at playing it cool, but I never 
really know what might happen. The Prelude  
is the movement through which I throw myself  
into the project.
 The overture is one thing. I can ride its 
theatrical wave. The real test is the fugue, which, 
in its anti-theatrical modesty, demands greater 
enthusiasm. 
 I open my oboe case. In it lies my oboe  
in three pieces. I hold the lid open with the back 
of  my left hand and carefully lift out the middle 
joint of  the instrument. With my right hand,  
I pull a cork cover off  one end and leave it  
in the case. Then I take out the short bottom 

section of  the instrument, called the bell,  
and lift out the middle joint while simultaneous-
ly lowering the lid with one finger of  my right 
hand. I start putting the two parts together.  
I support the bell against my chest and turn  
the instrument in my lap, taking a new grip  
on the middle joint with my right hand without 
squeezing the delicate mechanism. Carefully,  
I twist the joints together. I hold the assembled 
part in my left hand and lift the lid of  the case 
again. While holding the lid open with one 
 finger of  my left hand, I take out the top  
joint of  the oboe with my right hand. I lower  
the lid and gently connect the top joint with  
the rest of  the instrument. I change my grip 
again, make some finetuning adjustments,  
and hold the assembled oboe in my right hand. 
Finally, I take a mouthpiece out of  another, 
smaller case, moisten the reed with my mouth, 
and put it into the oboe.
 This is the first time I’ve ever tried to de-
scribe how I unpack my oboe. Its simplicity may 
seem rather laborious. At the same time, there  
is an efficiency to the procedure. The ceremonial 
assembly of  the instrument also leads to an 
enhanced presence and a focus.
 I attended a seminar where the artist  
Béatrice Balcou presented on her exhibition 
rituals,10 which she calls “ceremonies,” and  
I was struck by the care and precision of  her 
actions. In her performances, she unpacks 
artworks by other artists from a public or private 
collection before a small audience. With slow, 
rehearsed, precise movements, she unpacks  
the work for it to be viewed momentarily,  
and then packs it up again. For the presentation 
I saw, she had brought along a small piece by 
Guy de Cointet. I remember her saying that  
she tries to complete the procedure in the fewest 
and most exact steps possible. I perceived a  
kind of  intimacy and captivation in this pains-
takingly unspectacular sequence.

“Thus the solo voice, without accompaniment,  
[is]as low-tech as it is spectacularly unspectacular  
in this age of  hyperbole.” 11

The poet and psychoanalyst Ulf  Karl Olov 
Nilsson concludes in his book Röstautograferna 
(The signatures of  the voice) that poetry reading 
“in the words of  Charles Bernstein in ‘Close 
Listening and the Performed Word,’ is ‘deeply 
anti-performative’ and ‘anti-expressive,’ a kind 
of  radically impoverished theatre.”12 
 There is something equally anti-performa-
tive in artist Stuart Sherman’s “spectacles.”  

It may seem contradictory for him to use the 
word “spectacle” to describe his small-scale  
performances. With a collection of  diverse 
everyday objects, he systematically executes  
a series of  semantic actions on a little camping 
table. And by giving his full attention to  
the inanimate objects, he achieves something  
of  an “anti-presence” as a performer. As  
if  it were a poetry reading, Sherman seems  
to say, “Don’t look at me, I can’t make  
myself  invisible.”
 I think of  the cello as anything but  
anti-expressive. As I was saying earlier, not  
only does the cello approximate the human 
voice, but it also has a bodily expression to it. 
The movements associated with the cello  
are expressive. I execute these movements  
without an instrument. 

Music happens.13

Distance is hard to touch. But it can be sensed.14 
By excluding the instrument, I undress the 
distance. In this regard, there can be something 
spectacularly unspectacular in what I do, and  
yet it’s not actually anti-performative. However, 
I believe it is precisely through the dramatisation 
of  the cello’s expressiveness arranged for the 
unspectacular that intimacy becomes palpable.
 I’m Too Sad to Tell You (1971) is a black 
andwhite 16 mm film without sound in which 
the artist Bas Jan Ader cries throughout a  
three-minute-long close-up take. Regardless 
of  whether or not he’s acting, his crying does 
provoke feelings in us.
 The work was included in the 2007 exhibi-
tion Romantic Conceptualism.15

“What these artists might have in common is that  
they test the limits of  intimacy by communicating those 
limits, not in confession but through acts of  deviance.” 16

“It seems as if  Ader’s work was all about systematically 
treating the un-systematic: trying to ‘mend’ the split  
by admitting its existence—in itself  a romantic 
 endeavour.” 17

The first of  the above quotations does not refer 
specifically to Ader, but speaks instead about  
an essential aspect of  what Jörg Heiser, the 
curator of  the 2007 exhibition, calls “romantic 
conceptualism,” which I think does apply to  
his case. It’s a matter of  intimacy. Ader’s work’s 
title makes it clear that what we’re seeing  
is decidedly not a confession, even if  it does 
indicate that it’s important to know that he  

has a reason to cry. By showing sadness as a 
state of  mind with no backstory, Ader isolates 
sadness as an idea. Sadness thus remains  
a gesture, a communicative expression.  
And yet it is moving.
 I turn humming into song in order  
to  transform thought into action, to sing as  
I think.
 One thing I know as a musician: “Look  
at what I do, not at who I am.”
 Ever since the “revival” of  Bach in the 
nineteenth century, there has been lively debate 
about what constitutes “correct” performance 
practice of  his music.18 Is music something 
through which I express myself, or am I sup-
posed to do an exact interpretation of  the  
score? My performance of  the cello speaks  
to this conflict. It is hard to put your finger  
on it, but it’s there.
 The Sarabande is the centre of  the  
cello suites. And the beginning of  the end. 
There’s a single long melodic line. The harmony 
can hardly even be detected. The dissonance  
of  the leading notes leads us astray. The self- 
accompanying cello unaccompanies itself.  
It comes close to humming. A song about 
humming.
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It occurred to me, as I found myself   
in the middle of  it, how the performance  
is capable of  growing all the time,  
swallowing gestures like ingredients  
for a soup; they are just enveloped into  
that metaphysical mass of  doing. 

In this text I want to discuss the exhibition  
RIGID ROOM, which I staged in February  
2022 in Malmö, and use it as a starting point  
to speak about the materiality of  performance. 
The exhibition worked with performance on  
several levels, and my hope is to use the gestures 
as a prism to discuss the role of  art within the 
situation of  an exhibition: how it can create 
 dialogue between the artist and the audience, 
and how art can disturb and distort the  
order at stake in society. 
 To examine the exhibition, I will first 
attempt to establish a definition and under-
standing of  performance as a medium, leading 
towards the idea that it exists as something  
other than a finished piece (product) to be seen 
by an audience. After establishing the shape  
of  the medium, I will talk about the “spectacle” 
of  art and reconsider the artist’s role within  
that process. I will then tie the medium of  perfor-
mance together with queer theory in order to 
assess how the medium can be seen as queer 
and subversive, and, as an extension of  this,  
how it challenge the way we as people within  
a set society navigate the world.
 Parallel to this more theoretical discussion,  
I will bring forth examples from my own prac-
tice, and how previous works have evolved in 
relation to my coming to understand the notions 
of  performance better. This then leads into  
a discussion about the nature of  performance 
and the spectacle as a tool and way of  engaging 
with the world.
 
As we dive into the soup of  signs and  
gestures that is the exhibition’s picture 
plane, will we be able to return without  
at least feeling wet?

A Rigid Room ~
For the exhibition RIGID ROOM, I staged  
an exhibition as an ongoing performance,  
which developed every day as visitors entered 
the space and came into dialogue with the  
works inside and thus also with me. 
 After entering the space, on your left  
hand side, above a black rail, you would find  
a text painted with red letters on the wall.  
The text first showed an indecipherable equation 
with the title of  the show. Beneath was a list  
of  numbers from 1 to 9 and then 0, each con-
taining a sentence with a figure doing an action, 
and beside the sentence was an A paired with 
itself  or another set of  symbols in brackets: 
(A=A) (A→B) (AAAA), and so on. Moving 
on, you would be met by a host who would  
tell you the fact that:

Everything has two sides, 
You can touch everything within the space,
And everything can be moved.

Somewhere in the space, a red table was posi-
tioned with a green stool next to it. On the table 
was a computer, with an open document with 
red letters in the midst of  being written. Next  
to it sat a tablet connected to a stereo setup with 
a long wire. On the tablet, an open programme 
showed a variety of  instruments, and a vertical 
line moved according to the music being  
played within the space. 
 The outline of  the space was a colour-
ful spectacle: in yellow, green, red, blue,  
and pink. The main gesture was an exhibition 
with largescale figures—an EYE, a SUN,  
a MOON, a HAND, a HEART, a WAVE,  
and a HORSE—and nine playing cards each 
with a drawn illustration on one side and  
a  symbol on the other. All were displayed and 
moved around on a number of  wall-based steel 
hooks dispersed throughout the space. There 
were also smaller pedestals with wheels: one  
held the hand, one held the wave, and one was 
used as a tool for moving the playing cards. The 
floor was painted yellow; eleven green curtains 
extended by a Z-shaped steel wire divided the 

Unfix a Word a Work a World 
Niels Munk Plum

Niels Munk Plum

Left: Niels Munk Plum performing at the final performance, RIGID ROOM: Closing  
performance, 2 February, 2022. Performance (1 hour 30 min). KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
Right: Niels Munk Plum, RIGID ROOM, Card A, 2022. UV-print on plywood, 80 x 120 cm 
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room; and a line of  red tape went, horizon- 
like, around the circumference. Pieces of  green 
tape were stuck in rather organic, bendy ways 
around the entire space, without an obvious 
system to make sense of  it.
 The light in the space was staged in four 
zones, beaming through coloured filters. As you 
entered, it was green, going to normal white 
light, then turning into red. At the opposite end 
of  the yellowfloored space, you would find  
a smaller room, with light filters turning it dark 
and blue. In this space, the works were placed 
as if  in a storage room: clothes hung from 
hooks on the wall, on which a looped projection 
showed a conversation between a red and  
green square. The two squares were silently 
arguing about the entire situation. 
 The space was constantly in motion  
through an alternating sound loop, played 
through four stereo speakers situated in each 
corner of  the room, alongside two open micro-
phones, which were positioned at either end, 
one in the green end and one in the red end,  
but facing each other. Beside each microphone  
a note stand held printed texts perhaps left 
behind from previous performances, and  
a third stand was positioned next to the exhi-
bition’s entrance. This third one held a printed 
programme for the two weeks of  the exhibition, 
and upon reading it you could see that, along- 
side an opening gesture and closing perfor-
mance, the space was meant to host screen- 
ings, workshops, a critique event, and  
a performative reading. 
 On a shelf  in the middle of  the room, 
a sound mixer stood next to a messy pile of  
books, and in the corner a tripod with a camera 
fastened on top was ready to film. Placed  
randomly around, one would find black fold 
out stools, some leaning against a pillar where  
diary- like texts had been printed out and  
displayed in a grid. Upon reading the diary,  
one would find different scenes and lines  
from the previous days within the space.

The Space and Its Double ~
A main attempt in RIGID ROOM was  
to horizontalise the artistic process to  
a field where the spectators became enabled  
to play as actors experiencing the work  
through whatever actions they put into the  
space. The exhibition was staged as a fixed  
landscape, and thus changes had to happen  
for the work to stay alive. 
 The show’s nature balanced between 
being an exhibition and being a stage with 

a moving set. This doubling also altered the  
relationship between the artist in the space  
and the spectators clothed in a role that imitates 
the artist’s. When given autonomy towards  
the works, the audience has to make unplanned 
happenings themselves. In assigning them  
a possibility of  action, how would they perceive 
the work when they were able to alter it?  
The physical and social aspects of  the show  
suddenly emerged as this soup of  action,  
medium, and gesture.
 What happens to an audience—or to  
me—if  we reverse the rules and open up the 
process? Progression in the show is reached  
by changing the usual mode of  being in an  
exhibition. The outcome is achieved through  
the means of  a spectacle and not because of   
it. The space imitates a structure that we know,  
but acts differently when we enter it. Under-
standing our expectations of  a spectacle seems 
to be key for how we understand the act of  
performing.
 If  performance in this structure is the  
tool we use for change, then how is that tool 
shaped? Trying to define the features of  the 
 medium seems impossible, because every time 
performance acts, it is new, reused, upcycled. 
For every motion, every object, for every 
 particular present, the past has been accumulated 
and dispersed, by gazing into the future. As  
such, performance as a medium always stages 
itself  as a reaction and effect—but how  
do we make it tangible? How can we speak  
of  something invisible that we cannot  
grab hold of?

Performance as a Medium ~
In the text “Performance Is a Medium,”  
professor of  performing arts Georgia Sagri 
addresses the materiality of  performance  
art in a way that struck ore within me the  
first time I read it. She names the medium’s 
main materiality to be that of  connectivity,  
as in a glue that binds everything together  
and makes objects and people relate to one 
another. She quotes director, art historian,  
and anthropologist Richard Schechner,  
who defines performance art as: 

Everything that exists but specifically 
everything that exists and does something, 
not just human beings but any living  
organism that moves, produces action,  
that is performance. If  you exist and  
do something and you present it, if  you 
show what you do, that is performance.  

If  you do something with a purpose,  
for example to make someone laugh  
then you do a performance. When  
you cross the street this is something  
that you  normally do, but if  you cross  
the road and someone is filming you  
this movement which is usually a simple 
move has an extra responsibility and 
 purpose, that is to make a few seconds  
of  film, therefore you are performing.1

Addressing performance as “everything  
that exists that produces action” seems over-
whelming, but somehow also fitting. If  perfor-
mance is within everything that exists, then  
why do we connect performance with such  
a specific work mode within the fine arts?  
Whenever I tell people I work with perfor-
mance, they expect me to work as an actor 
on stage. Sometimes people even come to my 
exhibitions and sit themselves down somewhere, 
waiting for me to enter and perform for them. 
This makes me think: Why are the positions  
of  the artist and spectator roles so firmly  
assigned when creating a performative work?  
In recent years, I tried to harness my work 
through strategies that also expect action from 
the people coming to see the work. It’s been 
hard to shake things up. Even shaking my  
own understanding of  what I can do within  
a set frame has been hard. 
 To understand what I can do, I have  
been turning towards what has already been 
done—the history of  the medium of  perfor-
mance art—in order to enter the discourse  
in a more profound way. Sagri suggests that  
the current definition of  the word “perfor-
mance” is a product of  industrialisation.  
“Performance” used to describe how well  
a machine operates or the execution of  work 
performed by a labourer. Schechner’s definition 
speaks of  execution, but it applies the aware- 
ness of  performing to everything that is being 
done. As everything exists, it is performing  
its role within a greater scheme of  things. It was 
only in the 1970s that art historian RoseLee 
Goldberg coined the term within art. In that 
time, “live action” works were becoming an 
established part of  the field of  art, and a distinct 
need was arising for the genre to be named and 
put into an art historical context. Goldberg at 
the time was working as a curator at the Kitchen 
in New York, which was then perceived as an 
epicentre for the rising movement of  live gesture 
and body art. Goldberg developed the name 
“performance art” for these types of  works, 

which all seemed to use the human body  
as their primary medium. Collecting the  
works under the term, including in a book  
Goldberg wrote in 1979, made an immaterial 
way of   handling art accessible for both the 
 public and the market, and hence malleable  
for a more consumerist framework.
 Goldberg’s account of  the history  
of  the medium offers a good entry into the  
discourse of  its materiality. In the foreword  
to Performance Art: From Futurism to Present,  
she writes: “Performance has been considered  
as a way of  bringing to life the many formal  
and conceptual ideas on which the making  
of  art is based. Live gestures have constantly 
been used as a weapon against the conventions 
of  established art.”2 She states that the medium 
has acted as a catalyst for progress whenever 
schools such as cubism, minimalism, and con-
ceptual art have reached impasses: “Artists  
have turned to performance to break down  
the categories and indicate new directions.”3

 She underscores that when looking back  
on movements within art history, we tend  
to examine the objects of  the period first, which 
gives us a distorted picture of  the actual process. 
Many artists begin their careers while young 
—in their twenties and thirties—and, to start 
with, their ways of  working tended to be more 
action based. First their ideas gathered in the 
form of  great display actions (such as, for exam-
ple, Dada’s great momentum in Zurich’s iconic 
Cabaret Voltaire in 1916) before then expressing 
the ideas in elaborate material oeuvres, which 
the artists eventually became famous for.
 Goldberg then moves on to describe 
how the medium’s history is permissive and 
open-ended, with endless variables: “Executed 
by artists impatient with the limitations of  
more established forms, and determined to take 
their art directly to the public.”4 She states that 
performance’s form is anarchic, autonomous, 
and definition defying, “since each [performer] 
makes his or her own [definition] in the very 
process and manner of  execution.”5 Hence 
Goldberg defines something: that the medium  
is used to break free from the mould of  tradition 
to emphasise change and break down barriers 
between high art and popular culture. She offers 
three important ways to describe the medium:

1)  Through its alternate relation  
with the audience. 

2)  Through its resistance to definition.
3)  By its way of  opposing the set 

 structures.6
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Goldberg’s account of  performance  
art gave the medium a body and a history.  
It is in great service of  the medium to collect 
the stories it produces, as they often present 
themselves as ephemeral and easily forgotten. 
In reading this history, I found myself  surprised 
and humbled several times by the ideas that 
have already been set out into the world. It was 
striking to learn how I have been using strategies 
and approaches to colours, scores, and space 
that have already been put into practice. 
 However, while Goldberg’s description is 
useful, during the course of  the book she strug-
gles in parts to portray the more elastic nature 
of  performance art. This is a critique Sagri also 
makes in “Performance Is a Medium”:

This art historical account limits our 
 understanding of  what performance  
is, how a performance can be prepared,  
and what distinguishes it from a theatrical, 
musical or dance performance. Further-
more, Goldberg’s definition is product 
based, failing to give accountability  
to the process of  what it means to  
create artworks whose core medium  
is performance.7

Sagri then scolds Goldberg for putting  
emphasis only on the “heroic acts” of  live  
gesture and the products of  the performance. 
This is a problem since it remains unclear  
what makes the medium equal to other artistic 
expressions. One of  Sagri’s main points is  
that neither Goldberg nor Schechner manages  
to allow us to understand performance as  
a medium, because performance naturally fails  
to settle directly into a framework of  physical 
production, since its engagement, to the 
 contrary, lies within notions of  transformation 
—especially in terms of  how production  
is transformed within an artist’s practice.  
She describes how, as a medium, performance  
“hovers,” and how “it’s production takes  
shape inside the changes of  how we experience 
the world, and how we want to live in it.”8

 Within Sagri’s definition of  “connectivity,” 
she implies that performance acts like glue  
with other mediums as well as other arts and 
sciences. Performance gathers, mutates, and 
 produces new terms and ways we can make and 
take part in the world. It does not need a studio 
but rather can happen in any space; therefore,  
it has openness and flexibility towards constant 
practise, towards play, as well as devotions  
to different rhythms, to time—and to care.  

Performance provides us with time to study 
those immaterial notions and create works  
of  art and gestures for a community from that 
point of  view. Taking care of  yourself  and 
 others is a practice that becomes possible within 
performance’s hybrid nature, as the glue nour-
ishes and creates connectivity in those places 
where a gap exists. The performance proposes 
these various ways of  making art and organising 
through which artists can present, reconstruct, 
document, and preserve their works. It appropri-
ates institutional gaps in favour of  the public, 
instead of  letting these gaps become a tool  
of  leverage. This last application of  the medium 
marks a site where performance differs from the 
performing arts, which conventionally take action 
for the sake of  presentation only and whose 
work is directed towards a final production— 
the status quo—since its framework is created 
by the existing power structures (that is, the 
institution) and therefore cannot be changed.
 Parallel with reading Goldberg’s account  
of  the history of  performance art, I participated 
in an online seminar with Paris-based curator 
and critic Marie Muracciole. The course was 
titled “The Weight of  Vision—Choreographing 
the Gaze.” Following the two months of   
sessions, the course ended up manifesting,  
for me, an art historical injection I did not  
know I had been craving for the duration  
of  my education. 
 It has been interesting reading Goldberg’s 
Performance Art: From Futurism to Present while 
receiving almost the same history through 
Muracciole’s “The Weight of  Vision.” Whereas 
Goldberg narrates the story of  “performance 
art,” Muracciole’s setup instead circled around 
the history of  “live gesture.” A vital blurring  
of  the lines occurs when using live gesture  
as an expression instead of  performance art. 
It seems impossible for the medium to mirror 
itself  only in the fine arts and not also in the 
performing arts. Set on a polarised spectrum,  
we might perceive the two—Fine Arts and  
Performing Arts—at either end of  what we  
call “the Arts”; however, they both materialise  
as “high art”: as being for the elite, as grand 
spectacles and big, physical displays of  time and 
work. That is, these both sit on the “high end” 
of  the spectrum of  the arts at large. Goldberg 
goes on to say that performance art has the  
potential to blur the lines between high culture 
and popular art, but, in extending that idea, 
Sagri defines an additional opposition as being 
folk art. Folk art is not an elitist form, as it is 
designed for a community and often enabled  
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Left: Niels Munk Plum, RIGID ROOM, Wall text, 2022. Red paint and acrylic marker.  
KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2022 
Right: Niels Munk Plum, RIGID ROOM, 2022

through rituals or social events, and as such  
it allows community members to take part  
in producing art themselves. Hence, on the  
“low end” of  the spectrum we find the notion 
of  a horizontal, collective modus. To conclude 
this trail of  thought, it becomes fitting to  
address the entire field using “live gesture”  
as the umbrella term that gathers the  
different traditions.
 As a tool in “The Weight of  Vision,”  
our class applied the artist Oskar Schlemmer’s9 
theory of  Apollo and Dionysus10 when looking 
at the history of  live gesture. Apollo represents 
the intellect, and Dionysus practice. We would 
map out terms within the entire range of  live 
gesture through these two opposing figures. 
It is of  course somewhat of  a binary tool for 
trying to make order amid the soup of  notions 
that exists in between performance art and the 
performing arts. Apollo assigns to the notion of  
high art qualities like being on stage, performing 
a spectacle, choreography, and the division of   
an audience looking at the performer(s) enacting 
a narrative or representing an idea. Under  

Dionysus, we find the idea of  space and working 
collectively through experimentation as a public 
taking part in an event. Apollo is the separation 
of  the body and the mind, representing the 
vertical—the ballet dancer jumping, seemingly 
flying in the air. Dionysus, on the other hand, is 
the horizontal—the performer falling, grounded, 
the mind melting and oozing, becoming one 
with the rhythmic heartbeat through gravity  
and ecstasy.

To Unlearn and Distribute ~
Within the trajectory of  my own practice,  
I can see now that in that beginning I was  
leaning on a more conventional idea of  what  
it means to “perform.” That is to say, my works 
manifested as Apollonistic. In LEMONADE 
(2017), I staged a total installation, calling it  
“an exhibition” because I wanted to practice 
doing a performance. For RAINBOW_SNAKE 
(2017), I memorised a fifteenminute poem  
and choreographed it with changing coloured 
stage lights and a musical score in a under-
ground car park as a part of  a performance 
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tour.11 What occurred to me after doing 
GARDEN_STAGE (2018)12 was that I now 
had done the same kind of  performative gesture 
several times in a row, appearing as a poetic  
narrator, almost guru-like, and performing 
texts on how to unfix yourself  from your  daily 
patterns or understandings of  the world. Mean-
while, I was hypocritically assigning myself   
a fixed mode of  work, using a set framework  
for creating “successful” performances that  
the audience would find exciting and sexy—
however, not at all being able to recall  
anything I had said during the act.
 I wanted to confront and evolve my own, 
very fixed ideas of  what a performance should 
and could be—reaching for a pair of  scissors,  
I wanted to cut my method into two, and  
disconnect it from the idea of  me always  
being the main performer, doing a monologue. 
Scissors cutting everything in half  could be 
perceived as antagonistic to the glue that perfor-
mance is; however, it also could be seen as  
two sides of  the same coin. This oppositional 
coupling may be connected through perfor-
mance, always linking gestures and grabbing 
hold, making them belong together. After  
something is unfixed or detached, it can then  
be reapplied, recollected, or reused—upcycling 
a former logic into a new understanding, pulling 
the strings between past logics in new ways.  
Just as if  putting into words Piero Manzoni’s 
Base del mondo (Base of  the world, 1961), a 
 sculpture pedestal turned upside-down to hold 
the entire world. Thus our gaze and feeling  
of  weight of  the same becomes reversed.
 Cutting things in half  and unfixing them 
likewise arose as a response to what playwright, 
activist, and drag queen Mario Mieli describes 
as “unlearning” in Homosexuality and Liberation: 
Elements of  a Gay Critique. The reversed pedestal 
here manifests as the reaction towards our society 
that has “educastratred” us as free people,  
from childhood, by raising us to fit into a 
normative scheme. Mieli challenges the status 
quo by calling out how we all have been “educa-
tionally castrated” of  our “transness.”13 Through 
this amazingly visceral image, Mieli proposes  
a method of  unlearning and contends that  
we must unfix ourselves from our rehearsed 
roles to be able to reattach ourselves to a society 
in which we can be free and equal, and as  
a result show care and compassion towards  
one another.14 His arguments are of  very  
much the same nature as Sagri’s definition  
of  “connectivity.”

 Mieli’s manifestation towards a gay  
liberation takes shape as communistic love. 
However, if  we look beyond the words, the  
act is to horizontally rebalance—by unfixing 
ourselves from the vertical. Then there is 
the body falling, landing, and relocating on  
the ground, realising that under the restrictions 
of  gravity it shares the same plane called Earth 
with other human beings just like itself. 
 A new Base del mundo for me was when  
I was part of  a group that staged Conversation 
Piece (2018).15 In the piece, we four had a con-
versation in which we could only repeat one  
or two predefined lines each. Manifesting  
as a durational conversation in the “framework 
of  brainstorming”—we staged the process  
of  talking about “how to make a work of  art.” 
This staging of  “the process as the product”  
was entirely new for me, and became defining 
for how I later approached developing works. 
Furthermore, working in a group situation  
confronted my previous monologue-esque  
approach to performance, becoming that very 
pair of  scissors I could use to unfix myself   
from my previous work mode.

~ ~ ~ ~

It was some months later, when I met Dora 
García and became familiar with her practice, 
during the  final year of  my BFA in Oslo, that 
I finally became able to transform my works 
and put them onto a more elaborate trajectory. 
García opened my eyes to the fact that perfor
mance equally can be realised as a part of  an 
 artistic process and in close contact with other 
artists and members of  the audience or public. 
For The Romeos (2018), García hired a number  
of  men to appear and be present at her exhibi-
tion, approaching the other visitors no matter 
their gender or age and starting conversations 
with them. The work set itself  out to prove that 
notions of  fondness and care can be created  
and exist even if  the other person in the relation-
ship has entered it as part of  a contract or as 
a job. In another work, the film Segunda Vez 
(Second time around, 2018), she restages several 
of  Oscar Masotta’s performances, which he 
produced in Buenos Aires in the 1960s, as a 
trigger to speak about contemporary art and our 
current political society. For The Artist without 
Works (2014), García created a guided tour of  an 
exhibition, staging a narrative around an artist 
who does not—as the title suggests—produce 
physical works. The narrative posits that unpro-
ductiveness is the ultimate form of  resistance. 

All these projects included other people as 
actors, worked with alternative ways of  facing  
an audience, and reversed the relationship of  
what it means to have a process versus produc-
ing a work. In her practice, García defines the 
artist’s role as that of  an “initiator,” one who 
starts a process, and she acknowledges the im-
portance of  actors, music, and theatre as scores 
and tools to work with but does not let these 
structures carry the meaning of  the entire work. 
We see this in Segunda Vez as a multidisciplinary 
project requiring help from different performers, 
forms of  art, and non-art partners in order  
for the initiated discussions to succeed. 
 García shapes and uses these different 
methods as separate actions through which 
we can reconstruct reality and reconsider what 
stories of  truth are harnessed by our current 
 society. In an interview from 2020, the artist 
spoke about how the roles of  reality and  
fiction can be reversed:

I do not think that we are really able to 
apprehend reality without fiction. So fiction 
is rather a tool that we use to understand 
reality with. In fact, we have no means  
to understand reality without the use of   
fiction. This fiction can be shared with  
people or be completely personal. When  
it is shared with people, then we say,  
“Well ,this is reality,” when—in fact— 
it is not. It is a fiction as well.16

As an example, García pointed to how  
suddenly the COVID-19 pandemic entered 
global society, introducing the Lacanian idea 
of  the “eruption of  the real”—whereby  
the “real” is able to disrupt anything we do,  
that fictional plan and system that we have  
built around life so as to continue our daily lives. 
García continued: “In that sense, the fiction  
that we have created and shared bumps  
against reality and we quickly have to create  
a new fiction to hold this new reality with.”17

 This reversal of  the ideas of  fiction and 
reality has proved very useful for my process  
of  understanding what performance can do  
as a material. The presented idea of  psychia- 
trist Jacques Lacan goes well with Schechner’s  
definition of  “everything performing all the 
time”: somehow, our ways of  performing  
“being” constantly stage reality through  
everything that we do. But can we then speak  
about being aware of  when one does something,  
and how aware of  the “being” “performing”  
is this awareness, according to oneself? How 

can we realise how to do something in a mode 
of  performing, which Sagri describes as “an 
intervention, like a pharmakon, that radically 
modifies the functioning of  the body”?18

 Like metaphysically going into drag,  
your body enters a condition through which  
you can use yourself  as a vehicle to create new 
order and meaning, rather than turning to a  
proxy material to carry the ideas. Instead, the 
ideas ooze out of  your own organs—in situ—
creating direct links with everyone stuck in that 
same situation in which you are performing. 
Through becoming aware of  your performance, 
you can use yourself  to bump into reality.

~ 

My work 3 COLOURS (2019)19 tried to bump 
into reality through the use of  performance.  
It was a staged conversation leading nowhere 
and where disagreements became part of  
the poetic gesture. I wrote a script for three 
performers, setting us up to stage a seemingly 
poetic text—but, quickly, the three characters 
start arguing about what words to use and how 
the poetic text should be made. All of  this was 
planned, and the text repeated itself  in seven 
circles that varied slightly—the same words and 
sentences repeating and rearranging in a way 
intended to make it very hard to memorise  
the script as a whole. The agreement among us 
three performers was to improvise, to go to the 
physical text and start reading aloud if  needed, 
and to re-rehearse it during the performance. 
The script was gone through twice. The second 
round emphasised the fiction of  the situation; 
nevertheless, reality would erupt as mistakes 
interweaving with the already layered, meta, 
 self-aware lines staging an artistic process, and 
as such the gestures intertwined and connected 
with the present situation. The attention of  
those performing linked the entirety of  the per-
formance together—the same attention should  
be applied for an audience in order to manoeu-
vre around what is being said versus what is 
being done. This attention is the glue that artist 
Jack Smith describes as “turning the trash into 
jewels.”20 It’s that alchemical state of  carrying 
something from the realm of  ideas directly into 
the present time, manifesting it within the  
moment, within the emerging performance  
that becomes the work.
 3 COLOURS became an expanded, 
 rewritten version of  Conversation Piece. I reused 
the gestures of  “staged conversation” and 
“endless talk leading nowhere” within a more 
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aesthetic framework and script: we performers 
dressed in colours and moved around the  
space, and the text was heavier in its dramatisa-
tion and use of  pictures. It was a mix of  the  
still present desires to perform and to make  
a show for an audience. On the other hand,  
3 COLOURS examined the situation of  working 
together, in which having a conversation is  
a requirement. The spectacle was used as  
a process in itself, as we restaged the perfor-
mance three times over three weeks, with new 
agreements between us three changing the 
outcome every time. It became a tool to activate 
this dialectical form that an artwork is situated 
in, being both an aesthetic gesture and  
a social form.

The Spectacle is a Tool ~
Turning to a work mode of  initiation and com-
bining it with my existing method of  staging 
poetic gestures, the framework of  the spectacle 
became malleable as a tool rather than as  
a product.
 An opening for me to realise that  
the “idea of  perfect execution” could not and 
should not be the goal was through the practice 
of  Jack Smith.21 Upon reading the 1962 book 
The Perfect Filmic Appositeness of  Maria Montez,22 
Smith comes to the clear conviction that  
“the more rules broken the more enriched  
becomes the activity!”23 
 In Smith’s line of  argument, the actress 
Maria Montez floats as an icon for turning trash 
into treasure—not through her acting skills but 
rather through her believing in her own star 
quality and the fantasy of  everything she did, 
being the “Siren” or “Cobra Woman.” In her 
roles, Montez delivered pastiche phrases in such  
a way that you could tell that, right beneath,  
a real person was emerging.

 “Geef  me that Coparah chewel!”
         “Geef  me that Coparah chewel!”24

Her phantasmic lines were carried out  
unconvincingly, again making the real erupt 
—Montez’s self  oozing out of  her performing 
shell. We thus find her in the dragpersona 
mode: she is performing, she is staging this  
for us; but all of  us know that it’s a fantasy. 
Hence why we love it. 
 About Smith’s performance methods,  
the film critic J. Hoberman writes: “Thinking 
on stage was interesting, whereas ‘memorized 
speech’ (was) possibly the least dramatic  
thing that could happen on stage or anywhere.”25 

Smith argues in favour of  Montez’s legacy,  
levelling her case to a general fact  
about life:

And in a crazy way it’s true for all of   
us because she is one of  us. Is it invalid  
of  her to be the way she is? If  so,  
none of  us are valid. … If  you think  
you are invalid you may be the person  
who ridicules Maria Montez movies. … 

… Trash is true of  Maria Montezflix but  
so are jewels.26

~

Smith has been of  great importance to  
my work, especially his animated but honest  
way of  saying things. The way he is hysterically  
mad and funny but smart at the same time,  
and how he seemed to thrive on rejection,  
is something I look up to. Additionally, not  
a lot of  people champion the imperfect, the 
 illogical, and the grande fantasy. His work is, in 
essence, camp,27 in its heavily clothed aesthetics 
and its seriousness about its own “bad” taste.  
Simultaneously, it is a direct critique of  conven-
tionalism. His being able to take those liberties  
in creating great sets for plays and narratives 
—often incohesive, saturated, and thoroughly, 
badly, or spontaneously performed—has  
been a key for letting myself  know: “I can  
do what I want. If  everything goes wrong,  
it’s still an amazing gift to everyone. Something 
happened, something was made!” ~ RIGID 
ROOM is a clear example of  confining this  
urge but also of  trying to open up the exact 
same process for other people.
 Having a performative practice, I have 
seldom received invitations from galleries where 
they want me to make physical work. I suppose 
this is a thumbs up towards my immaterial 
 discourse, but it also means that whenever I do  
make a physical show, it’s an opportunity I have 
given to myself. Working around the grande  
fantasy of  an exhibition, creating a spectacle  
for the audience to become part of, always 
becomes commentary on how we position our-
selves as bodies in a visual, material discourse. 
 Previously in the text, I told you about  
how I staged physical sets reminiscent of   
exhibitions, which were merely there for me  
to perform inside of. Trying to advance from 
that place, I staged As I Breeze into the Next  
Minute (2018) in collaboration with Zishi Han.  
Our intention for the show was to make  
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Niels Munk Plum, RIGID ROOM, 2022. Installation view, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2022 

a  physical exhibition that included a perfor-
mative plan that could only happen through  
receiving help from the public to activate  
the work and space. I would try and initiate 
movement by asking audience members to  
help me with reading a text aloud into an open 
microphone positioned in the space. Zishi 
worked with different materials such as steel, 
textiles, foam, and plaster, spreading sponta-
neous sculptural works across the space. Onto 
three curtains, I had printed different collages  
of  notes and screenshots from my studio 
 process, then mounted them onto at steel wire 
that intersected the room. The show was only  
to be open for three hours, and upon opening  
a sound piece was designed to develop and thus 
change the space. The unknown performers’ 
readings of  the space’s seven chapters were to 
be timed according to the sound, and the same 
with the constellation of  lights and the curtains 
in the space. It was when the sound changed  
that specific members were to stage the text, if  
invited to do so. In its being, As I Breeze allowed 
me to finally become part of  a show where  
my role was something other than speaking  
into a microphone. This time, someone else  
received that experience, while I positioned  
myself  as the initiator of  the plan.
 Through this work, I came to realise  
that I had never let things speak for themselves 
—I always was next to them, ready to perform 
on their behalf. Truth is, I have been quite  

anxious about not being there on behalf  of   
my physical works, thinking: “What—are people 
supposed to just go around the room and  
look at the stuff? What kind of  show is that?!”
 A fear I have is that the clarity of  an exhibi-
tion might easily become murky when multiple 
mediums are layered to construct a whole through 
which a narrative is built. However, it is through 
this soup of  gesture that the spectacle connects with 
an audience, as the performance of  the different 
elements glues the picture plane together.

~~~ 

In 1932, surrealist writer and theatre director 
Antonin Artaud wrote precisely about the  
magic of  theatre as a metaphysical language,  
transcending words and instead using objects, 
movements, attitudes, and gestures to assign  
a certain lyricism or poetical dimension.  
He worked towards repositioning the spectacle  
on stage and into space. He believed the  
mise en scène28 sharing common ground with  
the audience would speak directly to his project 
of  inverting language, pointing away from  
logic: “Once aware of  this language in space, 
language of  sounds, cries, lights, onomatopoeia, 
the theatre must organize it into veritable  
hieroglyphs, with the help of  characters and 
objects, and make use of  their symbolism  
and interconnections in relation to all organs  
on all levels.”29
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 Artaud’s idea assigns the entirety of  the  
spectacle to one central expression and summons 
the connectivity between mediums and people  
that Sagri speaks of  today. His famous 1932  
essay “The Theatre of  Cruelty” is highly idealis-
tic, as Artaud opposes any division between  
the arts, rather making them all merge into one.  
It’s translation into English changed the land-
scape of  performance art in the 1960s, inspiring 
works such as Meat Joy (1964) by Carolee 
Schneemann, and the great, Wagnerian-scale, 
twelve-hour performances of  Richard Foreman 
and Robert Wilson in the late 1960s and into  
the ’70s. 
 Working with the entirety of  a show is a 
Dionysian approach, as the melting of  mediums 
advocates against the standard of  using logic 
to read an artwork. On the contrary, it turns to 
deciphering the spectacle through the audience’s 
sensibility. Artaud writes:

This objective and concrete language of   
the theatre can fascinate and ensnare organs. 
It flows into the sensibility. Abandoning 
occidental usages of  speech, it turns words 
into incantations. It extends the voice.  
It utilizes the vibrations and qualities  
of  the voice. … It liberates a new lyricism  
of  gesture which, by its precipitation or  
its amplitude in the air, ends by surpassing 
the lyricism of  words. It ultimately breaks 
away from the intellectual subjugation  
of  language, by conveying the sense of   
a new deeper intellectuality which hides  
itself  beneath the gestures and signs, raised  
to the dignity of  particular exorcisms.30

It is through this definition—in seeing the  
show as a whole, believing in the lyricism of  
gesture speaking to a sensibility within the body, 
beyond language—that I intend my physical 
works to be seen. By using the space, the work  
is staged as a new common ground for spectators 
to enter and navigate in. Not with the goal 
of  “understanding what the art means,” but 
through being present in space as a body, with 
other bodies, receiving an experience one would 
not receive from everyday life otherwise. The 
performance as a fiction is used to bump into 
the spectator, thus becoming reality—the atten-
tion demanding the viewer’s presence in way  
that nothing or nobody else would. 
 In using what I learned working with  
space in As I Breeze, a lot of  the same gestures 
ventured into RIGID ROOM. In a very literal 
way, I saw the symbols in RIGID ROOM  

as hiero glyphs: clearly images of  something,  
but esoteric and untranslatable in their presence,  
the purpose of  their visual existence having  
yet to be confirmed. Moving forward,  
though, I realised I had not considered the  
other gestures in the same manner—the actions, 
the sounds, and the performative works as 
actually being hieroglyphic in nature as well. 
This new way of  understanding and rebalancing 
gestures proves art’s potential to “queer the 
gaze”—art being uncanny, like something  
very familiar but very alien at the same  
time. This queerness transforms everything  
in the room into equal notions that can be  
read like hieroglyphs. When placed on even 
ground, all gestures share an important  
role in the entirety of  the spectacle. 
 An underlining thought in “The Theatre  
of  Cruelty” is that “without an element of   
cruelty at the root of  every spectacle, the theatre 
is not possible. In our present state of  degen-
eration it is through the skin that metaphysics 
must be able to re-enter our minds.”31 For 
 Artaud, the cruelty manifests when one does  
an action: it’s an act of  consciousness, with deter-
mination. In the case of  RIGID ROOM, the  
cruelty appears even before the work is loosened 
and repositioned. Even having the choice—
whereby the spectator has to navigate the space, 
with the option to change the picture plane  
or even alter the existing rules that confine  
the objects—is where the cruelty appears:  
suddenly you are being asked to unfix those 
structures from the mounts upon which they 
were positioned to begin with. If  the hiero-
glyphs are there to be interpreted, but can  
be anything, without a clear answer, then it is  
a cruel act towards an audience seeking meaning 
and translation within logic. Through establish- 
ing a relation to the work on site, the audience 
become actors who achieve Jack Smith’s process 
of  turning trash into treasure—defying the  
perfect and planned. The sensibility must take 
over to connect the pieces; being conscious  
of  ourselves next to the work, it is no longer 
nothing, but something.

Reversing the Pedestal ~
The floor is painted yellow. The base from 
which we move is altered and has become  
a hieroglyph inside the spectacle. The spectator 
must now enter into the picture, if  they want  
to see the show. The floor proposes a border 
and becomes a threshold to be crossed  
in  entering the space. This is a feeling hard  
to explain, but it acts like a contract without 

words—you will somehow know that you  
are now entering someplace else.
 Defying the language of  logic through  
bodily sensibility, as Artaud’s mise en scène does,  
is very much the same feeling that literary  
and queer theorist Leo Bersani describes in  
“Is the Rectum a Grave?”: “Women and gay men 
spread their legs with an unquenchable appetite 
for destruction.”32 The body is here placed as 
the central site of  destruction for phallocentric 
logic. In Bersani’s text, this is described as 
“repositioning”: the one in the role of  receiver 
realises the power of  receiving. To trespass into 
a new area, one must either agree with the thing 
that is going on or surrender to the new laws 
governing the territory. One must trespass into 
that territory where you submit to the work, 
letting it overwhelm you. At first it may seem 
unnatural, as we are taught that to define and  
to be in control is to succeed. To submit and tres-
pass is to unlearn that position. Bersani defines 
the existing hierarchy in this way: “There is a  
legal and moral incompatibility between sexual 
passivity and civic authority. The only ‘honour-
able’ sexual behaviour ‘consists in being active,  
in dominating, in penetrating, and in thereby 
exercising one’s authority’. … To be pene- 
trated is to abdicate power.”33

 The idea of  letting the spectacle over- 
throw us and speak to our sensibilities is to 
break boundaries, as we are used to the success-
ful reading of  art being the interpretation of  what 
the work is and does. If  we are able to define 
it as something, then we can safely construct our 
opinions—our fiction—around it. The reposi-
tioning that Bersani uses as a tool is the same  
as Mieli’s unlearning, which goes hand in hand 
with the connectivity of  Sagri. 
 We break a boundary first by stepping  
onto the yellow floor, thus becoming part of   
the stage, the work, the picture plane. We must 
now rearrange ourselves within this awareness 
of  taking part of  the narrative.
 Bersani, in “Is the Rectum a Grave?,” is  
fighting for a freer sexuality and remains firm  
on the assertion that gay men and women  
must fight the violence of  limitations directed  
at them together, and collectively narrate  
a new story that subverts the dominant  
culture’s fiction around sexuality.  
He writes:

But what if  we said, for example, not  
that it is so wrong to think of  so-called  
passive sex as “demeaning” but rather that 
the value of  sexuality itself  is to demean  

the seriousness of  efforts to redeem  
it? … If  the rectum is the grave in which  
the masculine ideal (an ideal shared 
—differently—by men and women)  
of  proud subjectiv ity is buried, then  
it should be celebrated for its very  
potential for death.34

In other words, the site of  the reversal should 
become a sanctum. The rectum, in this case,  
acts as the site where consciousness has been 
awoken in the position of  receiving. We find  
that there actually is an enjoyment in the act  
of  performing as a vessel, being filled up and 
learning, and growing from gathering new  
experiences instead of  penetrating the world 
with predefined meaning. The cruelty of  the 
theatre that Artaud refers to—the realisation 
through your flesh—is by Bersani being 
 harnessed to go against the patriarchal  
ideal of  power. 
 I here turn to arguments of  sex and sex-
uality to extend Smith’s discourse of  restaging 
art as elaborate fantasies and critiques of  society 
because it’s latent within my own discourse  
to speak about “coming out” as a process  
manifesting visually, physically, and socially.  
The coming-out process is exactly a site of   
reversal, unlearning, and new manifestation. 
Within my practice, I use my own experience  
of  coming out as an engine. It has become  
a lens of  consciousness to reorganise the  
world with. One’s sexuality is a personal reality 
inside the body that often bumps into the  
fiction of  society. If  your intimate truth does  
not correlate with the consensus of  truth that  
society claims exists, then that fiction is torn 
into. Those tears are the reckoning of  you 
having to come out, once the fabric of  the 
established reality is so shredded that you  
cannot fit inside it anymore.
 All my earliest works—pre–art academy 
—whirled around the act of  coming out  
to my parents and not feeling able to do so  
in angst towards the structure that craves  
that situation where the deviant must call them- 
selves “different.” I am privileged enough to 
never have feared rejection from my parents;  
I knew they would be supportive. More so,  
it was the act of  turning something I deemed 
obvious into a big thing—“straight people  
never have to come out as straight!” being  
a classic queer argument against the coming- 
out framework. However, once it was done,  
and after having some time to contemplate  
my own, now free, sexuality, I thought about  
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the whole situation in reverse: “What if  I  
could make artistic work that could help give  
a coming-out process to those people who  
have never been forced to do so themselves?”  
A pair of  scissors to help people start  
tearing into their own fictions.
 I think of  this as one of  the main engines 
of  my practice. Not trying to pull the rug out 
from under an audience, but rather offering 
them new tools to bump into reality with, giving 
them a thought process that might not have 
been within their reach before now. I hold  
a firm belief  that this intention for my work  
can result in more generous projects, like  
providing means for people to restructure 
with, alternative lenses through which to see 
the world, or new tools to reconsider situations 
(including outside art) and power structures  
that we take for granted. My works take part  
in redefining the function of  art, of  what  
we use art for, includ-ing through dismissing  
its commercial value as a product for sale  
on the market.

~

“The point is, that if  you get fucked, if  you 
know what tremendous enjoyment is to be  
had from anal intercourse, then you necessarily 
become different from the ‘normal’ run of   
people with a frigid arse. You know yourself  
more deeply.” 35 

 The above is such a good quote from  
Mario Mieli because it talks about the reversal  
of  roles in such a tangible way—the classic 
demeaning state of  “being fucked” is turned  
into a celebratory act of  the potential death of  
 the normative hierarchy. It’s the reversal, finally 
the men being penetrated, the femme anti- 
antagonists being noticed; in being dominated, 
they have reversed the normative, given roles. 
Or, if  we were to take it beyond power play 
—beyond gender—it’s about reordering  
the fiction of  the universe, unlearning what  
logic the phallo centric past has taught us.  
To transform the  narrative of  Apollo, with  
the actor at centre stage, to one of  a shared 
plane, to the dance floor of  Dionysus,  
where everyone meets and moves equally.
 The yellow floor is that horizontal plane  
on which we all can move, that celebrates  
every time you do something against conven-
tion, hoping that a tiny part of  you will  
unfix itself.

Unfix a Word a Work a World ~
RIGID ROOM was something between a stage 
and an exhibition. The space was used as a  
tool for different activities, and as such it did  
not  exist as just one thing, as one single image  
standing there for people to enter and under-
stand. Entering the space had nothing to do 
with understanding it; the key, rather, was taking 
part in it, moving around in it, and accessing 
the mediums, artworks, texts, films, and perfor-
mances that were part of  it. Through this inten-
tion, to enter the RIGID ROOM was to enter  
a conversation I have been having with myself  
for the past six years.
 The space was a reaction, trying to trans-
form the artworks through the medium of  
performance, to unfix conventions from their  
shell. The conversation was in disagreement 
with itself; as in 3 COLOURS, several voices 
wanted to be heard, but there was time and space 
enough for all of  them to have their moment.
 An entire programme of  texts opened  
RIGID ROOM in a three-hour gesture.36 I had 
asked several of  my friends and colleagues to 
help me stage the programme, with the intention 
of  serving the space with the voices of  others 
before filling it up with my own for two weeks. 
One of  the texts read aloud was “She Unnames 
Them” by scifi writer Ursula K. Le Guin.  
It’s a short fiction about a woman reclaiming 
and gathering all the names from all the animals 
in the world, with the argument that they do  
not actually need their names. As Woman com- 
pletes the task, she goes to Man to return her 
own name: “You and your father lent me this, 
gave it to me, actually. It’s been really useful,  
but it doesn’t exactly seem to fit very well lately. 
But thanks very much! It’s really been very 
useful.”37 Man is busy doings other things and 
does not take any further notice of  the returning 
gesture. He remains busy with his own doings  
as Woman ventures out onto a road, leaving  
him behind. 
 In her practice, Le Guin uses storytelling  
as a powerful tool for transformation. This 
story is evidently a paraphrase of  a biblical story 
(Genesis 2:20) in which Adam gives the names 
to the animals, and in its mirror image, “She  
Unnames Them” seems eschatological, or like 
an attempt to redefine a new age with new 
stories. As Woman removes the names, she 
describes what it’s like to detach borders:

They seemed far closer than when  
their names had stood between myself   
and them like a clear barrier: so close  

that my fear of  them and their fear  
of  me became one same fear. And the  
attraction that many of  us felt, the desire  
to feel or rub or caress one another’s  
scales or skin or feathers or fur, taste  
one another’s blood or flesh, keep  
one another warm—that attraction was  
now all one with the fear, and the hunter 
could not be told from the hunted, nor  
the eater from the food.38

Unfixing the names of  the animals leads  
to the detachment of  their assigned characters, 
their roles, and the performance they have  
been set in the world to do (see Schechner).  
Unfixing the words loosens up the tight struc-
ture of  one’s being, lets you ooze and melt 
together with your surroundings, because  
if  nothing has a name—how do we define  
a difference? 
 In reversing Adam’s work, Woman takes 
back what Man has penetrated the world with, 
which comes off  as a silent, non-violent protest, 
in which the queerness is evident. Woman is 
spreading her legs with an unquenchable appe-
tite for destruction, and she does not stop  
until she has finished what she’s started.
 The act of  unnaming things has been an  
act close to my heart in the process of  making 
my MFA exhibition. In wanting the objects  
to be movable and unfixed, they were supposed 
to be easily identified, so that the process  
would be imbedded not within a translation of  
what the object is but more so in a transformation 
of  what it could become. If  the objects could 
be something else, what would they be? Or, how 
could they exist and relate with the other objects 
in the landscape proposed as the exhibition?
 The way Le Guin applies fiction as  
a  method for telling stories parallel to those  
of  our society: she “gathers narratives”39 not to 
design them into conclusions but rather to pres-
ent them as research into how different small 
changes within our society can radically alter  
our ways. This method is mirrored in Smith’s 
fantastic stagings. The dogma of  performance 
art and writing science fiction is of  course  
different, but the intention is the same. In  
both cases, fiction is used against the system  
of  society, meant to help us bump into the  
reality we sit in and reconsider our positions. 
Fiction thus proposes a site outside the body 
—besides our sexuality, which I previously 
proposed as such a site—for reversing reality 
and making it erupt.

 To use art as such a site, as a proposition  
for a fiction parallel to our society but still mirror
ing it, is right at hand. Extending an artwork’s 
nature as a queer object, in need of  deciphering 
by a public, transforms it from being an object 
to being a conversation—an active modus  
set between people, a metaphysical tool with 
which we can rephrase the world. A work of   
art is never just a window into another world,  
as it was perceived in the days of  salon exhibi-
tions. There is always a sender and a receiver  
to add to the score, and as such there is always  
a triangle of  positions to consider the work 
from: the sender—the situation—the receiver ~ 
 Thus we can add a third element to the 
Apollo/Dionysus binary: Hermes, who could  
be a tertiary character alternating the opposition 
between the two. Hermes is the messenger of  
the skies, a psychopomp able to travel between 
the divine and earthly planes, the dimensions  
of  realities. In his hovering queer being,  
Hermes traverses between characters, making 
the narrative happen. It could be interesting  
to consider his role on the map (the tool we  
used to map out the notions of  “live gestures” 
in “The Weight of  Vision” course) as something 
mirroring the role of  the initiator that I encoun-
tered through the practice of  Dora García,  
who is likewise a key figure in making things 
happen, but she herself  is seldom an actor  
within her performative works.
 Deciphering RIGID ROOM involved  
a  guiding encounter with Hermes, who was 
present in some of  the works and was personi-
fied using my appearance in one of  the draw-
ings. Basically, these clues in the drawings  
were gestures linking the mythological character 
to the role of  the artist, mirroring me as the  
host, who had initiated the space.
 Hermes constructs another way of  per- 
ceiving the work and the world. Gazing down 
from above gives us an overview and assigns  
us with a clarity as to what gestures exist  
in the landscape. If  this is translated into the 
role of  the artist, it can offer us the choice of  
altering the narrative, from the A → B trajectory 
to instead implementing ways to hold on to  
the soup of  gestures as a map to navigate with, 
but also as an archive, being able to apply  
the right tools when needed. It is another  
way of  approaching the totality of  the work  
as a context, providing space for the different  
elements and to enable people to appear and 
share their own truths within the trajectory.
 The landscape that I have defined RIGID 
ROOM to be is a container of  this fiction, 

Niels Munk Plum
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of  these different lines of  thought that were 
rehearsed and tried out through my previous 
works. The monologue in RAINBOW_SNAKE 
still exists as a poetic narrative, although shared 
with coperformers, just as if  3 COLOURS  
had been enacted within the situation of   
As I Breeze into the Next Minute. The change  
of  gestures is that, this time, the space was 
staged more heavily, having a clear concept  
on its own for those who enter, and was not  
so much powered by me performing within  
it. RIGID ROOM, in many ways, was asking  
me the same questions as it did the other  
visitors when they tried to manoeuvre around 
the scene. Their questions created a double,  
their image of  the work bumping into mine,  
and as such the fiction within the space  
was constantly rewritten through the  
social gestures. 
 The soup of  gesture, then, becomes the  
entirety addressing the potential of  the space,  
creating connectivity and postulations towards 
what else an exhibition could be, when brewed 
with an intention of  oozing, being non-linear  
and spiralling, repositioning the vertical hierar- 
chy into a horizontal plane. The exhibition  
was subversive research into how it, as a grand 
spectacle, was “obviously” going to be (with big 
art pieces, a lot of  work and effort accumulated 
within a visual show). The reversed soup  
saying: “Yes, but what if ?” 
 The murkiness that I was previously scared 
of  became a factor activating the sensibility of  
the visitors to begin with, to help them navigate 
through. If  they “cared enough” for the land-
scape, then they would try and translate their 
way through it. My hope was that their act  
of  deciphering the works as hieroglyphs would 
become that reversing act of  showing them an 
alternate route of  play and communication.
 For the spectators, the deciphering of   
the situation was powered by the attention  
with which they became able to tear into the 
fabric of  fiction. Their presence used reality  
to read the discourse. When trespassing into  
the yellow territory, you became the actor  
in that moment, with whatever cruelty it takes  
to unfix things and act autonomously—with 
consciousness. Reality erupted against both 
fictions: the one staged by the exhibition,  
and the other holding the visitor within our 
society’s reality of  reason.

~~~

Inserting a staged conversation as a part  
of  RIGID ROOM, in the blue room, gave the 
people reading it an occasion to join in and 
relate to the work’s nature of  having two voices 
disagreeing on a wall. As a gesture, it was an 
opening both towards an individual viewer  
having conversation with themselves in  
the space and towards the two voices within  
the work portraying the ambiguity of  the  
exhibition to the spectator. On a bigger scale, 
the two spaces in the exhibition also were  
having a dialogue, the larger yellow space being 
bright and active and the smaller blue one  
being passive. There was a site for action  
and one for contemplation. The host, having 
already met the spectators and telling them  
the three truths when entering, would also  
thus be easier to approach, as a meeting had 
 already been established within the space. 
 Conversation then was enacted as the main  
ingredient, when the visitors moved the objects 
and images around: I would ask them about 
what they were doing and tell them if  they  
were doing something that had not happened 
before. The movement of  the works, their  
activation, and their decipherment acted as a 
catalyst for an expanded meeting and discussion 
about our relationship with art, what the ges- 
tures within an exhibition manifest as, and how 
the situation created connections between us  
and the works through putting an emphasis  
on performing within the space. 
 That was the real sense of  the work:  
to meet and establish conversations, through  
the use of  the spectacle. Could I have done  
it with less? Yes, maybe so. But, on the other 
hand, the strategy to create this grand gesture 
of  a spectacle as a luring landscape for people  
to enter into a critical discourse I find really  
interesting. The colours and easy-going nature 
of  the works, their movability, that they were 
hand drawn and hand painted and not cut out 
perfectly and so on—all this gave the space  
this horizontal feel of  being approachable.  
Upon seeing that the works were on wheels,  
it became daunting for a lot of  spectators  
to not just start moving them around on  
their own. But exactly that was the intention:  
the object wants to be moved around, please  
help it! It was supposed to be very fun,  
but also very serious.
 I’m not saying it worked on everyone;  
some visitors were good at deciphering the  
situation in a way where they definitely were  
not going to touch anything—as if  they had  
then avoided giving in to my cheap tricks.  

However, it was never the point of  the show  
to have everybody moving everything around.  
It was, rather, an open invitation to do some-
thing yourself. If  one did not want to touch  
the  elements, this was also an active choice  
in the space.  
 When stepping onto the yellow floor and 
meeting someone “native” to the space, who 
then invited you to do something, and then  
you chose not to do anything—that, too, was  
a very active gesture. Those people were still 
able to experience the work and its potentiality 
for movement, wading around in the  
spectacular soup.
 In the end, every visit was noted in the 
logbook, and each became part of  the narrative 
of  the space, its fiction and its research. Each 
visitor was someone together with all the other 
people who rolled things around on wheels, put 
pictures up the wrong way, read personal poems 
into the microphones, or took selfies in the 
coloured lights. You did not have to say words 
to be part of  the conversation.
 Through its alternate relation with the audience, 
performance acts like glue, gathering people  
and gestures, unfixing works from their pedes-
tals. Through performance’s resistance to definition,  
the words start to ooze and loosen, secondary  

in their nature, hovering above the field as  
signs, leading us in different directions. Through 
its way of  opposing set structures, performance  
as a medium can unfix the world we live in and 
challenge the ways we as individuals but also  
as a society use logic to set things in stone, 
replacing those defining gestures with connectivity, 
repositioning things on a common ground.

The Base del Mundo carries the weight  
of  the entire world; it makes the globe  
a whole, a scene for a spectacle to happen. 
Hermes flies through the skies, looks  
at the landscape below him. As he opens  
his legs, it occurs to me …

I find myself  on the shore, my return  
wet from the soup of  signs and gestures.  
As a picture, I can create open-ended  
connections between us as bodies in  
an electric present. A condition of  trans-
formation, changes, beats in a rhythm  
to the shore as if  it were the waves.  
Reality immerses in that fictional soup;  
it  appears to be an unfixed trajectory,  
but manifests itself  brand new, cutting  
the landscape in half—as a word,  
a work, a world.

Niels Munk Plum

Niels Munk Plum, RIGID ROOM, 2022. Spectators and Readers at the Opening Gesture  
4 February, 2022. 3 hour reading programme
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for a theatre or film production, 
both in visual arts through  
storyboarding, visual theme,  
and cinematography, and in  
narrative storytelling through 
direction.

29 Antonin Artaud, “VIII.  
The Theatre of  Cruelty (First  
Manifesto),” in The Theater and  
Its Double, trans. Mary Caroline 
Richards (New York: Grove 
Weidenfeld 1958), 90. Onomato-
poeia: the naming of  a thing  
or action by a vocal imitation  
of  the sound associated with  
it (such as buzz, hiss) or the  
use of  words whose sound  
suggests the sense.

30 Artaud, “The Theatre of   
Cruelty,” 91. Precipitation: any  
meteorological phenomenon 
featuring water falling from  
the clouds, such as rain, snow,  
and hail. Subjugate: to bring  
under complete control or  
subjection; conquer; master.

31 Artaud, “The Theatre of   
Cruelty,” 99.

32 Leo Bersani, “Is the Rectum  
a Grave,” in Is the Rectum a Grave?: 
And Other Essays (Chicago:  
University of  Chicago Press,  
2010), 18.

33 Bersani, “Is the Rectum a Grave,” 
19.

34 Bersani, “Is the Rectum a Grave,” 
29.

35 Mieli, “Heterosexual Men  
or Rather Closet Queens,” in  
Homosexuality and Liberation, 139. 

36 The full list of  texts read  
in RIGID ROOM is included  
as an appendix to this essay.

37 Ursula K. Le Guin “She Unnames 
Them,” New Yorker, 13 January 
1985, https://www.newyorker.
com/magazine/1985/01/21/ 
she-unnames-them.

38 Le Guin, “She Unnames Them.”
39 Ursula K. Le Guin, The Carrier  

Bag Theory of  Fiction (London:  
Ignota Books, 2019).
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I have made a sculpture: a boat with four  
prows. It has the shape of  an X from above  
and can go in all four directions simultaneously 
—or towards nothing. When the ship sails  
in all directions simultaneously, the stretch  
of  ocean it leaves in its wake is swallowed  
by the point where the keels meet.
 Here the cliffs, the rocks, the sea, and  
the islands are all meaning-bearing and distinct. 
The sea is all the symbols and conceptions  
we have of  it: it is the fear of  drowning,  
and it is the world before it was created, the 
homogeneously formless and the constantly 
changing, the darkness beneath the surface  
of  consciousness.

Some Artists Who Have Influenced Me

Ivar Arosenius
The creatures that populate Ivar Arosenius’s 
visual world are often in a state of  transition 
from being real people from the outside world 
to becoming symbols for a feeling, a state,  
or a psychological role. Arosenius was active 
around the turn of  the last century and died  
at a young age on New Year’s Day 1909  
of  haemophilia. His illness came to mark  
his work because, at the time, it was a disease 
that could claim the life of  the afflicted at any 
moment, and often did so when they were  
still young. His work is sometimes characterised 
by a grotesque humour, and a darkness is  
always lurking somewhere. Death or decline  
is inevitably brought to mind. His works include 
series and joke drawings, a large number of   
watercolours, and a few oil paintings. There  
is an openness in his oeuvre to portraying 
all sides of  human existence—an openness 
that provoked many of  his contemporaries, 
and could do so today as well. Arosenius’s 

humour, however, does not necessarily preclude 
simultaneous seriousness in one and the same 
story. He uses the language of  fairy tales to give 
expression to humanity’s greatest fears, depicting 
exaggerations so unlikely that it’s easy for us  
to distance ourselves from them. He represents 
death in its most explicit, unembellished form 
—grotesque and obviously fictive, yet so clearly 
applicable to actual reality and the preconditions 
that frame our lives. Arosenius’s work has an 
existential, emotional, and psychological depth, 
and he depicts his own life and the reality  
in which he lives.
 My interest in his work was sparked just  
a few years ago, when I visited the Gothenburg 
Museum of  Art, which has a collection of  his 
paintings to which I have returned several times 
since. Some of  these paintings lack the humor-
ous and vulgar element, and it is these—with  
the calm and thoughtfulness I see in them 
—that appeal most to me. What really captures  
my attention with Arosenius is how he was 
able to depict life in a way that encompasses 
elements that are seemingly impossible to  
reconcile, and yet he does so anyway. 
 Arosenius moves uninhibitedly through  
time and space, sometimes working with motifs 
from the Middle Ages yet always with what is 
familiar to us. When he makes a painting of  a 
medieval princess in front of  a fairy-tale castle, 
it’s someone who looks a little like his wife,  
Eva Adler, and the castle rises from the ruins  
of  Bohus Fortress, not far from the town  
of  Älvängen, where the two of  them lived with 
their daughter.1 I am fascinated by the back  
and forth that arises between the internal and 
the external and between different kinds of  
impressions from our culture and from things  
I have experienced myself. Often I think such  
an approach can open the door to entirely  

The Conditions of  Life
Ruben Risholm

Ruben Risholm

Top: Ruben Risholm, Mot världen, 2020. Elmwood, linseed oil, pine tar, oil paint, variable  
dimensions. Installation view, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2022 
Bottom: Ruben Risholm, Mot världen, 2020. Elmwood, linseed oil, pine tar, oil paint. Detail
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new worlds that are inhabited by both  
the familiar and the unfamiliar. I think that 
Arosenius’s pictures of  faraway places and  
times say very little about these locales, instead 
revealing more about his own psyche and  
everyday life, and I believe this is something  
he himself  realised.

Ester Almqvist
A Swedish artist who was a contemporary  
of  Arosenius and who portrayed scenes  
of  everyday folk life was Ester Almqvist.  
In an exhibition of  her work called Jag lever  
i två världar (I Live in Two Worlds),2 the emphasis 
was on how she moved within an urban art 
world but grew up in the countryside, and  
how she had to move back home for an  
extended period to care for her sick mother.  
The art world is, of  course, a community  
in which very few live their entire lives, and  
the vast majority of  artists probably also have 
another identity as a person beyond that  
of  artist. For Almqvist, the distance between  
these two worlds was perhaps greater than  
for many others.
 Almqvist’s paintings depict sawmills  
in the cold of  winter and fields being harvested 
by hand, each illuminated by a light and filled 
with colours that break up the landscape in  
a way that creates a reverent, elevated mood 
normally found in religious imagery. Undoubt-
edly, these are scenes the artist knew very well 
and had a place in her own life, and presumably 
this is what makes the pictures so impactful.

Grant Wood
My interest in Grant Wood doesn’t actually  
encompass the artist’s entire career, but rather  
a single painting: The Midnight Ride of  Paul  
Revere (1931).3 It’s an odd painting representing  
a village with a single road seen diagonally  
from above, from a position directly above 
the rooftops. The perspective is warped, and 
the buildings are painted in an angular style 
with straight lines. The scene takes place in the 
middle of  the night, and a warm yellow light 
streams from some of  the windows, but the 
village is also lit up by a directional light coming 
from outside the picture, while the forest and 
mountains in the background are in darkness. 
It’s as if  an enormous spotlight, a magical  
glow, or a meteor is illuminating the village 
and casting sharp shadows from the buildings. 
That soon leads to my next thought, which  
is that perhaps this is really a miniature world, 
and the village is being lit by a lamp in  

Wood’s studio. When we look closer at the 
painting, we see its diminutive main character, 
Paul Revere, riding past on a dark horse,  
which seems to have been painted from  
a toy rather than a real horse. 
 Revere was a real person, considered  
a hero of  the American Revolution, who rode 
from village to village one night in 1775 to 
notify the colonists’ militias of  the approaching 
British soldiers. The painting is in turn based  
on a poem by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, 
which narrates the mythologised “midnight  
ride of  Paul Revere.”4 Wood has frozen the 
myth in a single moment that contains all of   
its components, and there is very little to remind 
us of  how moments in reality are constructed. 
The composition is arranged such that the  
roads leading both to and from centre stage  
are within the framing of  the picture, meander-
ing off  towards the horizon to either side.  
Also centrally placed are a church and a house 
with onlookers who have come rushing out, 
while Paul Revere is frozen in the midst of   
what is unmistakably a full gallop. It is clear  
that Wood has allowed the narrative of  the 
legend to determine the content of  the picture 
and that things like perspective and composition 
have been adapted to it. In this approach,  
Wood and Arosenius have something in com-
mon, as Arosenius often created pictures that 
were subordinate to the stories they told, and  
a number of  his paintings even have the same 
aerial view of  a scene with centrally placed 
buildings and a sort of  stage set illuminated by 
an odd light—a light that is more like the spot-
light of  the mind that we all have inside us than 
any sun or moon. In these paintings, various 
figures move about the scene in a snapshot  
that captures the meaning of  the legend.
 Grant Wood and Ivar Arosenius were  
both interested in folk art as well as vernacu - 
lar and rural culture, and each was also criti- 
cised for this in his day by the art world;  
but both had studied at fine arts academies  
and were aware of  the contemporary art scene 
and the conventions they were choosing to 
break. I can identify with sometimes working  
in an artistic mode that sits on the periphery  
of  a contemporary art academy’s general  
direc  tion, although I am and want to be  
part of  a  contemporary art scene. 

Odilon Redon
Odilon Redon lived at the time that Charles 
Darwin was introducing his theory of  evolution, 
and this theory came to influence Redon’s art,  

not least his suite of  etchings called Les  
Origines (The origins, 1883). In these pictures,  
we see eyes growing on flower stems, Cyclops 
and hovering round organisms, which lead  
to thoughts of  the world of  microbes— 
but ones with faces that are more like our  
own. It’s clear that Redon was obsessed with  
the amazing progress that biology was making  
at that time, and with scientific exploration  
of  the world that reaches beyond what we can 
see or touch. He took the theory of  evolution 
seriously, but it is just as obvious that his pic-
tures are not illustrations of  the discoveries  
that so fascinated him; rather, the relationship  
to science is respectful but independent. It may 
be that these pictures could not have existed 
without Darwin, but they also go well beyond 
what evolutionary research could ever teach  
us: they explore, if  you will, the spiritual conse-
quences that the theory of  evolution led to  
for Redon himself.
 Redon’s world is, according to Sven Sand-
ström, who wrote the book Redon: Darwinistisk 
Symbolism (Redon: Darwinian symbolism),5  
a thoroughly inspired world: Redon was a pan-
theistic artist, and he seems to have refused  
to accept a world view in which the spiritual 
stands in opposition to, or in a conflict  
of  interest with, science.

Roj Friberg
My grandfather was an artist. He had pictures  
by Roj Friberg hanging on his walls, and they 
made a big impression on me. They were  
good friends. My relation to Friberg is special, 
since he remains an important influence on  
my work today but also has shaped my view  
of  art since childhood.
 In his method of  working with the  
world and towards the mystical in his pictures, 
Friberg has a lot in common with Redon, in  
my opinion. Myths and mysticism are central  
to Redon’s work, and to Friberg’s as well. 
In Friberg’s pictures, inanimate objects often 
appear to be arranged to tell us about some - 
thing that has happened. He makes use  
of  the surrounding world, rearranged for  
his own purposes. It’s hard to look at Friberg’s 
art without imagining that a romantic view  
of  the world is foundational to his image- 
making, and, indeed, he was inspired by Caspar 
David Friedrich and Arnold Böcklin for his 
works.6 Friberg has also described his work by 
quoting the poet Harry Martinson, who writes 
about how the poem, like the dream, is only  
half  man-made, because it has a life of   

its own through what emerges from its own  
reality and logic. Friberg asserts that the same  
is true of  visual art.7 In his images, the arranged 
elements and what they have to tell us get  
our undivided attention, and at the same time 
the artwork transports the viewer to a place 
where the familiar speaks of  the foreign in  
a way that leaves us with a mystical experience 
—an experience that, although it is real and  
substantial, cannot in its full power be trans-
ported outside the immediate encounter  
with the picture.

Stephan Balkenhol
Stephan Balkenhol is a contemporary wood 
sculptor whose work during the 1980s and  
’90s, when he was establishing himself  as  
an artist, stood in contrast to the postmodern 
movement at that time. He was criticised by, 
among others, his fellow artist Thomas Schütte, 
who said that Balkenhol’s art lacked intellec-
tual content, was repetitive, and represented 
everything that postmodernism did not  
want to be.8 I can see similarities between  
my own work and how Balkenhol positions  
himself  within contemporary sculpture,  
and also how others positioned him. Balkenhol 
has said of  his own work: “My sculptures  
don’t tell any stories. Something mysterious  
is hidden in them. It is not my job to reveal  
it, but that of  the viewer to discover it.”9 Here,  
too, I share some of  his thinking: I am fasci-
nated by the mystical that is hiding inside my 
sculptures, and I don’t want to kill that mystery 
by saying exactly what story the observer  
should read in the works. Balkenhol, however, 
cate gorically rejects the narrative. In my work,  
the story is important, and I want fragments  
of  it to be accessible, but at the same time,  
no clear chronological narrative is there to  
be read. The material itself  has its own story  
to tell, and wood has a strong, distinctive identity. 
For me, the cracks that arise, the grain of  the 
wood, its annual rings, and the compact, round 
form the wood wants to lead me to in my work 
are all very important. When I see Balkenhol’s 
sculptures, the way he works with the wood  
and how he paints it, it seems to me that  
he sees the material in a different way. I think 
that his art is both thought-provoking and 
beautiful, and I share many of  his ideas about 
carving human figures and about striving for  
the universal, but when I see his sculptures,  
it seems to me that Balkenhol has come to  
completely different conclusions through his 
work than I have. In confronting the artworks 
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Ruben Risholm, Besökarna, 2022. Installation view, MFA exhibition, KHM2 Gallery,  
Malmö, 2022
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directly, I have a hard time seeing that they  
exist in the same universe. I believe this has  
to do with how Balkenhol views the wood and 
the story. The notion that carving into a material 
has an inherent mystique to it—finding a form 
within, previously hidden in a tree trunk or  
a block of  stone—is shared by many artists,  
and I share that conviction with Balkenhol.  
But I think perhaps it is the dominance of   
skill over material in his works that prevents  
the wood’s inherent mystique from reaching  
me, because it seems to me that he aims to get 
as close as possible to the original, immaterial 
conception of  his artwork, rather than ever 
bending to the material’s will.

Constantin Brâncuşi
When I look at Constantin Brâncuşi’s  
wooden sculptures, I am reminded much  
more of  my own relationship to the material 
than with Balkenhol. His working method  
was “direct carving”—that is, carving into  
the wood to find a form without an extensive 
phase of  sketching. This is the method I work 
with as well. Brâncuşi treated all the materials  
he used with great respect. I think part of   
that respect, based on how I myself  work, is 
about choosing the right material for an idea, 
and choosing that material in particular because, 
when it meets the idea, something more and 
something new can perhaps emerge. Brâncuşi 
often translated his ideas from one material  
to another, and that further emphasises what  
a decisive importance the material had for  
his sculptures, given the way it changes their 
appearance. He first created the piece Endless 
Column (1918), the bestknown version of   
which is its monumental execution in metal,  
out of  wood.10 Among his wooden sculptures 
are many oblong works with a constricted  
core: a form that is rather close to that of  the 
cylindrical tree trunk. Wood as a material lives 
on in these sculptures, continuing to express 
itself  in its inherent limitations and through 
the distinctive look it takes on when worked 
with the tools of  a woodcarver, the appearance 
always dependent on the angle between the 
direction of  the grain and the chisel.
 Brâncuşi was born in rural Romania and 
grew up in very basic living conditions. The  
influence of  Romanian folk art and folk tradi-
tions followed him through his long career in 
Paris. As with his contemporary Ester Almqvist, 
Brâncuşi developed a distinctive identity and  
integrity in the way he used material that 
belonged to his own cultural heritage and 

 transformed it through the freedom that  
came with the birth of  modernism. For him, 
this process was a matter of  incorporating  
not just the aesthetics of  Romanian folk art, 
which he did from time to time, but especially  
its ideas and content, according to fellow  
Romanian and religious historian Mircea  
Eliade.11 Eliade asserts that his contact with 
a folk tradition that has been passed down 
through generations on the periphery of   
civilisation—one in which an animist world  
view dating back to the pre-Christian era  
still survives—was fundamental to Brâncuşi’s 
relationship to sculpture and to his material.  
He worked for decades with the same ideas, 
which often involved archaic, universal objects 
as “a transcendence of  the human condition”  
or “cosmic flight,”12 but these ideas were  
also rooted in the myths of  the Carpathian 
Mountains, where the artist grew up. His  
ability to successfully work with these themes  
in  sculptural form was also predicated, I believe, 
on the respect and understanding Brâncuşi  
had for the material, because his sculptures  
also bring a kind of  transcendence of   
materiality itself.13

Wooden Sculptures

My wooden sculptures are all carved from  
full logs. Most of  them come from big elms  
that grew in Bohuslän County, where I grew up, 
given to me by neighbours after the trees died  
of  Dutch elm disease. From the largest of  these 
logs, I was able to remove the wood bit by bit 
and slowly find inside the forms of  two life
sized human figures with a total of  five heads, 
of  which only two are attached to their necks.  
In a way, they had already been there, though 
surrounded on all sides by wood inside the trunk 
of  the tree while it was still alive. I find a form 
in the wood, but I’m only revealing material that 
is already there, and it is in the work with the 
tools and the wood that I ultimately find what  
is left. I don’t know exactly what the meaning of  
my work is, but it feels important that it happens 
in a process that operates not only on my terms 
but also on nature’s terms, and in this case  
on the terms of  the elm that died.
 In recent years, I have taken a greater  
interest in the human figure, and perhaps most 
of  all in the face. Part of  that has been exploring 
what happens when I take the human being  
as my point of  departure without more closely 
defining it. I don’t make detailed sketches of  the 
faces I carve, but instead allow them to emerge 

Ruben Risholm

Ruben Risholm, Med blicken mot sitt öde (right), Tillsammans (left), 2021. Elmwood, linseed oil,  
oil paint, human scale

Ruben Risholm. Minnen, 2018–2022. Stones and crystals collected in southern and central  
Sweden between 2018 and 2021. Detail
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Ruben Risholm, Tillsammans, 2021. Elmwood, linseed oil, oil paint, human scale

through an intuitive process in which  
I too see the face for the first time as it begins  
to appear. I don’t attempt to relate the figures  
to any specific person, but just allow them  
to be human. Through this way of  working,  
I try to bring out something more than what  
I already know is there. Of  course, this method 
nevertheless addresses what is well known  
to me, but it does so in relation to the presence  
of  the unfamiliar—or, as it were, the reverse.  
It’s a way of  working that is similar to how I  
imagine Arosenius sometimes worked. I have 
viewed many different kinds of  wooden sculp - 
tures, and it is striking how seldom they represent 
inanimate objects. It’s as though the wood as a 
material wants to lead us to the living, and quite 
often to the human form. The form of  the  
human body is, indeed, well suited to a tree trunk.  
A tree that is between fifty and one hun dred 
years old is often just the right diameter to allow  
a human being to be carved from its trunk.
 While working with my large wooden  
sculptures, I eventually came to think about  
another painting by Grant Wood: American  
Gothic (1930),14 which is undoubtedly his  
best-known work. The people in this picture 
pose formally before their home, and they  
are like symbols of  themselves: the farming  
population of  Iowa in the early twentieth  
century. They look like they have come into  
this picture in order to show us something,  
to tell us something, but through their presence 
alone. And this is something my own sculp- 
tures want as well, I think. My wooden figures 
stand on bases, like game pieces or tin soldiers. 
This enhances their potential function as  
pieces in a larger game. I imagine that they  
come from a different context where the rules  
of  the game are self-evident, but they are  
visiting us because I brought them here, and 
many of  the rules here are unknown to us,  
or at least too hard for us to see.
 When I made my first lifesized human 
sculpture in February 2021, it was unusually  
cold out—about –10°C at Härnäset in  Bohuslän, 
where the elm had grown for about seventy 
years and where I stood outside to do my work. 
I worked for an hour and a half  until I needed 
to go in and warm up before heading back  
out again. To get enough done, I continued 
working from morning to night, but with long 
breaks. It wasn’t possible to say when the log 
went from being more of  a log to being more 
of  a person, but, at some point, it happened.  
I knew the transformation had occurred when 
my neighbour passed by towards the end of   

the work and I showed her what I had done, 
because she acted just like it was a person she 
was meeting, and she whispered something  
in its ear—I never found out what. I worked 
with the second life-sized sculpture in June,  
and when both sculptures were finished,  
my neighbour came by again, this time with  
a puppy she was looking after. The dog  
looked confusedly at the sculptures and began 
straining against the leash and barking at  
them unrelentingly. Obviously, he interpreted 
them as living beings, but also understood  
that something was amiss—that they weren’t 
regular people like the rest of  us. It was nice  
to get a little insight into how a creature that 
wasn’t human reacted to what I had done.
 As I write this paragraph about my  
wooden sculptures, I am sitting and watching 
over my graduate exhibition. The sculptures 
have moved into the gallery space, and they  
look very different in here. Occasionally,  
you can still hear them splitting as the wood 
dries out, and the cracks grow wider and  
wider. On the back of  one of  the sculptures,  
the largest crack is several centimetres wide.  
The figures’ reaction to their surroundings  
is violent, and these cracks expose the inside  
of  the wood for the first time—an inside  
that has been hidden from the world since  
it was first slowly formed.
 I visited the Prado Museum in Madrid 
recently, where I saw Francisco de Goya’s  
black paintings and his paintings of  the horrors 
of  war.15 I realised that I haven’t before written 
about the violence and the vulnerability that  
my wooden sculptures primarily deal with. Until 
now, I haven’t wanted to talk about it or been 
able to. It’s been a hard topic to write about, 
both because the expressions have come to me 
intuitively from something partially unknown 
and channelled directly in the sculptures, and  
also because they are deeply personal while at 
the same time they strive to speak of  something 
universal—humanity’s inherent violence, but 
also our empathy. These are forces, it seems,  
that can be awakened in most of  us.
 Against the background of  the world  
we’re living in now, when I see Goya’s depic- 
tions of  violence and suffering, as well as Pablo 
 Picasso’s Guernica (1937), which also hangs  
in Madrid, I realise how incredibly important  
it is for art to depict these aspects of  humanity 
—as a way of  awakening empathy amid  
the inherited ambiguity of  human existence.  
My sculptures are not about war; I have  
no  experience of  that, and I’m humble to  
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through my own senses. I searched quite  
a while in various places without success  
when I finally found one. I picked up a piece  
of  quartz, and there they were—a multitude  
of  little rock crystals arranged row upon  
row, making up one whole side of  the rock.  
That was almost two years ago. Since then,  
with help from an online community, I have 
been able to locate several good sites where  
I’ve found many hundreds of  crystals of   
different varieties. You can find them in piles 
outside the entrances of  abandoned mining 
shafts pretty much all over Sweden, if  you  
know where to look. Visiting crystals in the 
place where they were born, and where miners 
once broke the rocks and left them in piles, 
is an important experience both of  nature’s 
 incomprehensibility and of  human striving— 
in this case, striving towards the subterranean 
world to uncover its treasures.

Creatura and Pleroma 

Carl Gustav Jung writes in The Seven Sermons  
to the Dead about the two domains into which  
all things can be divided, describing them as  
two approaches to the world, which he calls 
creatura (the living) and pleroma (the nonliving).17 
The concepts come from the Gnostic theories 
he describes in his book. For Jung, pleroma  
is that which lacks qualities and differentiation, 
the entirely empty and the entirely full, the 
meaningless and dissolving, the eternal and  
infinite, and thus incomprehensible. Pleroma  
is both the beginning and the end of  all creatura, 
which are in their nature differentiated. We are 
creatura—created. The living return to the pleroma 
when they die, since they are then no longer 
differentiated from their surroundings, and so 
dissolve. We therefore fight for differentiation, 
for life, and against our origins. 
 Anthropologist Gregory Bateson develops 
these concepts further in his books Mind and 
Nature and Steps to an Ecology of  Mind,18 and  
he uses them in a concrete way to describe  
the world of  the living, which is his own sphere 
of  interest, and that of  the non-living, but he 
also uses the concepts just as much as a way  
of  looking at the world. He describes how  
pleroma does not contain any ideas but instead  
is about that which is impacted by forces and  
effects. The differences and distinctions we 
make in the pleroma are our own, and not inher-
ent to the pleroma, which is specifically without 
differentiation. Among the living, making  
differentiations is not just something  

we can do as subjects, but also something  
inherent to living things. Crystals exist eternally  
in the pleroma, but, as I see it, they contain  
the indescribable in the pleroma and so appear  
almost seductive to us, the creatura, in the way 
they seem to grow out of  the earth. And the  
crystals’ similarity to plants or to coral is not  
a coincidence: although they are non-living 
things, governed entirely by the laws of  physics, 
they have grown out of  their surroundings in  
a way that is similar to how living things grow. 
Unlike us, crystals need never cease to exist,  
to return to dissolution, since they are already 
part of  the eternal existence—they have  
never lived and never have to die.
 When I came across this division of   
the world into pleroma and creatura, I found  
that the concepts were already important  
to me. I’ve thought a lot about the division  
between the living and the non-living in  
my work in recent years. I don’t think it’s a  
coincidence that, with few exceptions, I have  
always sculpted human figures of  wood and 
rocky landscapes and seas of  clay. When  
I sculpted a face in clay for the first time, it  
became far more disjointed from the living,  
the human, than its counterparts in wood.

Another World

Gregory Bateson also asserts that both  
the human mind and the creation of  humans 
and all other creatures through evolution is  
“the stuff  of  stories.” Most of  us are familiar 
with the fact that we humans often think  
in a narrative, storytelling manner. We recall  
anecdotes all the time and have dreams about 
the future course of  events, however fragmented. 
In Bateson’s concept of  “stories,” which he 
defines as the context in which the component 
parts have inherent relevance for one another,  
the story is something that defines the minds  
of  all living things. Genetic material and its  
evolution also tells a story in which each step  
in its development has some relevance.19

 In Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Sigmund 
Freud writes about how “the inanimate was 
there before the animate” and how the ultimate 
goal of  all life is death, since all living beings 
have an inner driving force that ultimately  
leads them through internal processes to die, 
unless some external cause brings about their 
death.20 He asserts that the instinct towards 
death is in fact the organism’s instinct to die  
on its own terms. Like Bateson, Freud thinks 
about the connections that ought to exist  

the fact that the horror of  war is incompre-
hensible to someone who hasn’t been through  
it. When I was making the wooden sculptures,  
I was more preoccupied with my own personal 
suffering than with the much worse things  
that are going on in other parts of  the world. 
But I have seen from close up the side of  
 human nature that destroys people’s souls,  
as many others have as well. If  my works  
can say anything about this, and even awaken 
empathy between us, that would be fantastic.
 It wasn’t until quite recently that I really 
began to realise that I want to be able to impact 
others in my portrayal of  these things and  
that I no longer want my creative work to be 
only inwardly directed—although I suspect  
this is what I’ve always wanted without seeing  
it. To be able to get to this point, I believe it  
is essential to work introspectively with my  
own experiences and feelings in order to arrive  
at something that perhaps all of  us share  
inside. In Goya’s black paintings, I feel like  
he’s con veying an intimate and personal hope-
lessness interwoven with hopelessness for  
the world, where neither of  these things stands 
above the other, and at the same time there  
is a little glimmer of  hope both about life  
and about the world.

The Material

In my sculptural practice, I work primarily  
with three materials: wood, clay, and stone. 
Wood is the skeleton from a once majestic living 
organism—one of  the largest in our world, 
stretching up into the sky and transforming 
sunlight into wood and oxygen through  
its thousands of  leaves.  
 Clay is a tradition-laden material. It’s  
what rose out of  the primordial waters and  
what the first humans were moulded from—
according to some world views—and ceramic 
vessels are among the only things that still  
survive from the cradle of  human civilisation. 
The objects I make with it today could well  
survive relatively unchanged for thousands  
of  years. Clay undergoes a transformation  
by which the malleable material is transported 
to a place of  incredible heat—about 1,270°C. 
When the clay slowly cools off  and returns 
to our world, it has undergone a fundamental 
change. It is no longer the same. It has been 
through something none of  us can ever expe-
rience and has been altered on the molecular 
level—the material is now hard as a rock,  
and I can no longer shape it.

 Without having an explicitly religious 
approach to stone, I feel an almost superstitious 
respect for it. The other materials I choose  
to work with, like the wood I just described,  
also instil respect in me, and I think that this 
respect moves me to take them, and the  
work, seriously.
 In his book The Forge and the Crucible,  
Mircea Eliade writes about our human relation-
ship to rocks and crystals.16 In many cultures’ 
creation myths, both people and gods are  
born from stone, and Eliade believes this  
is why stone can represent an indestructible  
“absolute reality.” The reason we look at  
stone this way also has to do with its material 
attributes, naturally: its enormous durability 
against the effects of  time and other impacts. 
Eliade also writes about how many cultures  
have regarded minerals, ores, and crystals  
as living things that grow underground in  
the bedrock. Alchemists believed that various 
metals, if  given sufficient time, would develop 
further until eventually they became gold.  
In the same way, there was the widespread  
historical conception that crystals exist in vari-
ous stages of  “ripeness,” and that ultimately  
they will all become diamonds.
 When I think about my wooden sculptures, 
I see them as taking on the real from the direc-
tion of  the unreal. When I think of  crystals,  
it is in a way just the opposite: they take on what 
can seem unreal from the direction of  the real. 
As Eliade writes, stone represents “absolute  
reality,” and it is there—all around us—indis-
putably real. Visible crystals translucent as glass, 
which is the natural phenomenon that inspires 
the most imagination and mythologising about 
this absolute reality, are so uncommon a form  
to see that we mostly find them in specialised 
shops. They appear to be so intricately formed 
that we have a hard time intuitively under-
standing where they come from.
 Through their crystalline structure, which  
directly corresponds to their molecular para-
meters, visible crystals are one of  the clearest 
examples we can observe with our own eyes  
of  the hidden rules—the laws of  physics— 
that govern existence. They open up a dimen-
sion of  depth in existence where we can see  
the underlying forces that govern it. In this way, 
crystals are magical stones, if  magical is what  
we call dimensions of  existence that we can  
only begin to approach an understanding of.
 Several years ago, I decided to try  
to find a crystal myself, because I wanted  
to connect them with their origins in nature 
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between the biological phenomena that were 
active at the dawn of  life and the structure  
of  the psyche:

At one time or another, by some  
operation of  force which still com-
pletely baffles conjecture, the properties  
of  life were awakened in lifeless matter.  
Perhaps the process was a prototype  
resembling that other one which later  
in a certain stratum of  living matter  
gave rise to consciousness. The tension  
then aroused in the previously inanimate 
matter strove to attain an equilibrium;  
the first instinct was present, that  
to return to lifelessness.21

I am fascinated by both Freud’s and  
Bateson’s thinking about the relationship of   
the psyche to the origin of  life and the non- 
living material from which it emerged. For me,  
it feels relevant to the art I’ve been working  
on in recent years. The death drive cannot  
be reconciled with the interpretations Jung  
offers in The Seven Sermons to the Dead, but  
perhaps such contradictions inevitably arise 
when we take on things we can never under-
stand fully, like death—and that doesn’t  
really bother me.
 In analytical psychologist MarieLouise  
von Franz’s book An Introduction to the Interpreta-
tion of  Fairy Tales, she calls the place where  
fables play out “the nowhere of  the collective 
unconscious,” in timelessness and spaceless-
ness.22 We are transported to this place in  
the beginning of  the tale through an almost 
ritualised phrase such as “Once upon a time  
…” or “Far beyond the end of  the world …”23 
Von Franz holds that this place is the same as 
what Eliade calls illud tempus, “the time before 
time,” when the world had yet to be created,  
a formless time when the primordial waters  
lay still in complete darkness, under a sky where 
the stars had not yet been lit. This is the myth-
ical time in which the world was being created  
and life was emerging—the time to which  
people all over the world return in religious  
rituals.24 In Myth and Reality, Eliade writes about 
his concept of  “origin as power,” asserting  
that, just as returning to that mythical time is 
what allows our rituals to connect us with the 
divine, it is the origins of  a thing that give it  
its power, and someone who knows its origins 
also has power over that thing.25 Value is some-
thing that, according to Eliade, comes into being 
during the “mystical time.” Therefore, proving 

Det är något bortom bergen, bortom blommorna och sången,
det är något bakom stjärnor, bakom heta hjärtat mitt.
Hören – något går och viskar, går och lockar mig och beder:
Kom till oss, ty denna jorden den är icke riket ditt!

Jag har lyssnat till de stillsamma böljeslag mot strand,
om de vildaste havens vila har jag drömt.
Och i anden har jag ilat mot de formlösa land,
där det käraste vi kände skall bli glömt.26

(There is something beyond mountains, beyond the flowers and the song,
There is something behind starlight, behind this burning heart of  mine.
O hear—something there is whispering, goes there calling me and pleading:
“Come to us, for this the earth here, it is not the realm of  thine!”

(I have listened to the temperate billows on the sands
Dreams of  wild seas’ rest dwell in my mind
And in spirit I’ve been leaping for the formless of  lands,
Where the dearest things we knew are left behind.)27
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that an object can be traced back to that time 
gives it a power and value that supersedes  
its instrumental value in our own time.
 The bedrock in Scandinavia, and most  
of  the rest of  the world as well, goes back  
to a time far before people wandered the earth.  
It is still continually reforming, being created, 
but so slowly that we can only read its historical 
clues and usually not see the actual, ongoing 
transformations. It happens on a timescale  
that is, in the true sense of  the word, incom-
prehensible. A stone or a crystal has an age  
that today’s geologists can date to a time before 
anything else in our surroundings, except water, 
existed—a time that, for humankind, could 
just as well be a kind of  illud tempus. Stones and 
 crystals would, in that case, hold the magical 
power that Eliade believes such a provenance 
confers. For me, it feels intuitively true that, be-
cause stone carries such integrity and meaning 
from a time that is inaccessible to us, it also 
holds a particular power. 
 But it is not merely to write about stones 
that I bring up von Franz’s and Eliade’s thinking 
about the time to which we are transported in 
stories and rituals to get in touch with another 
world that holds meaning and power. If  Bateson 
is correct, as I interpret him, that the story is  
what defines and distinguishes life itself—both 
our own individual lives and life on earth—from 
the dead or non-living, which serves rather as  
a kind of  projection surface, then the significance 
of  the story should not be underestimated. 
Whatever illud tempus is for the moment—the 
first chapter of  the Book of  Genesis, the origin 
of  life in single-celled organisms, or the plastic 
prehistory of  the bedrock—it is a time and  
place that never ceases to fascinate me,  
and not just me.
 I believe I have found my way to the ideas 
referenced above because, in the art I make,  
I want to see what is hidden in the dark, to  
find a path to the place of  meaning and origin. 
The experience is there, always just within  
or just beyond reach, in working with my  
art. I never entirely get hold of  it, and I think 
this might be what keeps me working. In Dan 
Andersson’s poem “Omkring tiggarn från  
Luossa” (“Around the Beggar of  Luossa”),  
he beautifully describes the longing for some-
thing beyond one’s own existence—something 
that exists, but not here. Perhaps it is this  
place that I have wanted to write about in  
this essay, and that I have wanted to reach 
through my works. An excerpt:
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I was at home in Norway when an advertise-
ment caught my attention. For an absurd object, 
a halffinished project that tells a story about  
the place I come from. To the untrained eye, it 
may look like a regular sales ad for a lawnmower. 
In the pictures, it looks like the type you sit  
on and drive, a sort of  small tractor intended  
for garden care. But what makes this lawnmower 
different is that it has been converted into  
a toy for amateur motorsport: the engine has 
been tuned, or adjusted, so that the lawnmower 
can achieve speeds it was never designed to 
reach. It’s been converted into a tool for joy  
and pleasure. The seller in the ad is well on his 
way in modifying it, perhaps with the aim to  
use it to compete in races against other people 
with the same hobby. What we’re dealing with 
here is what’s called a lawnmower racer.
 At first this phenomenon might come  
off  as banal. You take an old lawnmower that 
you no longer need and disconnect the blades 
that cut the grass. You then modify the gears, 
engine, and carburettor so that the machine  
can accelerate across lawn. YouTube contains  
a rich library of  videos, often self-shot amateur 
footage, where people share their projects  
and explain what modifications they’ve made, 
and also show off  their final results. In these 
videos, one can sense the presence of  a distinct 
rural-American identity, but this phenomenon 
has spread across large parts of  the Western 
world. If  you have access to the internet,  
an old lawnmower, and a big lawn, it doesn’t 
seem so important where you find yourself  

 geographically. The online community has  
made lawnmower racing available to a global 
audience. What I originally regarded as a  
specifically American phenomenon now also  
exists in the Norwegian suburbs where I grew 
up. The ad with its halffinished lawnmower 
racer made it clear that this was happening  
in my own backyard.
 The place I come from is a small 
 municipality south of  Oslo called Rygge.  
If  I were to explain what kind of  place Rygge  
is to anyone from the outside, I would say  
that Oslo, like many European capitals, has  
two airports: one is relatively central and takes 
care of  90 percent of  air traffic, and the other  
is a little too far away to really be perceived  
as part of  the capital city, offering only a few 
flights from the cheapest airlines, which in  
turn fly exclusively to cheap charter destina 
tions. My home municipality is known for this 
second—smallest and worst—airport, which  
is no longer in use, located in a flat area with  
a lot of  farms. Rygge’s airport was closed down 
and today sits as a modern ruin that most people 
only pass by on the highway, perhaps noticing 
fairly marginal military activity on the runways 
and in the hangar, which is all that’s left. This 
is where I grew up: a place a little too far from 
Oslo to be called central, and too much of   
a transit hub to be called rural. 
 I borrow an old car with a trailer from  
a relative and set off  towards the location  
of  the seller of  the lawnmower racer, through 
small forested areas and past wide fields where 

The Signs of  the Times 
Erlend Rødsten

Erlend Rødsten 

Erlend Rødsten, Horseless cowboy, 2022. Lawn mower racer, garage door, grass, variable  
dimensions. Something in the air, 2021. Fire extinguisher, oxygen, 100 x 20 x 20 cm.   
Installation view, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
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different grains, cabbage, and potatoes are 
grown. The roads are characterised by increas-
ingly poor maintenance the closer I get to the 
seller’s address. I have agreed to meet him at his 
home. I recognise a barren sports facility while 
on the road, with green football fields I probably 
played on during a local tournament when I 
was fourteen. Google Maps has led me to the 
outskirts of  a residential area, and I arrive at the 
type of  house that leads me to believe I have 
come to the right place. A mixture of  mopeds, 
ATVs, and old cars are lined up outside a  
triple garage, but despite this material abun-
dance, there are few signs that signal riches  
and wealth. 
 The person I meet is a low-key and polite 
young man who walks me around the corner  
of  the garage. He says that this is where he  
and his father do their work, and throws out  
a comment, tinged with some embarrassment, 
about the fact that they may have a few too 
many projects going on. We skip any unneces-
sary small talk; he just tells me what’s left  
to be done on the lawnmower and then we  
agree on a price before we roll it up onto my 
trailer. It is now in my possession, and the  
rest of  the summer will be spent completing  
the project the young man has started.

A History of  Grass
To understand the significance of  this seem 
ingly absurd object, it is necessary to look more 
closely at the development of  lawns in general. 
So I will now dig into why we consider it a 
common necessity that our homes and gardens 
should be surrounded by these green mats,  
and I will further try to give an account  
of  the history of  the lawn.
 Thinking back on my own upbringing,  
I wonder how many hours I actually spent 
 watering, mowing, and fertilising the medium- 
sized lawn surrounding the house where  
I grew up. In my childhood, lawn mowing  
was a weekly duty I was expected to contribute 
from a fairly young age—a simple, monotonous 
job consisting of  pushing the lawnmower back 
and forth across what, at the time, appeared  
to be an enormous lawn. Grass does not sustain 
itself: it is a plant completely dependent on a 
rigid maintenance regime. As soon as you stop 
mowing and watering it, the lawn will transform 
itself  into a meadow, and the short-cut green 
mat will disappear in just over a month. Like 
most plants, grass extends towards the sun, 
and it is the role of  the lawnmower to prevent 
it from reaching too far and getting too messy. 

The grass also thirsts for water, and in  
the summer months I remember the dramatic 
tension associated with the lawn’s survival  
during droughts. One time, an irrigation ban  
was introduced in Rygge municipality, and  
the yellow-brown straws that remained after 
periods of  drought later needed emergency  
care with fertilisers and water sprinklers.  
Irrigation in the safety of  the shadows  
at night was not uncommon.
 The first lawns of  which we have detailed 
knowledge were originally grown around castles, 
palaces, and aristocratic mansions in the seven-
teenth century.1 To begin with, lawns required  
a resourceful servant to maintain them, especially 
in the period before the English patented the 
modern lawnmower in 1830.2 Another theory  
is that the short-cut lawn emerged as early  
as the late Middle Ages on the British Isles, as  
a protection mechanism against enemies lurking 
around in forests close to the castles and for-
tresses, readying to attack. Woods and tall mead-
ows can hide a possible threat, but a short-cut 
lawn will expose an attacker with enough time  
to close the city gates.
  There is reason to believe that, from  
quite early on, the symbolic value of  the lawn 
has outweighed any practical reason to surround 
oneself  with green carpets. A lawn served as a 
clear sign of  your surplus of  land, and signalled 
to passersby and visitors that both financial 
and material wealth accumulated there. Grass 
requires nutrient-rich soil—land that in most  
societies was reserved for the cultivation of  use- 
ful foods and possibly forage for animals. Grass 
shoots have such a low nutritional value that, in  
practice, it is worthless as food for both humans 
and animals, and if  you let grazing animals  
on the lawn, the grass quickly becomes uneven 
and destroyed. Grass requires large amounts  
of  water in sunny seasons—water that, in many 
places, is a limited resource. This was during  
a time before water supply and sewage infra-
structures were laid, so the water in most cases 
had to be hoisted up from a well. 
 Despite these impractical conditions, the 
lawn proved to be very popular. The first large
scale study attempting to map the total area 
of  lawns took place in the United States and 
was conducted by Cristina Milesi, a scientist 
and member of  NASA’s ecological forecasting 
research group, who analysed satellite images to 
calculate the extent of  lawns in the US. In 2005, 
the study found that “turf  grasses, occupying 
1.9% of  the surface of  the continental United 
States, would be the single largest irrigated  

crop in the country.”3 This means that three 
times as much grass is grown in the United 
States as compared to grains for food produc-
tion, and that the grass lawn is the human- 
controlled plant that covers the largest area  
of  that country. 
 One of  the early and magnificent examples 
of  a grandiose display of  resources and wealth  
is the parks around the Palace of  Versailles.  
Large squares of  lawn were supplied with water 
from a huge underground pipe system, which 
stretched all the way from the Seine, so that 
Versailles’s gardens, courtyards, and lawns could 
be sprinkled with water. This seemingly wasteful 
use of  water was part of  a display of  wealth, 
which is especially visible in the fountains found 
around the palace’s extended parks. Those who 
have seen the gardens of  Versailles in person  
are often struck by the incredible amount of  
labour that must have been needed to keep the 
lawns maintained during a time when servants 
had only simple tools such as knives and sieves 
to help them. The gardens of  Versailles were  
a display of  power and wealth that inspired  
similar projects, reserved for those who  
had a surplus of  money and land.
 Even today, we see that important  
buildings and institutions are surrounded  
by green lawns. The White House is a typical 
example of  a building surrounded by venerable 
greens, which tells a modern story about grass’s 
proximity to power. Shortly after President 
Dwight D. Eisenhower took over the Oval 
Office in 1953, he laid out a “putting green” 
of  over one hundred square metres with a con-
nected bunker, so that he had to walk only a few 
metres out of  his office to practice his favourite 
sport of  golf. Eisenhower is neither the first 
nor the last American president to invest both 
time and their public image in the game of  golf, 
as most presidents of  modern times have been 
observed and photographed on golf  courses.4 

John F. Kennedy, Gerald Ford, Ronald Reagan, 
George W. Bush Jr., Barack Obama, and Donald 
Trump all have visibly engaged in the game, 
which has led to memorable moments such as 
when George W. in 2002, as part of  proclaiming 
his complete aversion to global terrorism, ended 
his short announcement with: “Now watch  
this drive.” He took a stance over his golf  ball 
and ended the interview with a powerful swing 
with his club, forever captured by journalists’ 
cameras.5 Trump and Obama spent time criticis-
ing each other for time spent on the golf  course 
during their respective presidential terms. Trump 
is also well-known as a golf  course owner, and  

is said to have spent over $50,000 of  his  
own money to install a golf  simulator inside  
the White House. During his presidency, Obama 
chose to rebuild another historic lawn, and the 
White House tennis court was for a time turned 
into a basketball court, in a clear attempt to  
introduce a sport that larger parts of  his elector-
ate and voters could relate to. During Trump’s 
presidency, however, First Lady Melania Trump 
took on the task of  restoring the tennis court, 
adding a grand pavilion with Greek columns  
and gold decor in the process.
 Alongside golf  and tennis, baseball and  
polo are also practised on resource-demanding 
lawns, with the side-effect of  being associated 
with an affluent group of  participants and  
audiences. In few sports is this as evident as  
in golf, where top athletes still dress as if  they 
just left the office, in piqué shirts and pressed 
pants, closely followed by a caddy who takes 
care of  the heavy equipment.
 Perhaps the most important part of  the 
lawn’s history in the twentieth century is when  
it expanded from an upper-class milieu into  
the front and back yards of  the man on the 
street. In the 1950s, large suburban housing 
developments known as Levittowns were built 
over large parts of  the United States, where  
each house had its own garden plot; these were 
places where the idea of  a protected family life 
right outside the city flourished.6 Companies 
that could offer chemicals and tools for the 
maintenance of  lawns also thrived, and with  
that the race for the most well-groomed  
facade became a fact of  life.
 The lawn was groomed into people’s  
lives and surroundings, and in the suburban 
place I grew up in, the lawn was a fully inte-
grated status symbol. What surprises me when 
I look back is how it became a fashion without 
question from the general public, who seem 
oblivious to their own lawns’ history. Yet,  
as a young boy, I knew that an overgrown  
lawn was a disgraceful expression of  failure.  
I also understood that, where a house had  
a messy garden, there was reason to believe  
that something was not right—the lawn acted  
as an extended signifier of  the wellbeing  
of  the people meant to maintain it.
 The lawnmower that I bought in the  
summer of  2020 signals an exhilarating break  
in the history of  the lawn. This tool, intended  
to maintain the facade of  the home, has been  
assigned a new role, where the machine no 
longer maintains but, on the contrary, has be-
come a destructive force that tears the surface. 
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When you look at photos and videos  
of  races of  these lawnmowers, you see green 
lawns transformed into withered brown  
and sandfilled grounds, where the lawn mow  
ers’ tyres leave wide tracks as they tear the  
grass surface to pieces.7
 A factor is also present in the background 
here, one that marks a certain identity, insep-
arable from the people engaged in lawnmower 
racing: a countryside masculinity. It seems  
undeniably comical, perhaps even pathetic,  
that more or less grown men in the country 
spend time in their garages rebuilding old  
lawnmowers into noisy, petrol-guzzling toys,  
and then drive around on the carts, which  
are obviously too small for them. Still, I think  
there is some benefit in treating this phe
nomenon seriously.
 I try to approach lawnmower racing in  
a historical context, where the history of  the 
lawn and the home’s design and facade are given 
weight and importance. One may ask whether 
these details are in fact relevant for those who 
consider lawnmower racing to be their hobby, 
for there is reason to believe that an interest  
in Versailles’s gardens is not particularly promi-
nent in male-dominated groups seeking refuge  
in their garages. What we should not under-
estimate, however, is people’s ability to acknowl-
edge the lawn as a modern status symbol. I am 
thinking of  the experience acquired through  
the weekly maintenance of  a lawn, and not 
through historical knowledge or analysis. Many 
work hard on their potential life project of  
maintaining the perfect lawn, while others  
are happy with keeping it respectable. In this 
experience lies a non-verbal understanding  
of  how one maintains.
 A parallel exists between those who  
spend time rebuilding lawnmowers and groups 
that have, in recent years, left clear imprints  
on the global political climate. For there is reason  
to worry about the influence of  the alienated 
man who actively seeks refuge in his garage, 
as the road is not long from online forums 
about motors and mechanics to sexist rhetoric, 
conspiracy theories, and contempt for the gov-
ernment. Perhaps this says a lot about internet 
culture and a form of  conversation based on an 
outdated idea of    the unfiltered and uncensored 
online forum, but it also says something about 
the kind of  individuals gathering across national 
borders to share knowledge about old rebuilt 
lawnmowers. The use of  social media, as well  
as other online meeting platforms, in these  
rural milieus makes for strange constellations. 

A large and united group of  outsiders have 
emerged who share a common understanding  
of  and desire to position themselves outside  
the establishment.

Do-It-Yourself
Videos of  people sharing creative ways of  
 repairing and decorating with simple means 
circulate on most digital platforms I use. Since 
algorithms are designed to lead you to more  
of  the same material, there is reason to assume 
I have a tendency to consume what are mostly 
pretty useless lifehacks: tips and tricks in video 
format that claim to make my life easier. I 
suspect that most of  this video material must 
be categorised as relatively brain-dead entertain-
ment for consumers feeding on hobby-tricks 
they have no real ambition to execute. But 
there’s also a contingent of  DIY fundamental-
ists, with the objective to share knowledge  
on how problems can be solved without any  
external help. It is this last group I want to 
devote my attention to.
 My engagement with online DIY culture  
accelerated the moment I brought a CNC milling 
machine into my studio. The CNC (computer 
numerical control) machine is commonly used  
in industry to carve out patterns and designs  
in a wide range of  materials, and it’s mostly used 
in prototyping and mass production. The CNC 
is controlled by a computing process and moves 
according to a digital code programmed by the 
user. This machine raised a number of  questions 
about how I could use a technology previously 
reserved for industrial environments and mass 
production in the development of  individual 
works in my artistic practice. The work Vedovn 
(Wood stove, 2022) was created in this context. 
It’s an attempt to make an exact copy of  a 
cast-iron stove by creating a digital replica and 
reconstructing the stove in wood by milling  
out smaller parts, which in turn I assembled  
into a full-scale copy of  the original stove— 
only now in wood.
 A wood-burning stove made out of   
wood might at first glance be perceived as a 
joke, in the worst case a oneliner. I would argue 
instead that we are facing a paradox—an object 
that contradicts itself  in its material design,  
an object with absurd prerequisites. Vedovn is  
a potentially selfdestructive object, and it only 
has a lasting future if  it is preserved as a work 
of  art. It’s an object that has been withdrawn 
from its functional past. With it, I’m interested 
in the relationship between digital and physical 
processes, aiming to investigate objects that  

Erlend Rødsten 

Erlend Rødsten, Vedovn, 2022. CNC-milled replica of  a Husqvarna Mikado N: o 80 cast iron 
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are the result of  a technically complex process.  
The visual appearance of  the stove is marked  
by the copying. In the same way that a digital 
photo is pixelated, the wood stove appears in  
a limited resolution, where parts of  the cast-iron 
stove’s details are lost. Photogrammetry captures 
the object in the form of  a grid consisting of  
geometric triangles, and the CNC cutter leaves 
a mechanical surface that is obviously not made 
by a human hand. The resulting sculpture has 
what I would describe as a digital patina— 
a patina that reveals the processes the object  
has undergone. 
 For me, this is a central position to work 
from. The seemingly paradoxical and dysfunc-
tional object opens up discussions on central 
aspects of  what a sculpture is: an object that  
is outside the functional and the usable, an  
object that exists by virtue of  being observed.
 The technical process of  using a CNC  
machine is, in practice, a nightmare for an un-
trained person, but to the rescue come hobby 
enthusiasts and technical nerds in online forums, 
and together you find solutions to intricate 
problems, much like the one I was facing in  
the making of  Vedovn. Discussions are driven 
 by a kind of  utopian dream that, by sharing 
information and copying software, we can  
all become our own producers, liberated from  
the helplessness of  being at the bottom  
of  a long supply chain.
 My impression is that the DIY movement 
supports an inherent desire to be selfsufficient 
and independent from the intricate production 
methods behind the majority of  modern objects. 
Questions about who has the so-called right to 
repair are central to the discussion.8 It is about 
challenging and protesting against the manu-
facturers’ ownership of  service on the objects 
we buy—service that is strictly regulated when 
it comes to electronics and means of  transport, 
with large companies dictating who has the  
right to open, maintain, and repair their prod-
ucts. A recent example of  this is the lawsuit 
against agricultural machinery producer John 
Deere. American farmers are experiencing a 
situation where they no longer have the oppor-
tunity and right to repair their agricultural tools 
themselves or with the help of  independent 
workshops, because, if  they do so, it voids  
the warranty on John Deere equipment, and 
the company also prevents access to purchasing 
key digital components for its machines. High 
service prices have led to a widespread sharing 
of  pirated software for modern farm equipment 
and a black market for off-brand spare parts.  

In online forums, farmers from all over the 
world discuss and solve problems with agricul-
tural machinery. The online magazine Vice has 
covered this “peasant uprising” in detail through 
articles and documentaries, which is surprising 
considering that the magazine is aimed at a 
 readership that mainly consists of  millennials 
with a seemingly urban lifestyle.9
 I am interested in DIY culture because  
it allows you to learn about important aspects  
of  how we relate to the economy and circula- 
tion of  objects, which also reveals our political 
connections to these things. DIY culture also 
involves a geographical tension, where parts  
of  a young rural population from different parts  
of  the world seem to be increasingly united in  
a common front against modern urban living. 
The attitudes in online forums have an un - 
deni able similarity in the desire to “stand out-
side,” as independent players who do not allow  
themselves to be cowed by large companies’ 
guidelines and need for control. It’s an attitude 
that largely resonates with a rural standpoint.
 People living in urban areas, by contrast,  
tend to appreciate the more easily accessible  
repair services when appliances break, or they  
just want to get a replacement as soon as possible. 
Actively repairing and upgrading devices such 
as mobile phones and computers oneself  seems 
difficult and unnecessary, as most products are 
designed to be replaced, not repaired. It seems 
like DIY evangelists are sometimes driven  
by a concern that the modern tools we have  
been made dependent on will one day fail  
us by breaking, and that we will become lost  
in a situation where we have no control over  
the availability of  these commodities. 
 My work Blink and you missed it kind of   
town (2022) consists of  logs that have undergone 
an non-traditional drying method. In 2019, 
the small logging company Varma learned that 
a server farm was being built in their home 
municipality, to be used for the extraction of  
cryptocurrency. The company Kryptovault had 
invested large sums in placing these machines 
for so-called mining in an industrial area a little 
north of  Hønefoss in Norway.10 The logging 
company noticed that large fans had been placed 
on the outside of  Kryptovault’s industrial halls  
to exhale the hot air produced from the servers 
inside. A by-product of  cryptocurrency is  
surplus heat from the servers as they calculate 
long series of  numbers with the aim to keep 
buyers and sellers anonymous and protected. 
An  important element in the production of   
firewood is the drying of  logs. To access the 
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Top: Erlend Rødsten, The Signs of  the Times, 2022. Installation view, MFA exhibition,  
KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
Bottom: Erlend Rødsten. Barrier (After Cady Noland), 2022. Wooden beam, cast concrete,  
110 x 15 x 380 cm
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Erlend Rødsten. Parachute, 2022. Parachute, vacuum, 190 x 280 cm Erlend Rødsten, Driver and passenger, 2022. Airbags, vacuum, 190 x 140 cm
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log’s full energy potential as fuel, the wood  
must be free of  moisture, and traditionally  
the wood is left outside for an entire summer  
to dry. Kryptovault’s surplus heat was an  
obvious opportunity to streamline the wood 
drying process for Varma, and they signed  
an agreement with Kryptovault that allowed 
Varma to place next to the server farm large 
containers with wood through which the  
hot air is forced, leading to an enormous  
increase in efficiency of  the drying time.
 In the work Blink and you missed it kind  
of  town, I want to approach the physical conse-
quences of  digital processes. The dry wood  
that is stacked in the gallery bears no visible 
traces of  the process it has undergone, but 
the history of  the object speaks of  a complex 
relationship with energy processes, where digital 
operations lead to physical and material con-
sequences. Digital environments are wrapped 
in concepts that distance us from the actual 
effects and state of  circulation that they entail. 
We say that it is “stored in the cloud,” when in 
reality we place information on energy-intensive 
 servers that continuously consume energy  
in places unknown to us.
 The wood stack in the gallery space, 
 purchased from Varma, stores a potential energy 
that would be released in the form of  heat and 
light when it’s burnt. But the wood also stores  
a history and a course of  events that is unique,  
as it has witnessed a complex energy cycle where 
excess heat from digital currency is used to 
streamline wood production.

Cady Noland
In a room at the Museum für Moderne  
Kunst in Frankfurt in February 2019, I saw  
Cady Noland’s work Saloon Stairs, Blank with 
 Extra Wood (1990). A construction that could 
have been taken from the set of  a western 
film—a recognisable American scenography  
that I have repeatedly encountered via film  
and television throughout my life. The wooden 
construction mimics the entrance to a saloon  
in a deserted and windswept Wild West, and  
it consists of  a staircase with railings that extend 
up to an entrance elevated about two metres 
above the ground. It’s designed as an outdoor 
mezzanine or porch on stilts. The way the 
two-storey structure is installed means that  
the scenography is interrupted by the museum’s 
white walls, which prevents us from moving  
further into the saloon. To the left of  the  
centred staircase, the porch has a railing that  
apparently has been damaged: three of  the  

railing’s posts are partially broken, disturbing  
the otherwise symmetrical construction.  
There is no reason to believe this is actual wear, 
as the otherwise spotless and brown-stained 
wood has no sign of  ever having been placed 
outdoors, and the saloon appears like  
a construction for a theatre stage.
 It is not my goal to decipher the meaning  
or message behind Saloon Stairs, Blank with  
Extra Wood, but I’m interested in saying some-
thing about how to read and approach the 
object I’m facing. It will not be a universal  
approach, but an approach that those familiar 
with American culture will likely recognise.  
We can start off  with the associations that  
Noland’s saloon evokes, which personally  
make me recollect several American western 
films I am unable to distinguish from one  
another, as both plot and visual style within  
the genre are so alike. What I have learned  
from these films is that conflict is most likely 
just around the corner. It is ingrained in me  
as a law of  nature that the dusty and desolate 
landscape will soon be the scene of  a battle, 
where shots are fired and barrels explode while 
the innocent run for cover. In my associations,  
I approach what is often described as Noland’s 
interest in violent structures, or structures we 
recognise as possessing a potential violence. 
Noland’s installations can remind me of  crime 
scenes, leaving a feeling of  disaster in the air. 
However, I’m not sure if  we’ve arrived at the 
scene before or after the crime took place.
 Other works by Noland do not have such  
a direct association with violence as Saloon Stairs, 
Blank with Extra Wood does. I would like to 
highlight A Piece (1998), a sculptural work that 
the artist has remade in various ways. The work 
consists of  frames designed to create traffic 
barriers: plastic constructions consisting of   
two legs and a hole that perfectly fits a standard  
2 x 8-inch board, which is shaped like an “A.” 
The A-frames are intended to be used in pairs, 
one at each end of  the plank, to act as  temporary 
roadblocks and other barriers within the 
 construction industry.
 What separates Noland’s barrier works 
from the object’s original function is the way 
she groups the A-frames, so that an unnecessary 
amount of  them stand together to hold a single 
plank. It is in the recomposition of  objects  
that otherwise would be described as ready-
mades that A Piece becomes what can be called 
an assisted readymade. Central to the work  
is the gesture and treatment of  the A-frames:  
an attempt to create a new experience out  

of  a recognisable object we associate  
with a certain task or place. In this transition,  
the object is deprived of  its intended function, 
as a two-metre-long barrier with twelve legs  
is unlikely to occur outside an artistic context.  
A Piece is not as an attempt to hide the task  
the A-frame is created for; rather, it’s a method 
of  introducing a resistance to the intended role 
for the object, and in that transition the work  
is assigned an artistic intention. Noland describes 
it as follows: “I am interested in the use of  
barricades and/or suggestive additions to or 
subtractions from architecture with the intention 
of  highlighting and drawing attention towards 
one’s usual expectation, or simply with the  
intention of  stirring up frustration.”11

 This type of  gesture has a central position 
in my practice. The materials I use are often 
objects or readymades that fill a specific role or 
function within our everyday lives. In the gallery, 
I want to rob the object of  its functionality by 
changing and positioning things in a way that 
does not correspond to the intended use of  the 
object. It can be ways of  changing the object’s 
materials or properties, or relocating it to a new 
context. In this action, I invite the viewer to 
consider what this change consists of. It is taking 
a step aside from the historical meaning of  the 
object itself, a movement into a physical but also 
intended change where the consequences are 
paradoxical, ambiguous, or unclear. I seek out 
these situations because I believe it adds an edge 
and nuance to our perspective on our circum-
stances’ complex composition.

Taste 

“Culture and politics, then, belong together 
because it is not knowledge or truth which  
is at stake, but rather judgment and decision,  
the judicious exchange of  opinion about  
the sphere of  public life and the common  
world, and the decision what manner of   
action is to be taken in it, as well as to  
how it is to look henceforth, what kind  
of  things are to appear in it.”
—Hannah Arendt, Between Past and Future12

I have little hope to escape my preferences,  
as in what we call taste, but I am convinced 
that a conscious relationship to the inescapable 
processes of  sorting out, organising, and  
distinguishing impressions is of  great impor-
tance. The taste I want to describe is not the 
taste that belongs to an organ—not perceived 
through one’s eyes, mouth, or ears—but rather 

taste as a description of  aesthetic preference. 
Taste is the continuous judgement we make 
when we see, hear, and experience familiar or 
unfamiliar expressions. It seems to me to be  
an essential part of  the way we act and react, 
and in art it is an indispensable factor.
 Taste is a necessity. If  we were to treat  
all impressions and expressions with equal atten-
tion and concentration, the amount of  infor-
mation to process would be insurmountable.  
We sort our sensory impressions by separating 
what appears to be important and relevant  
from what, in our experience, is assumed to  
be irrelevant and uninteresting. This sorting of  
expressions also entails risk: when we habitually 
overlook and reject whole categories, then  
we commit a form of  selective blindness that  
I think serves us neither as individuals nor  
as a society.
 The sociologist Pierre Bourdieu argues  
that there is no such thing as neutral taste,  
and so-called good taste is not a sixth sense  
that some lucky chosen ones receive as a gift 
from birth. In the introduction to Distinction:  
A Social Critique of  the Judgment of  Taste, Bourdieu 
states that “the ‘eye’ is a product of  history 
reproduced by education,”13 but also that  
“taste classifies, and it classifies the classifier.”14 
It is an aspect that makes it possible to trace  
the origin of  our cultural and aesthetic prefer-
ences, and it complicates a question that was 
previously simplified and explained as a basic 
inherent ability to distinguish the beautiful  
from the ugly. Taste is, rather, shaped by family, 
education, and social background, and our  
taste reveals who we are and where we  
come from. 
 One aspect that continues to interest  
me in my work is the influence of  American  
culture, and how it spreads across the globe. 
This notion can be traced in my work Horseless 
cowboy (2022), which tries to process cultural 
appropriation, specifically a phenomenon  
that has travelled from the US to Rygge, Norway, 
the place I grew up. It’s not news that large  
parts of  the world, and especially Western coun-
tries, consume and appropriate large amounts 
of  American culture. It has been an indisputable 
fact for decades. The overall impact of  mass 
consumption of  American culture is perhaps  
a bit too much to chew over in this context,  
but I think one can approach an understanding 
by looking at phenomena such as lawnmower 
racing. The concept of  rebuilding old lawn-
mowers into racing machines tells a story about 
how culture moves through geographical areas, 
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but also one about how history takes place  
in the objects we surround ourselves with. 
 I find myself  in a position where I have  
left my background in a small place in the coun-
tryside in favour of  an education and a life in 
the city. It is neither an unusual nor a distinctive 
situation, but when I now try to elaborate on  
my aesthetic preferences, it seems necessary  
to clarify my connection and distance to  
the place and culture I am trying to decipher.  
I don’t think I would’ve had the same fasci-
nation with or sympathy for the adoption  
of  American phenomena in rural areas if  I had 
not myself  spent time hiding in garages and 
barns in the country as part of  my upbringing. 
For there are few things that come across as 
more tasteless to an urban cultural elite than  
pictures of  men who spend their free time  
tuning old lawnmowers, drinking cheap beer, 
and racing former domestic machinery on  
a field. The online forums where lawnmower 
racing is shared and discussed often feature  
a contempt for the vain urbanist. It’s impossible 
to overlook similarities with the group of   
people who stormed the US Congress in 2021, 
which spoke to a conspiratorial distrust of   

the political elite. It is this type of  political  
undercurrent that I regard as hidden within  
a phenomenon such as lawnmower racing, and 
which requires a seriousness to clearly observe 
through the comedy this pastime otherwise 
radiates. I want to emphasise that I am balancing 
here on a thin line where I risk generalising  
a group that I’m looking at from the outside.  
My ability to know whether a person on  
a lawnmower subscribes to Science Illustrated 
or Breitbart is very limited, but my interest in 
looking at this milieu also says something about 
my own taste and my need to connect cultural 
phenomena with a political identity. 
 The earliest definitions of  “taste” describe  
it as the human ability to recognise beauty— 
to distinguish beauty from ugliness. Where  
this ability comes from, and who is really right 
when aesthetic preferences do not coincide,  
will always be a subject of  debate. One aspect 
that seems to be agreed upon, though, is  
that taste is affected by background and social 
 context, and that it can always be changed.  
To me, that it’s possible to be part of  that 
change is a hopeful prospect.
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Binocular double vision is a condition caused 
by a disruption to the correspondences between 
one or several sources of  visual stimuli. Infor-
mation passing through our eyes falls onto the 
inside of  the back of  the eye, the retina. The 
brain calculates the distance and spatial direction 
of  an object based on its image as relative to  
the fovea: a small indentation, or “depression,” 
located at the centre of  the macula, which in 
turn sits at the very back of  the retina. Images 
that fall directly onto the fovea are perceived  
as positioned straight ahead, while those hitting 
other areas of  the retina are instead perceived 
as “above,” “below,” “right,” “left,” and so on. 
Visual impressions are the result of  an overlaying 
and merging. When images fall with accuracy  
on both retinas, the object seen sequentially  
retains a sense of  visual unity. Binocular double 
vision is often caused by a displacement of  
images in relation to the macula, making for  
a neurological conflict between two previously 
consistent sets of  information. This can cause 
the brain to receive several images of  a single 
target object: with the resulting illusion of   
two oscillating, alternating images—colliding 
—and sometimes overlapping in one’s field  
of  vision. Of  an image lingering in another 
image’s shadow. 
 As the result of  an eye surgery at the  
age of  thirteen, I was left with what is referred 
to as chronic double vision. The condition is 
lasting, although with time the brain will relearn 
how to read and position images on top of   
one another; to slowly suppress the  duplicate. 
However, I hold on to this double as a thought- 
figure: a model exposing a slip in translation. 
Reading these words back opens up the sentence 
itself  to appear in the guise of  manifold trans-
lations. From that of  an image(s) to a linguistic 
construct accounting for a physiological con-
dition, and further again into an analogy for  
the workings of  translation itself. The image  
of  the double always finds its way back in.

*

After Walker Evans: 4 (1981)1 is perhaps one  
of  Sherrie Levine’s most notorious photographs. 
As with many of  Levine’s works, this image 
consists of  a direct reproduction of  the artwork 
of  another artist, produced simply by rephoto-
graphing and printing the image anew. In the 
case of  After Walker Evans: 4, the image is a 
portrait of  a woman standing against a wooden 
partition wall. Originally titled Alabama Tenant 
Farmer’s Wife (1936),2 it is one of  the many 
portrayals of  the daily lives of  the poor white 
working-class of  the American Deep South that 
Evans made while working as a documentary 
photographer during the Great Depression.
 Levine, in her method, claims the image 
copy as a new original, in turn detaching it from 
the idea of  originality altogether. Appropriation, 
or perhaps “selective borrowing,” becomes  
not only a strategy but also the core content  
of  the work—context being one of  its primary 
materials. It performs in similar ways to a lin-
guistic translation, inserting a distance between 
itself  and the original author. The words forming 
the language of  Levine’s pictures could arguably 
be said to comprise some of  the same letters 
and symbols as the original, but reading them 
out will disclose a distinctly different articu-
lation, with Evans’s documentarian gaze lin-
gering only as a faint echo. This work of  theft, 
as writer and art critic Rosalind Krauss argues 
in The Originality of  the Avant Garde and Other 
Modernist Myths, is something that essentially 
carries out a deconstruction of  the modernist 
conceptions of  origin and originality: an act of  
piracy taking place in front of  the surface of  the 
print.3 Levine rarely made these reprints using 
an image’s original negative, and in the case of  
Alabama Tenant Farmer’s Wife, the photograph 
was reproduced from a catalogue print, creating 
a kind of  screen effect: already a copy of   
a copy, or a reproduction of  a reproduction. 
 The copy-as-original simultaneously decon-
structs what could be argued to be another of  
the imagined cornerstones of  early photo graphy: 
the concept of  the “analogue”—the photo- 
graphic image as being a direct capture of  the  
real, some fleeting compression of  a fragment 
of  time, ghostily materialised in the emulsion.  

Split Seconds
Emil Sandström

Emil Sandström

Top: Emil Sandström, No Healthy Upstream, 2022. Repurposed fluorescent  
light fixtures, aluminum frame, inkjetprint on Canon Backlight Film FP4999B,  
Plexiglas. Installation view, MFA exhibition, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
Bottom: Emil Sandström, Alternate, 2022. Sound (3channel mono, generative),  
temperature and humidity sensors, microcontrollers, algorithmic patch design  
for visual programming language
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By approaching the image as one would  
perhaps a “sculptural” readymade, rather than 
adhering to the idea of  originality, or “newness,” 
 Levine’s work pressures the potentials of  circula-
tion through gestures of  repositioning—treating 
context as a malleable material that, through  
mediation and framing, can act on a similar 
premise as more instinctively physical matter.
 Borrowing implies a relocation, of   
acting in the presence of  an earlier inter pre-
tation, as if  to have one’s gaze directed by  
several contexts that appear as though they  
are leaking through one another. Thinking  
in line with a sentence whose syntax could be 
cut open. Translation also introduces a degree 
of  fiction—we are faced with a shedding in 
 multiple directions—with fractions of  author-
ship that fragment and blend. Philosopher 
Roland Barthes likens the process of  trans- 
lation to that of  transfer printing, a technique 
traditionally used when printing onto ceramics, 
and something that carries with it a “slight de- 
tachment, a slight separation which forms a com-
plete, colored picture, like a decalcomania.”4

 In her essay This Little Art, writer and trans- 
lator Kate Briggs, who worked on the English 
translations of  many of  Barthes later works,  
addresses how literary translation might some-
times pose itself  as a mirage of  the original 
author: the promise of  a form of  embodiment; 
the transmitted presence of  another’s voice. 
When Hans Castorp, the protagonist of  Thomas 
Mann’s The Magic Mountain, is to finally declare 
his affection for Miss Clawdia Chauchat,  
he finds himself  able to do so only in French,  
by virtue of  the distance this second language 
poses from own his native German. This  
short piece of  dialogue is preserved in Mann’s 
original French expression in both the Swedish 
and English translations of  the novel, remaining 
unblemished in its transfer from version to  
version of  the text, regardless of  the fact that  
Mann himself  wrote in German. Such a shimmer 
of  “authenticity” may appear ironic, especially  
in the case of  an author already acting within  
the compromise of  translation. But, nonetheless, 
we here witness the lingering trace of  intent,  
as it rings out coherently. One can again speak 
of  a layering, in the sense that a translation  
is always also a second authoring: a voice sung  
in harmony or disharmony with an already 
reverberant bass note.

*

–––––––––
medium, n.

I. Something which is intermediate  
between two degrees, amounts, qualities,  
or classes; a middle state.
II.  A person or thing which acts  
as an intermediary.
4a. An intermediate agency, instrument,  
or channel; a means; esp. a means  
or channel or communication  
or expression. …
b. Chiefly in medium of  exchange:  
anything commonly agreed as a  
token of  value and used in transaction  
in a  trading system (as in medium  
of  circulation,  circulating medium). …
c. Any of  the varieties of  painting or 
 drawing as determined by the materials  
or technique used. Hence more widely:  
any raw material or mode of  expression 
used in an artistic or creative activity. 
d. A channel of  mass communication,  
as newspapers, radio, television, etc.;  
Freq in pl. as in media. …
e. Any physical material (as tape, disk,  
paper, etc.) used for recording or repro
ducing data, images, or sound.
5a. An intervening substance through  
which a force acts on objects at a  
distance or through which impressions  
are conveyed to the senses; any substance 
considered with regard to its properties  
as a vehicle of  light and sound. 
b. A pervading or enveloping substance;  
the substance in which an organism  
lives; esp. one in which microorganisms, 
cells, etc., are cultured. In extended use: 
one’s environment, condition of  life,  
or usual social setting.
c. Painting. Any liquid substance (as oil,  
water, albumen, etc.) with which water  
is mixed for use in painting.5

I borrow this indexical presentation of   
the term “medium” from the essay “Painting, 
Photography, Painting” by art historian Carol 
Armstrong, published in the book Thinking 
through Painting: Reflexivity and Agency beyond  
the Canvas, which was compiled by art theorist 
Isabelle Graw. Armstrong, in turn, borrows 
these definitions from The Oxford English  
Dictionary. Borrowing aids circuity, mediates  
new pathways. In many of  my earliest works, 
I was interested in the potential ways in which 
photography, or the “photographic process,” 
could be translated or expanded beyond  

the traditional conventions of  its medium.  
Of  approaching photographic overlaps  
within the domain of  the three-dimensional,  
or ways in which core aspects of  the photo-
graphic process, such as its relation to concepts 
of  materialised memory, could seemingly  
be extracted from or deposited within other 
mediums. The sculptural object as imagemaking 
machine, or (re)recording device. When speak-
ing about infrastructure, it’s easy to consider  
it a somewhat hidden or invisible agent, acting 
in support of  an appearance. Something hidden 
carrying that which appears as evident, from 
“underneath”—an underlying arrangement. 
Following the etymology of  “infrastructure,” 
one finds that the term is supported by the Latin 
infra, meaning “below,” “beneath,” or “on the 
side,” and structura, a “fitting together” or “mode 
of  assembly.”6 The architecture historian and 
urbanist Keller Easterling presents the following 
definition of  the term in her book Extrastate- 
craft: The Power of  Infrastructure Space: “Far from 
hidden, infrastructure is now the overt point  
of  contact between us all—the rules governing 
the space of  everyday life.”7

 Approaching infrastructure as a material 
itself  becomes a way to address the conditions 
of  the sculptural medium. Of  amplifying the 
position of  the in-between as a face of  contact. 
I think of  a comment by the artist Dora Budor 
where she describes her works as being less 
about the production of  objects and more about 
an aim to “deploy the apparatus that upholds  
the spectacle.”8 Most of  my work is set in direct 
negotiation with architecture, to engage with 
some of  the fundamental parameters that  
constitute and condition architectural spaces. 
I’m interested in the ways of  the leak, of  poking 
holes or leveraging running room for spatial 
situations that can counteract their initial design 
or work to amplify their inherent contradictions.

*

“The unreal world must be round all this 
—the phantom waves. The moth must come  
in; the beautiful single moth. Could one  
not get the waves to be heard all through?”
—Virginia Woolf  9

Virginia Woolf  imagined a whole novel  
set against the backdrop of  the ocean. Entire  
life destinies unfolding before it. A fiction  
exposed to tides. An unavoidable omen. In 2020, 
I first decided to pick up her diaries. Initially 
approaching her writing through memoir  

meant having the internal assemblages of   
her writing somehow exposed. Text like a body 
opened for surgery. Finding a backbone before 
seeing the image of  Woolf  as rendered by  
her “complete” fictions. It allowed her writing 
to be clearly woven through the, at times, highly 
detailed accounts of  its making. I imagined  
entering writing through the back door—climb-
ing a scaffold revealed only under the light of   
its biography. 
 Reading entries from the years surround - 
ing the writing of  The Waves, I find that Woolf  
originally began work on the novel using  
another title. A note from 1929: “Six weeks 
in bed would make a masterpiece of  Moths. 
But that won’t be the name. Moths, I suddenly 
remember, don’t fly by day. And there can’t  
be a single lighted candle.”10 
 On 13 January 2014, the Swedish public 
broadcasting service announced the end of  
a long-standing programming feature. Every 
night, between the hours of  1:30 and 5:30 am, 
the channel would experience a broadcasting 
interruption, for which a sequence of  field  
recordings replaced the usual programming.  
A staple element of  the late-hour broadcast,  
it was always preceded by a final presentation  
of  the sea-weather forecast, before going on  
to emit a mix of  light-hearted gusts of  wind  
and occasional splashes from stones breaking 
the surface of  the water, alongside the mild, 
repetitive sound of  waves hitting the shore.  
This intermission was due to the station  
needing to use the same frequency for other 
means, since at night it was used to facilitate  
the transfer of  talking magazines. 
 Holding on to a book without yet  
reading it, I imagine, can simply be a question  
of  attaining the right aperture. If  one were  
to imagine a reading free of  any imposed  
narrative chronology, it could be that its ending 
would be just like this: arriving at The Waves to 
find a molecular draft, the postscript of  retract-
ing white water, contours still—or simply—
obscured by the pulp of  its covers.

“The sun had not yet risen. The sea was indistin-
guishable from the sky, except that the sea was slightly 
creased as if  a cloth had wrinkles in it. Gradually  
as the sky whitened, a dark line lay on the horizon  
dividing the sea from the sky and the grey cloth became 
barren with thick strokes moving, one after another, 
beneath the surface, following each other, pursuing  
each other, perpetually.” 11
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This passage from the novel prompted  
the sound piece ____ [0.00390625] (2021).12 
I imagined the same reversal at play as in the 
discovery of  Woolf ’s double titles. In an act  
of  mirroring, the original audio of  the intermis-
sion was stretched to the length of  a full day’s 
broadcast—an amplified bridge, or an interlude 
reconfigured as a standin for a whole.

*

A dew point can be described as the atmos-
pheric temperature required, under even baro-
metric pressure, for a given parcel of  air vapour 
to start to form into droplets of  water, that  
is, to start to condense. The term is also used 
to signify crucial environmental conditions 
required at the core of  various industrial pro - 
cesses. In the field of  psychology and psycho
analysis, “condensation” instead refers to a 
 concept of  merging and overlapping of  images 
that occurs in memory. Of  the potentials of   
a single remembered image to become a depos-
itory, or referent, for several others, in ways that 
can sometimes come to repress the “original.”
 In a discussion with one of  my tutors,  
I was told about a work by the artist Massimo 
Bartolini, titled 2 Weight Dews (2012).13 He de-
scribed it first as appearing as a monochrome. 
However, when approached closely, the surfaces 
of  the diptych reveal the traces of  a seemingly 
spontaneous climatological hiccup. As if  arriving 
at the residue of  a very sudden shift of  temper-
ature, the images are covered in a thin layer of  
dew. Bartolini’s object appeared to me as a model, 
a sculptural image acting within fiction. Having 
not seen the work in person, I was faced with 
the liability of  a narrative, the mythical rendition 
a part of  its mediation. Approaching an image 
as a situation of  trust and distrust. 
 My work Dew Point (A + B) (2020)14 arose  
as a response to Bartolini’s claim of  extending 
the atmospheric. Attempting a form of  sculp-
tural grammar. Dealing with how to expand, 
or extend, an otherwise ephemeral or fleeting 
occurrence, primarily as a textual state of  suspen-
sion. Two synthetic sculptural bodies sat on  
top of  thick rubber mats on the gallery floor,  
arranged in a direct material exchange. I im-
agined a minimalist object assigned the carrying 
out of  a specific “function” as something that 
actively negates its art historical predicates. 
 In Dew Point, this function was also the  
construction of  a situation presenting itself  
as a lack: a machine unable to sufficiently cool 
itself. If  one considers condensation at the  

edge of  a pane of  glass, it hints at a window  
no longer able to hold a seal. A sealant or  
insulation dried or cracked with age. The 
 ideology lurking behind concepts of  artificial 
conditioning also exposes biopolitical frame-
works that harbour an anthropocentric  
world view, seemingly embodying a striving 
towards the violent commodification of   
every imaginable property of  quotidian life. 

*

Alternate (2022)15 is a sound piece based on  
an adaptation of  Takashi Kokubo’s composition 
“Breath of  Blue Water,” from the album Get 
at the Wave (1987).16 The album was originally 
commissioned by the Japanese electronics  
manufacturer Sanyo Denki for a promotion  
for a line of  high-end air-conditioning units.  
The rapid expansion of  the Japanese economy 
saw a growing interest from large corpora- 
tions in increasing investments in the culture 
industry. A means of  strengthening marketing 
campaigns, this influx of  pop culture also sud-
denly provided a generation of  artists with  
the economic ground for carrying out extensive 
and often experimental projects. Printed  
by Picture Disk and released under the Sanyo 
brand, Get at the Wave features a three-track  
ambient soundscape by Kokubo, followed  
by a collection of  field recordings of  various 
environmental sounds. The record was not  
to serve as mere background music, or muzak; 
rather it was meant to accommodate the  
consumer through the phenomenological  
shifts that they would undergo in their newly  
conditioned environment: a piece of  music 
to align fictionally and sensorially with a fully 
domesticated environmental experience.
 What interested me most was to find a  
way to address the record’s specific economies, 
as an object set to circulate in conjunction  
with an apparatus made to carry out circulation. 
A situation of  circulatory overlaps—linguistic 
and material—that occurred to me as a diagram. 
By fitting the gallery space with a set of  sensors 
that continuously measured air temperature  
and humidity, a system was put in place moni-
toring its own surroundings. The sound in  
Alternate was modulated in real time based  
on a script for a visual programming language. 
Information, depending on its temporal unfold-
ing within the script, was then used to control 
various parameters of  the sound. This was done 
through an algorithm built around a number  
of  equations and random abstractions,  

Top: Emil Sandström, R Gr Ever Red, 2020. Digital photograph
Bottom: Emil Sandström, No Healthy Upstream, 2022. Installation view, MFA exhibition,  
KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022

Im
ag

es
 c

ou
rt

es
y 

of
 th

e 
ar

tis
t



177176MFA 2 Emil Sandström

where variable outputs, such as lower or  
higher values, above or below a set threshold, 
triggered new sets of  randomisations,  
altering how the sound behaved.
 Granulation, or granular synthesis, is a 
method of  sound processing that operates in  
the domain of  “microsounds.” It is accomplished 
through the process of  splitting larger pieces 
of  audio into so-called microsamples: acoustic 
quanta of  a duration often only between  
10 and 100 milliseconds long—the individual 
assets of  a sonic object. These minute pieces  
of  sound-information are known as “grains.” 
Granulation allows one to operate on the 
level of  the digital microscopic. Using various 
techniques, such as stretching or overlapping, 
individual grains can be used to produce a new 
timbre. Here, time seems intrinsically tied to 
notions of  weather, as the vocabulary of  granular 
synthesis is densely populated by its own part-
icular meteorology: “As the particles meander, 
they flow into streams and rivulets. Dense 
agglomerations of  particles form swirling  
sound clouds whose shapes evolve over time.”17

 By subjecting Kokubo’s original instrumen-
tal to some of  the core parameters integral to 
the machine that the music was written to act  
in relation to, I wanted to establish a sculptural 
infrastructure that saw the music turning a 
 mirror to its own imaginary support structure. 
Constructing a work where my role as a co- 
composer would primarily be in situating a new 
site of  circulation, by having the literal circu- 
lation of  air govern both the behaviour of  the 
sound and the way in which Kokubo’s recording 
is redistributed in the space. The work itself  is 
something that “exists” within the frameworks 
of  its setting, contingent on the conditions  
of  the exhibition. While many musical projects 
operate within a macro timescale, generative 
compositions have (at least the imaginary)  
potential to continue ad infinitum. The structure 
of  Alternate means that, although looped, each 
repetition becomes heterogeneous, and its 
duration is determined only in relation to a given 
circumstance. The surrounding environment 
acts as the nodes controlling its modulation.  
In this way, the space is put in flux both by  
external (weather) and internal shifts, such as 
the presence of  bodies inside the gallery space 
and—at least hypothetically—also the bodies  
of  those who move around other parts of   
the architecture.
 Kokubo’s Get at the Wave also holds up  
a mirror to a historical period of  vast economic 
optimism, a time oscillating with the projected 

wonders of  commercialisation. But the  
miracle did not last, as made apparent by the  
great Asian stock market crash, which saw  
the J apanese economy crumble only a few  
years after the release of  the album. We find 
ourselves in a situation that makes way for  
a dual reverberation: of  both ambient politics  
and political ambience.

*

Like Dew Point, Alternate poses questions  
of  where artistic production “ends” and where  
we can arrive at the location of  a sculptural pro-
cess. Production, within the context Alternate,  
is something that takes place specifically in  
the exchange between room, sculptural frame-
work, and audience. The visitor is constantly 
reproducing the work as they move throughout 
the space, meaning that part of  the process  
of  production is shifted from artist to audience 
in a very direct fashion. The work can be 
 approached either as the said infrastructure  
producing or upholding a spectacle, or as a  
carrier, as in the case of  a speaker in the context 
of  a sound installation, whereby the actual 
sculptural “work” is the material and immaterial 
exchange. Whereas Dew Point presents a sculp-
tural transmission that is dramatically spatial  
but entirely non-visual in its transfer, Alternate 
is a motion choreographed by a system central  
to the architecture whose workings are rendered 
visible (audible) only by its carriers. 

*

In her ongoing series of  sculptural bouquets, 
Kapwani Kiwanga works to examine the  
ways in which materials and objects can stand  
as witnesses to historical events. The flower 
arrangements that make up Flowers for Africa 
(2014–) are based on archival photographic  
material from political meetings and conferences 
that have played a role in struggles towards 
political independence for a number of  African 
nations. After scouting the material for the 
presence of  florals, the artist then had these 
images reinterpreted by a florist. The individual 
subjectivity of  the florist and the available  
raw materials at hand both play a role in the  
interpretation of  the work, as does the some-
times lacking clarity or quality of  the source 
image—making the arrangement always bound 
to be a translation. Kiwanga describes this loss 
of  detail as the watering down of  the historical 
moment, something that must be read as a  

trace from the vantage point of  the present.  
The image of  the flower sits in a similarly 
 persistent and complex position of  intimacy  
as the whisper explored in Xinghau Li’s account 
of  the phenomenon in her essay “Whispering: 
The Murmur of  Power in a LoFi World.”18  
It’s a faint voice, at first seemingly overwhelmed 
by the violent alarm of  the present, but whose 
ever returning and elusive character nevertheless 
possesses a tireless reverberance. 

*

“Repetition and first time: this is perhaps the 
question of  the event as question of  the ghost. 
What is a ghost? What is the effectivity or the 
presence of  the specter, that is, of  what seems 
to remain as ineffective, virtual, insubstantial  
as a simulacrum? Is there there, between the 
thing itself  and its simulacrum, an opposition 
that holds up? Repetition and first time, but  
also repetition and last time, since the singularity 
of  any first time is also a last time. Altogether 
other. Staging for the end of  history. Let us  
call it a hauntology.”
—Jacques Derrida19

In Specters of  Marx, philosopher Jacques  
Derrida introduces the concept of  “hauntology.” 
Written just after the fall of  the Soviet Union, 
Derrida uses the concept to dwell on the  
consequences and potentials of  the afterlives 
and hauntings of  Marxism. The “end” of   
communism is interpreted as the beginnings  
of  a political era in which capitalism presents  
itself  as the only apparent ideological framework. 
A homonym shadowing the French pronuncia-
tion of  ontologie, the hauntology probes the 
potential of  a spectral sensation of  time based 
on the assertion of  time as being “out of  joint.” 
This phrase is borrowed from the introductory 
scene in William Shakespeare’s tragic play 
 Hamlet, where, after being visited by the ghost 
of  his father, the protagonist Hamlet proclaims: 
“The time is out of  joint.” Derrida understands 
this outofjointedness as being permanent,  
inherent to the characteristics of  history. The 
ghost is a figure in double time, an apparition 
that returns only as it makes its initial appear-
ance. It refutes the conditions of  linear time, or, 
to quote the artist Alejandro Cesarco: “Ghosts 
and haunting force a coexistence of  two forms  
of  perception, ‘actuality’ (reality, facts) and  
‘ideality’ (a paradigm that regulates and against 
which we measure the former and our relation-
ship to it—the possible and its potentiality).”20 

 A similar rhetoric can be found in cultural 
theorist Svetlana Boym’s writings on the nostalgic. 
In The Future of  Nostalgia, Boym differentiates 
between two different modes of  nostalgia: the 
reflective and the restorative. Both bear a sense 
of  utopia, since, as she argues, any nostalgic 
relation will be carried by a projection of  a failed 
ideality. She writes: “Nostalgia tantalizes us with 
its fundamental ambivalence; it is about the 
repetition of  the unrepeatable, materialization 
of  the immaterial.”21

 While reflective nostalgia can be read as a 
condition taking pleasure in the aspect of  long-
ing itself, without the employment of  any clear 
or set direction, the restorative nostalgic may 
treat the past as a static position to which “one 
may be able return.” The past, in the eyes of   
the restorative nostalgic, remains untouched  
by the progression of  time, and therefore often 
acts as a model of  “lost time” upon which one 
will attempt to rebuild. Restorative nostalgia  
is often identified as a building block for nation
alistic and fascistic tendencies, as it leans on a 
version of  the past that has remained unaltered, 
serving as a utopian surface for projection. 
Whereas nostalgia leaves us with the choice  
as to how to act on it, hauntology and haunting 
approaches us with a sense of  obligation. 
 The cultural theorist Mark Fisher uses  
Derrida’s concept of  hauntology to describe  
a music movement popularised in the late 2000s 
and early 2010s. Hauntology in the context  
of  music is characterised by Fisher partly by  
a  preoccupation with ideas surrounding the 
materialisation of  memory in physical record-
ing media—as older recording and mixing 
 techniques are juxtaposed and merged within 
digital production processes. Fisher emphasises 
the use of  crackle—the surface noise inherent  
to vinyl records—as one of  the key emblems  
of  this haunting materiality. It stands as an  
amplification of  the notion of  the “re,” not 
only in relation to the (re)recordings themselves 
but also in terms of  their carriers, or systems  
of  playback. 

Fisher writes:

The first thing we can say is that crackle  
exposes a temporal pathology: it makes  
“out of  joint” time audible. Crackle both 
invokes the past and marks out our distance 
from it, destroying the illusion that we  
are co-present with what we are hearing by 
reminding us we are listening to a recording. 
Crackle now calls up a whole disappeared 
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regime of  materiality—a tactile materiality, 
lost to us in an era where the sources  
of  sound have retreated from sensory 
apprehension.22

Fisher understood this fixation to act beyond 
the realm of  the aesthetic as representing  
a symptom of  our current cultural condition. 
Whereas Boym writes about nostalgia as  
being a “symptom of  our age, a historical 
 emotion,”23 Fisher borrows a phrase from  
the philosopher Franco “Bifo” Berardi,  
who suggests that we are currently living  
in a time “after the future,” in the ruins  
of  our utopian projections and projects that  
failed to materialise.24 This means, according  
to both Fisher and Berardi, that the current  
state of  culture is to be considered stagnant  
and destined to only redraw the tracks of   
modes of  expression that came before it.

*

“The most I want to do is to show you  
the end of  my index finger. Its muteness.”
—Maggie Nelson25

Silence generates noise

(RGB: 102, 122, 91)

Produced over a two-year period, Christopher  
Williams’s Angola to Vietnam* (1989) features  
a series of  twenty-seven photographic repro-
ductions of  a collection of  botanical glass 
models from the Ware Collection of  Blaschka 
Glass Models of  Plants, housed at the Harvard 
Museum of  Natural History in Massachusetts. 
The complete work features both the black- 
and-white photographs printed and framed  
as well as a publication bearing the same title.  
In the publication, each reproduction is assigned 
to represent a country listed in Disappeared!  
Techniques of  Terror, an Amnesty Inter national  
report surveying human rights violations and 
political disappearances in 1985. The book’s 
layout suggests its own internal logic. Looking 
closely, one finds that several countries are 
represented by the same image, or by a repeated 
motif, only cropped or photographed from  
a different perspective. In addition to the black-  
and-white reproductions, the publication features 
a single full-colour print: the cover of  a French 
edition of  Elle magazine bearing the names of  
eight countries—all major economies—that can 
all be traced to a colonial or imperialist history.

 In a video interview made on the occasion 
of  Williams’s survey exhibition The Production 
Line of  Happiness,26 he expresses: 

It’s a cliché that the photograph shows  
you everything but tells you nothing.  
One of  the ways in which this has been 
dealt with historically … was to use the  
silence of  the photograph, or to perceive  
the silence of  the photograph, as a negative 
to be corrected by language. I decided  
that, actually, the silence could be used as  
a positive, and almost like a malleable mate-
rial, that could be used the way language  
is used; rather than filling that void— 
further emptying it—so that the absence  
is felt, so that the incompleteness of  it  
is seen as an ontological condition rather 
than a fault.27

Williams has me returning again to Roland 
Barthes, and his description of  what he calls the 
paradoxical relationship between the denotative 
and connotative characters of  the photographic 
message: “The photographic paradox can  
then be seen as the co-existence of  two mes-
sages, the one without a code (the photographic 
analogue), the other with a code (the ‘art,’ or  
the treatment, or the ‘writing,’ or the rhetoric,  
of  the photograph).”28 
 Williams’s work uses the malleability of  the 
code to question the proposed neutrality of  the 
photographic analogue. It surveys the role of  
image production and display in the shaping of  
collective understandings of  subjectivity and 
self-perception, turning the image’s condition 
into its own material. I imagine his work as 
redirecting the gaze of  the viewer away from the 
domain of  depiction and towards the political 
frameworks and power structures of  mediation. 
Often employing methods sprung from com-
mercial product photography, such as seemingly 
perfect “flat light” imagery, and outsourcing the 
production of  his photographs to be made in 
professional studio settings, Williams turns the 
camera lens onto its own apparatus, in gestures 
of  laying bare its latent violences. Appropriated 
fragments and tropes recompose to form new 
internal logics, suggesting a tireless rewriting of  
the “second message.”29

 The notion of  silence leads me to think  
of  a quotation from filmmaker Babette Mangolte. 
In an essay from her Selected Writings, Mangolte 
recalls shooting the film of  Trisha Brown’s  
seminal dance solo Watermotor (1978): 

The only thing I felt sorry about was  
that I didn’t have the money to shoot  
with synchronized sound. The solo  
was silent anyway however and performed 
 without music. But a silent film does not 
create the impression of  silence. It is  
sound in film that has created silence  
in motion pictures.30 

Mangolte pairs the first take with a second  
shot in slow motion. The gaze of  the camera 
carefully follows Brown’s motions, and while  
the movements of  the camera are subtle,  
they can still be felt operating according to  
the dancer’s lead. I have always been fascinated 
with the filmmaker’s choice to have Brown’s 
arms and hands continuously cut the edge  
of  the frame. However, I also imagine it to be 
exactly what separates the film from the perfor
mance. Silence is equally inside and outside 
the frame; it demands of  the viewer to move 
alongside it.
 Williams will subtract from his photo- 
graphs any apparent framework for interpreta-
tion, allowing the works to instead be led  
by their interrelational logic. The gap between 
signifier and signified requires a leap of  lan-
guage. Silence is deafeningly loud but can only 
be heard on the premise that it is subject to a 
recording and subsequent reading. The discourse 
of  classification and systematic subdivision  
at play within both the context and the arrange-
ment of  the botanical models is carried in a  
violent undercurrent—a powerful tool in the 
territorial imperialism of  the colonial powers. 
We can imagine the hauntology at play in  
Angola to Vietnam* as Williams moves through 
an indexical back door into historical context, 
evoking the ambience of  history as if  through  
a small aperture in a window.

*

The work Ambient Green (after Christopher  
Williams) (2022)31 consists of  a monochrome 
print made from a colour scan of  the cover  
of  Williams’s publication. Originally released  
in an edition of  one thousand, Williams’s book 
has become a highly sought-after collectable, 
and I have to travel to Hamburg to find the 
nearest holding of  the publication at a European 
library. I use a small hand-scanner that, when 
pressed against an object, will render the object’s 
colour in various versions of  digital code. Each 
structure of  code designed to operate within  
a specific mode of  colour reproduction.  

I was interested in the multiple layers of  
 distortion that would occur in the processes  
of  reproducing the cover’s original colour.  
From the inevitable fading of  the aged colour 
of  the paper to the loss imposed by the various 
digital systems in the translation from paper  
to paper. Printed on backlight transparency,  
the colour is subject to yet another form of  
modulating shift. It proposes itself  as a double,  
a container of  several versions of  itself— 
both the “correct” colour and its ambient 
reproduction. Looking back at the methodology 
of  Sherrie Levine through a hauntological lens, 
Ambient Green proposes to act as a conjuring  
of  a conjuration. Or a conjuring that takes place  
through a screen—a window onto the method-
ology of  Williams’s work, as well as the structural 
logic of  the context that his practice evokes.

*

“No healthy upstream” occurs as an error  
message. It signifies a disruption to the flow  
of  information being sent to a server, whose 
content—while meant to be embedded in  
the recipient’s source code—becomes subject  
to a flaw, a hindered transmission. This phrase 
was borrowed for the title of  my graduate  
exhibition but was also positioned within  
the room as a title track. 
 A thoughtform in the figure of  a cut.  
A room turning onto itself, the day fading into 
the saturation of  its own reflection. Evaporated 
corporeality on cold stone slabs. A matrix of  
symmetrical ceiling lights and mirroring windows; 
a room performing in an act of  reflexive intro-
spection, built to look back, in the same way  
as it was constructed specifically to aid the looking 
into. A body laid bare in maximum daylight, to 
uncover the workings of  its internal machinery. 
A precise incision clean across the abdomen. 
Blinds lowered only to drain the room of  light, 
but not to shut it out completely. A second 
indentation. A diptych reproduced from a press 
photograph. The interior of  the large dissec- 
 tion hall at the Hamburg Museum of  Medical 
History. The format and installation of  the  
work intended to perform a literal incision,  
a dissection of  the space of  dissection, mirroring 
the way in which the exchange of  the image  
is aided by a hijacking of  its circulation.
 For my master’s exhibition, I constructed 
five largescale lightboxes made out of  fluores
cent fixtures repurposed from a decommis-
sioned flight hangar. I based their dimensions  
on the aspect ratio of  a standard 35 mm  
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 photograph. This structure also helped 
 determine the possible number of  frames  
I could construct. I wanted to approach these 
objects as imagecarriers rather than as photo
graphs. A framework for image display. I was  
more interested in how one can read the  
rela tional overlaps that the images produce  
as a sequence than the idea of  producing a 
photograph. Most of  the images in the series 
derived from situations of  appropriation  
or  borrowing. That which appears disparate  
is also a matter of  performing a subtraction, 
forcing the viewer to read between the  
faces of  imagery. 
 Fluorescents are constructed to operate  
at a particular wavelength. Their constant flutter 
is a by-product of  the chemical reaction that 
catalyses their emission of  light. And while  
the flicker of  a “healthy” fluorescent light will 
pass almost unnoticed to the human eye, it is 
easily detected by the sensors of  digital cameras. 
The material behaviour of  the fluorescents  
causes the works to be very hard to document, 
as the rate of  the flicker counteracts the velocity 
of  the shutter and resolution of  the camera.

*

“Sculpture is ways of  arranging air. Is there  
a thick description of  thin sculpture? Things 
that bear but don’t contain, things become

“Something to see, until we see nothing at all.”
—Fred Moten32

For the exhibition More Heat Than Light at  
Kunsthalle Basel in 2016,33 Sam Lewitt con-
structed a sculptural installation that redirected 
the electrical grid normally used to power the 
venue’s main lighting array to instead operate  
a series of  sculptures positioned across the 
 gallery floors. A number of  largescale, ultra 
thin copper conductors were positioned in a 
seemingly parasitic relationship to the surround-
ing architecture. This resulted in the constant 
generating of  heat: the installation caused  
a temperature hike in the gallery space, while  

the energy consumed from the grid made  
the fluorescent lights appear as faltering or 
weakened. A situation that aided exhaustion;  
a sculptural drainage. 
 The installation seems to mirror another 
eponymous instance of  institutional critique, 
namely Michael Asher’s 1992 presentation at 
Kunsthalle Bern, for which the artist relocated 
every single one of  the building’s radiators  
into the foyer, a gesture that dramatically 
 redistributed the building’s climate, causing  
a concentration of  heat in a single room.34  
Much of  Lewitt’s work can be said to examine 
structures around the flows and exchanges  
of  capital and information, inherent both to  
the materials and compositions of  sculptural 
situations and to the systems within which 
artworks operate. 
 The words “current” and “currency”  
are etymologically tied: a linguistic overlap  
that points to the economic value of  an object 
or occurrence as being maintained only by  
situations in which it finds itself  in motion.  
This relation is further described in a text  
by the curator Elena Filipovic for the publica-
tion accompanying Lewitt’s exhibition: “As it 
 happens, ‘currency’ and ‘current’ share the same 
root, from the Latin currere, ‘to run.’ Money,  
or currency, does not have value if  not in circu-
lation—in other words, if  it is not running 
around.”35 Heat, like condensation, often  
occurs as an undesirable by-product within  
the context of  mechanical production. It poses  
a threat to effectivity. Something that needs  
to be disposed of; an immaterial waste or  
residue to be rerouted.
 Lewitt proposes in his work something  
that he terms a “weak locality,” as opposed  
to the notion of  site specificity, where instead 
the work turns on its own physical and con-
textual conditions, as related to the principles  
of  assumed neutrality that can often be seen  
as maintained by the “white cube.” For another 
iteration of  the More Heat Than Light project,  
Lewitt presented the same constellation of  
objects in an exhibition staged in an apartment 
rented through Airbnb, a site further  

Emil Sandström, No Healthy Upstream, 2022. Installation view, MFA exhibition,  
KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
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problematising the volatility of  the contempo-
rary notion of  space in relation to market-driven  
interests. Lewitt understands the artwork’s 
location as a central question: “How to localize 
the artwork in an increasingly distributed and 
abstract culture of  control?” Here, “the heating 
artwork becomes an itinerant guest, in move-
ment spatially and by extension, economically,  
in terms of  the circulation of  the image and  
of  the artwork as a fungible good moving  
from market to market.”36

 The gesture of  heat as discernible  
material seems to negate the image, weighing  
the conditional above the visual. By having  
an infrared camera monitoring and constantly 
documenting the space during the various stages 
of  the exhibition, Lewitt emphasises the gaps,  
or slits, that insert themselves between the 
 object’s materiality and its visual presentation.  
As curator and writer Anthony Huberman 
explains: “Lewitt’s work turns fluidity into 
 something a bit more viscous, sticky, corrod - 
ed, and harder to run through the pipes. He 
muddies the waters of  smooth circuity to make 
visible that which lubricates it. … What’s at 
stake is to understand what art can do within  
a logic that demands continual adaptation.”37 
One will find in Lewitt a thickening of  infra-
structure. An infrastructure in bold. 

*

Through its movements, the object exposes 
itself  to a state of  weakness, or rootlessness,  
in relation to its surroundings. This reasoning 
can be held in parallel with a tendency observed 
in the history of  sculpture that is treated in  
Rosalind Krauss’s essay “Sculpture in the Ex-
panded Field.” She argues that developments  
in the field of  sculpture have induced sculpture 
to rely less on a position within the domain  
of  the monumental and to instead present  
more of  a kind of  deterministically modular 
rootlessness. This is something Krauss comes 
to term the “sitelessness” of  the postmodern 
sculptural object, a sculpture whose location  
is proposedly held in the negative.38 She sees  
this as a significant shift of  the postmodern  
condition of  art, in that it deconstructs its  
own basic preconditions.

“I’m not interested in making a work about  
vulnerability as much as the work being vulnerable,  
and I would include my own labour in that.” 39

Acting from a similar conditional rhetoric  
as Lewitt’s installation, this line of  thought  
arguably also could be traced in a work like 
Shrooms (2016), by Ghislaine Leung, for which 
the artist simply positions a nightlight and  
plug adapter in the shape of  a mushroom  
in every visible and unused electrical socket 
within an exhibition space. A gesture that,  
while rendering visible the sculptural object’s 
reliance on its surrounding infrastructure and 
spatial conditions, also proposes a weak locality 
similar to the one addressed in the work of   
Lewitt. But Leung’s work can be said to hold  
a more textual dimension—each socket a  
potential place for depositing a new syllable. 

*

The architecture of  the anatomical theatre  
at Museum Gustavianum at Uppsala University 
perfectly mimics the metallic diaphragms  
of  a camera’s aperture. An oracular feat, had  
the architect only been able to foresee this 
 double meaning. Camera and camera. With  
it, the miraculous body disappeared, replaced  
by the bodymachine, every possible joint or  
as sem blage now instead only a unit of  study  
and  measure. The architect Le Corbusier famous 
ly wrote about buildings as constructed bodily 
 ecosystems, with a heart and lungs and neuro-
logical pathways keeping its mechanisms up  
to speed. Open windows allowing for this  
body, and those who inhabit it, to finally breathe.  
The genealogy of  the white cube is apparently 
clinical. It proclaims itself  as a model of  neutral- 
ised space. The ceiling of  the late nineteenth- 
century Kunsthalle Bern can been heard 
echoing in the large skylights of  the Fritz 
 Schumacher house: products of  a similar  
ideological blueprint.
 I returned to a photograph that I had 
sought out on a website for the leasing and  
sale of  stock imagery. Its composition almost 
made it appear hyperreal. Stock photography 
possesses an eerie emotional currency, wanting 
to prove that any given thing, any situation,  
can be distilled, modelled, and fit into a given 
imaginary depository. I eventually managed  
to locate the photographer, who agreed to send 
me their original files. Through our conversa-
tion, I learned that the image had already been 
sold off  to a German news agency, technically 
leaving them unable to allow me the permission 
to use the photograph.

Two images woven 
      together in memory: a snow 
      fall heavy,             illuminated by the yellowing glow 

a single flickering streetlight. 
Adhering 
to one another, not through their content           (s) 
but through the                velocity with which they          spring 

                   back to mind.

___________________________

a negation of  death. Capital is accumulated  
as a defence against death, against absolute 
loss.”42 Drawing from Sigmund Freud’s theory 
of  the death drive, philosopher Byung-Chul 
Han, in his book Capitalism and the Death  
Drive, argues that accumulation and growth  
in capitalist society functions as an attempted 
“immunisation against death,” and that the  
constant threat of  death is what feeds into its 
compulsiveness.43 Aiming with force at keeping 
up the allure of  longevity, flowers, alongside 
 other perishable goods, are transported using 
“cold chains”: systems that rely on highly 
controlled climatisation. Entering a strictly 
 choreographed sequence, the flowers are  
put into a dormant state, from which they  
are seemingly resurrected as the arrive  
at their final destination. 
 Of  course, most objects and entities could 
arguably be said to carry out their existence 
within a framework in which their material and 
corporeal existence is constantly inching closer 
to a moment of  exhaustion, or death. However, 
the intricate systems in place that circumvent  
the process of  death in the cut flower exposes 
itself  to additional scrutiny. One could argue 
that it is emblematic of  many conditions  
of  consumer culture. Within the figure of  the  
elegy, I imagine the flower arrangement as one  
of  the most directly reflexive of  the infrastruc
tural conditions whereby an increasing will  
to permanence—such as following health  
trends and anti-ageing regimes—is countered 
with an increasingly standardised production  
of  goods with a predetermined lifespan.

*

My ongoing object series Asset Loss (2021–)  
was born out of  an interest in various notions 
of  second-hand economies and the circula-
tion of  seemingly “exhausted” commodities. 
 Navigating the expansive labyrinth of  curated  

Emil Sandström

“Now it reveals its hidden side
and now the other—thus it falls,
an autumn leaf.”
—Ryokan40

The jisei, or “death poem,” is a centuries- 
old genre of  poetry originating in East Asia. 
Typically written by emperors, haiku poets,  
and Zen Buddhist monks, the jisei is often con-
ceived by its author at the moment of  their  
last breath: a poem in which the author comes  
to acknowledge and accept the onset of  their 
own passing. In this way, one could argue 
that the jisei is a poem akin to a photographic 
form—a snapshot of  its author’s last  
moments in life.
 Photography is held in a paradoxical rela-
tionship to death. In her introduction to Portraits 
in Life and Death, the only catalogue of  works  
by photographer Peter Hujar published during 
his lifetime, Susan Sontag famously writes: 
“Photography … converts the whole world  
into a cemetery. Photographers, connoisseurs  
of  beauty, are also—wittingly or unwittingly 
—the recording-angels of  death.”41 In the  
book, Hujar’s intimate portraits of  his friends 
and colleagues are presented alongside images 
of  skeletal remains and decomposed bodies 
taken in the catacombs of  Palermo, Italy. Hujar’s 
meditation on death looks to the interrelations 
between photography’s arrested present as 
something that also lays bare the inevitable 
passing of  time.
 I commissioned a florist to produce a  
flower arrangement based on a conversation 
about the symbolic exchange contained in  
the gesture of  giving someone something that 
is implicitly in an “active” state of  dying. Every 
step constituting the logistical chain that aids 
the transportation of  modern industrialised cut 
flowers has seemingly been designed as a pro-
longation—a faux refusal—or slowing down of  
the process of  death. “Capitalism rests on  
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retail options that flood the pages of  the  
online marketplace eBay, one finds a vivid  
market for deadstock and obsolete  
electrical goods. 
 In the absence of  any clear use-value 
—considering the always rapidly developing  
tech industry—these objects instead find  
themselves in the tracks of  a new economic 
relation, where CPUs and printed circuit  
boards are bought and sold only according  
to the supposed value of  one of  their raw  
materials: gold. Potential yields are promised  
in relation to the chips’ total weight in grams,  
with experienced buyers and sellers exchanging 
inside information about manufacturing  
details, alluding to the attractiveness of   
specific brands and models. 

1 Sherrie Levine, After Walker  
Evans: 4, 1981, gelatin silver print, 
12.8 x 9.8 cm, in the collection of  
the Metropolitan Museum of  Art, 
New York.

2 Walker Evans, Alabama Tenant 
Farmer Wife, 1936, celatin silver 
print, 20.9 x 14.4 cm, in the  
collection of  the Metropolitan 
Museum of  Art.

3 Rosalind E. Krauss, The Originality 
of  the Avant Garde and other Modern-
ist Myths (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 1986), 168.

4 Roland Barthes, quoted in  
Kate Briggs, This Little Art 
(London: Fitzcarraldo Editions, 
2018), 22.

5 Carol Armstrong, “Painting  
Photography Painting: Timelines 
and Medium Specificities,” in  
Painting beyond Itself: The Medium  
in the Post-medium Conditions,  
ed. Isabelle Graw and Eva Lajer 
Burcharth (Berlin: Sternberg, 
2016), 123–24.

6 Online Etymology Dictionary,  
s.v. “infrastructure (n.),” https://
www.etymonline.com/word/
infrastructure.

7 Keller Easterling, Extrastatecraft: 
The Power of  Infrastructure Space 
(London: Verso Books, 2016), 11.

8 Matthew Sheen Goodman,  
“Corporate Aesthetics:  
Dora Budor,” Art in America,  
1 May 2014. https://www. 
artnews.com/art-in-america/ 
interviews/corporate-aesthetics- 
dora-budor-56397/. 

9 Virginia Woolf, A Writer’s Diary:  
Being Extracts from the Diary of  
Virginia Woolf, ed. Leonard Woolf  
(London: Persephone Books, 
2012), 144.

10 Virginia Woolf, A Writer’s Diary, 
146.

11 Virginia Woolf, The Waves  
(London: Vintage Publishing, 
2005), 1.

12 Emil Sandström, ____ 
[0.00390625], 2021, stereo sound, 
20:00:00. 

13 Massimo Bartolini, 2 Weight  
Dews, 2012, car paint, aluminium 
panel, wooden panel, dew,  
125 x 250 x 2 cm (each panel).

14 Emil Sandström, Dew Point  
(A + B), 2020, fibreglass mesh, 
steel, stainless steel, water, micro-
controller, ultrasound transducers, 
aluminium, thermoelectrical 
cooling units, CPU fans, power 
supplies, Perspex, rubber,  
dimensions variable. 

15 Emil Sandström, Alternate,  
2022, sound (3-channel mono,  
generative), DHT22 temperature 
and humidity sensors, micro-
controllers, algorithmic patch 
design for visual programming 
language.

16 Takashi Kokubo, Get at the Wave, 
Sanyo, 1987. 

17 Curtis Roads, Microsound 
 (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
2004), vii.

18 Xinghau Li, “Whispering:  
The Murmur of  Power in a LoFi 
World,” Media Culture & Society 
(January 2011): https://doi.org/ 
10.1177%2F0163443710385498.

19 Jacques Derrida, Specters of  Marx: 
The State of  the Debt, the Work of  
Mourning, and the New International, 
trans. Peggy Kamuf  (London: 
Taylor & Francis, 1994), 10. 

20 Alejandro Cesarco, “Under  
the Sign of  Regret” (PhD diss., 
Malmö Faculty of  Fine and  
Performing Arts, 2019), 93.

21 Svetlana Boym, The Future of  
Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 
2002), xvii.

22 Mark Fisher, Ghosts of  My Life 
(New Alresford, UK: John Hunt 
Publishing, 2015), 144.

23 Boym, The Future of  Nostalgia, xvi.
24 Mark Fisher, “What Is Hauntolo-

gy?,” Film Quarterly 66, no. 1  
(Fall 2012): 16. 

25 Maggie Nelson, Bluets (London: 
Wave Books, 2009), 5. 

26  Christopher Williams,  
The  Production Line of  Happiness, 
Museum of  Modern Art, New 
York, 27 July–2 November 2014.

27 Christopher Williams, “ Christopher 
Williams Talks ‘Happiness’ at 
MoMA,” YouTube video, 4:35, 
posted by Blouin Artinfo, 28 
August 2014, https://youtu.be/
SOr1RuwWnk4.

28 Roland Barthes, “The Photo-
graphic Message,” in Image Music 
Text (New York: Hill & Wang, 
2000), 19.

29 Barthes, “The Photographic 
 Message,” 17. 

30 Babette Mangolte, “On the   
Making of  Water Motor:  
A Dance By Trisha Brown  
Filmed by  Babette Mangolte,”  
in Selected  Writings, 1998–2015 
(Berlin:  Sternberg, 2020), 72. 

31 Emil Sandström, Ambient  
Green (after Christopher Williams), 
2022,  repurposed fluorescent  
light  fixtures, aluminium  
frame, inkjet print on Canon  
Backlit Film FP4999B,  
Plexiglas, 157 x 114.5 cm. 

32 Fred Moten, “All School Crit,”  
in The Service Porch (Tucson,  
AZ: Letter Machine Editions, 
2016), 71.

33 Sam Lewitt, More Heat  
Than Light, Kunsthalle Basel,  
1 April–29 May 2016.

34 Michael Asher, Kunsthalle  
Bern, 17 October–29  
November 1992.

35 Elena Filipovic, “Currency,”  
in More Heat Than Light,  
ed. Sam Lewitt (New York:  
Sequence, 2020), 184.

36 Sam Lewitt, “The Grid and  
the Gradient,” in Lewitt,  
More Heat Than Light, 196.

37 Anthony Huberman, untitled  
essay, in Lewitt, More Heat  
Than Light, 182.

38 Rosalind Krauss, “Sculpture  
in the Expanded Field,” in  
The Originality of  the Avant-Garde, 
280.

39 Ghislaine Leung, “Cancellations,” 
interview by Noah Barker, Mousse 
Magazine, Summer 2018, 55.

40 Ryokan, in Japanese Death Poems: 
Written by Zen Monks and Haiku 
Poets on the Verge of  Death, ed.  
Yoel Hoffmann (Tokyo:  
Charles E. Tuttle, 1986), 268.

41 “Peter Hujar: Portraits in Life  
and Death,” press release,  
Matthew Marks Gallery, 2002, 
https://matthewmarks.com/
exhibitions/peterhujarportraits
in-life-and-death-11-2002 

42 Byung-Chul Han, Capitalism  
and the Death Drive (Oxford: Polity, 
2021), 5.

43 Han, Capitalism and the Death  
Drive, 7.

 The circuit boards that make up Asset  
Loss (Item no: 313740200594) (2022) were bought 
under the auction banner “Lot of  4 blue Rare 
PCB:s for gold recovery and scrap.” Following  
a stepbystep guide, the thin flakes of  gold  
foil were removed, in a process similar to that  
of  etching. An act of  reverse engineering, leaving 
the object void of  its conductive capacities. 
Thinking alongside the notion of  obsolescence, 
functionality will always be held in a dialectical 
relationship with non-functionality. The value  
of  the raw materials exceeds the purchase price, 
so that a simple act of  reverse engineering  
will ensure the making of  profits. The prospect 
of  (re)gaining becomes the grounds of  a new  
extraction. The object now reduced to a sculp-
tural trace, the echoing grid of  a lost message.
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Preparations for a trip. Two people are helping 
the first; they are generous and kind, wish  
him well and good luck on the trip. There is 
a concern—understandable, of  course, since 
they know him, since they share the same blood. 
The first is naive, willing to compromise and 
sacrifice. A picture is taken and later hung  
on the wall like a trophy. 

Time disappears and the first thinks about  
the black liquid running out of  the metallic tank 
and the fire burning where the ice is cracking 
and bubbling outside in the night. There is  
a fear of  the unknown. How cold is it going  
to be? The hills have arrived, and the cold  
creeps in. There is something inside his body 
—remnants of  the stress from the preparations. 
The feeling is comparable to the journey  
from the living to the dead. 

The foundation, a supporting frame-work.  
Seven Samurai by Akira Kurosawa is the first 
thing that comes to mind—exaggerated  
gestures, an accelerating rhythm and war.  
It reminds me how a life can be lived in relation 
to objects and events. A point of  departure for 
my practice: how a life can be lived. My thoughts 
go to a home to live in, compromises with  
the self  in order to secure what is needed  
to survive. 

In the process of  writing, I build up an  
alter ego. It’s a piece on a chessboard. You  
have to make a move, and each one contributes  
to the development of  a character. My work:  
What am I looking for? A photograph was  
taken a year earlier of  a building facade with  
the graffitied words “Dreaming of  doom.”  
It reminds me of  the phrase “The living  
will envy the dead,” which I found in essayist 
 Rebecca Solnit’s book A Field Guide to Getting 
Lost.1 It was a slogan used to oppose nuclear 
weapons during the Cold War. “Dreaming  
of  doom” is written by someone looking  
into the future with a narrative from the self. 
These dreams are like protection from the  
reality the person sees in their past. Sometimes 

it’s nice to be able to breathe in and breathe  
out, to allow yourself  something good like  
a biscuit. It’s so easy then, to forget it all, life. 

It is beautiful to be able to read your  
future through your own history. The self  that 
got through that history now has to manage 
this future and stay on course even when things 
don’t go as planned. I see similarities in the 
foundation for a practice—it carries the past.  
My foundation is video: a digital file on a  
memory card. It always begins with an image. 
The word or words come later. I look for  
a state of  mind, a psyche, a capacity. A space 
from which to work from. I think the work  
of  an artist should be free—free from others. 
The work is rooted in the self  and builds on  
the idea of  improvement, of  doing something 
to perfection. 

An oil painting by Gösta Nystroem with  
the title People and Animals (undated). It shows  
a time, a landscape, figures with meaning,  
and a clear striving to get away. It’s the move-
ment and the rhythm that really gets me.  
Oh, to be able to make something like that!  
I want to make that too. I think of  the camera  
in the film Cléo from 5 to 7 (1962) by Agnès  
Varda.2 The camera is always communicating, 
never loses focus, and moves ever steadily  
forward, gliding. I also think the title speaks  
of  an understanding between creator and  
work. We get to follow Cléo between  
the hours of  5 and 7 pm. 

It’s starting to get colder, the light illumi nating 
the first’s face and body. The morning was  
clear and heavenly. Ice had formed around  
the edges of  the car windows, but it wasn’t  
hard to remove. At first the forest had been 
sparse and well lit, but now it has become dense 
and dark. A shrew peeks out of  its hole in the 
dirty snow and is at first frightened to see him, 
then seems overcome by the pull of  the discard-
ed eggshells with their protein. From the radio 
an announcement is heard: a storm is on the 
way. And just as the first hears the radio comes 

Two Roads, One Home
Viktor Strand

Viktor Strand

Viktor Strand, Two roads one home, 2022. Installation view, MFA exhibition, KHM2 Gallery, 
Malmö, 2022
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the first flake of  snow from the sky. He looks up 
in hopes that it might be the only one. It stops 
and starts and goes on like that until the evening. 
The landscape changes: hills become mountains, 
transformed into something spiritual. It is no 
longer civilisation, but now wilderness. A ques-
tion of  survival arises—Is this where it starts? 
“Welcome to your life,” it says on a roadside 
sign. Even when you’re sleeping, we’re going 
to find you, says a voice in his head. Sleep is the 
hard part for him—welcoming it and getting to 
sleep in Dorotea’s warm arms.

I see and hear what’s happening around  
me, as though a circle has been inscribed around 
my body. I am receptive to a new beginning. 

I walk down a staircase. A woman sits  
there, under the influence of  some substance, 
and a man comes walking towards us, roaring. 
End of  sequence. The moving pictures become 
stored in my mind, and if  they fade from my 
memory, they disappear. If  the sequence repeats 
in my consciousness, it gets translated into  
a script with words. 

In the script, I write one scene after another,  
but the whole can seem unconnected. To  
help me find my way, I lean on philosophy 
—often the writings of  Plato. I read them  
in parallel with my own writing. The volume  
accumulates, which then provides a foundation 
for the work. Morning is the time for writing 
this: the brain is at its cleanest. Streams can arise 
from this activity, like running water. Words  
too can flow through the written text. It’s  
like hovering with no resistance. A short- 
lived state.

I can’t disregard sexuality. It is a powerful  
force inside me. I read Story of  the Eye 3 and 
 realise that it’s nothing to fight for or against. 
Just take it straight on and be clear with  
your words.

The only thing that can be heard is the pulse  
in the veins of  the first’s neck against the  
fabric of  the pillow, rustling in his ear.  
All his organs are working, including his  
dick. There is no sleep here.

The next day, the weather is almost  
pleasant, only to change suddenly to a thick, 
white fog mixed with big, fat snowflakes.  
The solid vehicle ahead of  him led the way  
and offered a sense of  security in the storm. 

Then it turned off  the road, stopped at  
a fork, and disappeared behind him. Now  
it is only a matter of  getting there, and the  
first goes on in a state of  fear and confusion. 
The road went from big to small, then small  
got smaller, and suddenly the first had become 
the second. He finds a place to park at the  
end of  the road, where the sound of  diesel 
motors can be heard, incessantly. 

The kneading of  words is like baking  
blind. You can’t hurry; time is determined by  
the writing itself  in relation to a story that 
already exists there among the words. It is a  
matter of  bringing out the meaning by starting 
to cut and paste, and this can be where a char-
acter comes to life. I often begin with a simple 
movement that I think feels exciting. It could  
be poking someone in the cheek or pulling  
on his ear—something that makes him unique  
in relation to everyone else. For dialogue,  
I usually inhabit a real person and pretend  
that I’m speaking with their voice. That helps 
me to let go of  my own words and become 
someone else. It often happens that I throw 
sentences around between characters in order  
to achieve a kind of  diversity and stability,  
and in the best-case scenario my characters 
surprise me. 

So far I have succeeded in creating  
a character I can recognise as a character.  
His name is Johan and he is my alter ego;  
my friend is his body, movement, outcome,  
and action. The difference between Johan  
and other characters from earlier works is  
that he is alive, he is his own man, and I want  
to say he is unique. Previous characters I’ve 
worked with have been built on improvisation 
from the actor’s own self. It is most notable  
in the sequence of  speeches, and one goal  
with the work It’s Lit (2022) was to create  
a character like Johan. So that friends of  the  
actor no longer recognise him. He becomes 
someone else. 

From Nordstedts English-Swedish diction- 
ary of  commonly used words and technical 
terms of  the 1990s:

Afraid, 1: Feeling fear, temporarily  
or habitually.

Fear: Strongly negative feeling brought  
on by experiencing someone or something 
as threatening.
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Viktor Strand, It is lit, 2022. Video still, 72 min

From the right: Viktor Strand, Empty landscape 1, 2022. Analog photography,  22 x 15,5 cm.
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photography, 21,5 x 15 cm. Castle, 2022. Analog photography, 22 x 15 cm



191190MFA 2 Viktor Strand

According to the above, the feeling of  fear  
is a matter of  personal interpretation. There  
is no right or wrong. It is a collective word  
that means the speaker need not define the  
negative. It’s about simplifications in relation  
to a language. Something that is painful  
to one person may be nothing to another.  
It’s so unreal and at the same time  
so excruciating. 

In the parking lot, the second gathers  
his courage. Everyone around me is a stranger, 
he thinks, and goes to the reception. Inside,  
the second stands looking inquisitive. Everything 
is sweaty, filthy, and tasteless. There is no help 
available, no goodwill. He just stands there, 
knowing the questions that should’ve been  
asked but weren’t asked. They couldn’t come 
out; only the most unimportant words come  
out of  his mouth:

The second: Can I park in the lot up there?

Receptionist: Up there?

The second: Yeah, up there in the parking lot.

Receptionist: Sure, anyone can park in the lot.

The second: Well, I’d like to become a member.

Receptionist: That’ll be 315 kronor. 

The second: OK.

It ends abruptly. Everything costs money  
here—everything. Tomorrow he’ll buy a map. 
The water is gone, and the second decides to 
collect snow in the forest with a pot. A woman 
walking her dog goes past him on the snow-
mobile path. She looks at him, he looks at her, 
and he assumes it’s just like home. He steps off  
the snowmobile path and disappears down into 
the deep snow. The instinctive sense that he’s 
drowning takes over as the snow is whipped  
up into a frenzy, his arms flailing about to keep 
his body afloat, and then he realises he’s stand-
ing on his feet. He’s waist-deep in snow, and  
the woman is standing and looking at him. He 
climbs up onto the snowmobile path and pulls 
snow out of  the hole he’s just been in. It was  
a terrifying experience that reminded him of   
the isolation he was in and brought on the desire 
to go back home. He has just arrived, and yet  
he feels like he is done with the place. Later,  
the liquor helps calm his nerves.  

From Torgny Lindgren’s novel Hash:  
“Our paper has always considered it our 
foremost task to spread information and truth. 
Our news and reporting, and even our advertise-
ments, must be in absolute agreement with 
bedrock reality.” And later: “In short: You  
are a deceiver. A liar and a faker. A scoundrel 
and swindler.” Still further in the book: “You 
seem to believe that my news items and stories 
are products of  my imagination and a desperate 
search for income-generating delusions. You 
pit imagination against truth as though the two 
were irreconcilable—as though they were in 
conflict with one another, as though imagination 
were not a product of  reality.”4 I feel a strong 
connection with Lindgren—a connection in 
everyday action and something sickly in living. 

It is important that my works are created  
by and from me—by as in made, from as  
in conceived. One work I made was based  
on someone else’s conception. The work feels 
different—taken—and at the same time the 
making is all me, the picture is mine. For me,  
the work has become a bridge to something  
new. In my writing-based work, I use similar 
methods. I take sentences straight out of  other 
people’s mouths in everyday situations, sentences 
from books, and sequences from films. The 
work It’s Lit includes both lines and songs from 
the films based on Astrid Lindgren’s novels, 
The Brothers Lionheart (1977) and Seacrow Island 
(1965).5 I see it as Swedish cultural heritage.  
The frame of  a house, the nuclear family, the 
desire to work, and the poor. I visited a farmer 
who was sawing up some logs to build a house. 
My father was there too, and we all discussed  
the community surrounding the farm. They 
started talking about poverty, and a gap opened 
up between me and them. It became clear that  
I didn’t know what Swedish poverty was. 

I am careful about making sure my writing 
comes from me. I’m the one who controls it  
and I have to understand what it means; other-
wise it’s the text that’s in control. So it has to be 
mulled over. I want the story to be about one 
truth. The self  moves through it with its personal 
interpretations and problems. And I perceive 
writing as a blind and boundless existence.  
A reminder while writing: the physical execution 
on a film shot, a state of  very limited economics 
and time that has to be kept in mind during  
the writing process. It’s nice to have such 
 limitations to relate to. Reality constrains  
the potential of  the situation. 

If  a screenplay is finished, it needs to  
be filmed. This sequence of  actions is very 
important—because a script is one state prior 
to filming, and filming is the midpoint, my 
 destination. Another rule is that I need to  
be able to complete the work myself  with the 
actors. There are always plenty of  actors around 
because of  the appeal of  celebrity. That will 
never be a problem; a problem is potential in 
relation to time. During filming, there are always 
compromises and decisions to make about  
issues that affect how the film comes out. I have 
noticed that the compromises have different 
points of  departure. In It’s Lit, the screenplay 
was the point of  departure. Everything bounced 
off  the script like a sounding board, and when 
my mind was shot, the script carried the work. 
Words dominate the plot, and the plot was what 
I had been working for. It was an experience  
I didn’t know even existed: for the past self   
to be there and controlling everything. 

During filming, movement is the impor  
tant thing—a momentum that needs to flow  
together, with anything extraneous eliminated. 
All the practical decisions are made in advance. 
The limitations are so great for each location 
that I have to take advantage of  everything  
I have in order to remain open to the situation. 
Sometimes I sink down beneath the surface,  
and then all I can do is to rely on the people 
around me. I build up that trust through hope 
and performance. I try to establish a mantra  
that the work is more important than the  
self, and that the work depends on all of  us. 
Each individual has to do their very best.  
In a situation like that, hope is so important  
in making it possible to create a great work.  
You can really feel it when that force drives  
the performance of  the people working  
on the film. It’s a bubble of  various forces.  
At filming’s end, a feeling of  emptiness and 
exhaustion remains. If  it weren’t for the digital 
material produced, it would feel like it had  
all been a dream. 

The second wakes up on his own. He had  
made an appointment with the receptionist  
the day before, and he knew as soon as he  
saw the clock that he was going to be late.  
Upon entering the receptionist’s office, however, 
there is no sign of  poor judgement of  time.  
The second can’t even get a “hello,” because  
no one is there. He looks at the maps and  
takes one of  them, goes to the front desk  
and sees a bell on the counter. He rings the  

bell and the receptionist from yesterday  
appears with a mop in her hand.

Receptionist: What can I do for you?

He puts down the map.

The second: You work here?

Receptionist: It looks like it.

The second: Is this good?

Receptionist: I don’t know.

The second: Is it worth buying?

Receptionist: I’ve never used it.

The second: What do you use?

Receptionist: My work is here, taking care  
of  the people who come and go, picking  
up and cleaning. That’s my job. 

She touches her earlobe lightly as she looks  
at him and says: It’s not going to hurt you.

The second asks about the water. He was  
allowed to take drinking water from the sink  
in the bathroom, but wasn’t allowed to use  
it for anything else. Still, it was a big relief  after 
yesterday’s trauma. The second asks about  
reports related to the hikes he is there to do. 

Receptionist: Do you know anyone here? 

The second: No. 

Receptionist: Write a note and give it to me 
when you leave. That way, I’ll remember you.

The first day’s hike: His kit includes cross 
country skis, a backpack loaded with food,  
an emergency phone, and various other objects 
a person in the mountains might need in an 
emergency. 

The second thought: There are people here  
who know me: the Germans Hanna, Dorotea, 
and David. When he first met these people,  
he got a bad taste in his mouth. Because  
he realised he was just a museum object due  
to his clothing. He had found winter clothes  
from the 1930s at an army surplus store,  
and the skis were his father’s old wooden skis  
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and bamboo poles with leather straps. He is  
very proud of  his kit, but he hadn’t reflected  
on how others might see him. He is ashamed,  
because the clothing exudes a kind of  knowl- 
edge of  the environment, but he doesn’t  
actually know  anything at all about anything 
around him—which becomes particularly  
obvious when he speaks with others.  

“Photographs are valued because they give  
information,” says the theorist Susan Sontag.6 
I’m looking at a portrait taken by August  
Sander called Painter’s Wife (Helene Abelen)  
(1926). It’s the light and the darkness that 
 fascinate me. How can there be so much  
of  a difference? It feels like she has been cut  
and pasted in, both from the contours and  
from the movement she’s making as she  
approaches the camera. It strikes me that  
I’m drawn to Edward Weston’s photographs  
for similar reasons, with the addition of  the 
investigating. A kind of  still life. I like still lifes. 
There is a calm that comes with examining  
an object in such a way. Place the object  
in the correct position. Try to identify what’s 
important. What is it I see? I read a sentence  
that goes right to the heart of  what photography 
is: “A photograph exists where this movement 
ends. It says, that, that’s it, this is something!”7  
A friend makes a fool of  me and points out  
that I argue, “That’s how it is—that’s it, right 
there.” Not a coincidence but a similarity. 

As a child, I didn’t like photography.  
It felt antiquated and repetitive. Now I see 
photo graphs as preserving images of  the 
 contemporary. Little thoughts about picture 
compositions that come out of  me. I don’t  
try to define a why, only a being. I also really  
like the thematics of  using graph paper, in re-
lation both to a physical concept of  the picture 
but also to the architectural construction of   
a building through drawings. And juxtaposing  
it with some kind of  perception of  reality  
of  information. 

Two paintings:

Emanuel de Witte’s  
Protestant Gothic Church (1669).

Pieter Jansz Saenredam’s  
The Grote Kerk, Haarlem (1636).

They are poorly copied and printed on paper  
in black and white. The first thing I see  

is a wooden board that hangs on the pillars;  
it’s pitch-black. The size of  the construction  
of  the church in relation to the blackboards  
creates something spiritual. And then it’s  
the whole of  the pictures: they feel like  
a mixture between a drawing and a black- 
and-white photograph.

I took a picture of  three doorways,  
glowing from somewhere within. A castle  
built of  plaster, cast one stone at a time,  
and I take strength from the musical duo  
Dead Can Dance.8 It takes me back to another 
time. I work day and night and I read: “Under-
standing is based on how it functions. And 
functioning takes place in time, and must be 
explained in time. Only that which narrates  
can make us understand.”9 I need something 
that can anchor the site. To someone who  
was there. A broom was laid on the ground 
outside the entrance. Someone had been  
sweeping and then left the broom behind.  
That is something.

The second eventually came to like  
the  Germans. All three work in the theatre:  
Hanna plays violin in the theatre orchestra,  
Dorotea has an accounting position, and  
David is a stage technician. He calls David  
“the map man” because he is always last  
and knows everything about whatever place  
they are travelling to. David tells the second, 
“Good place to rest and eat,” and the second 
replies, “Be my guest.” David answers, “No, 
there’s a lake just around that corner with  
just a slightly better view.” 

The first hike is nearing its end. His legs have 
become heavy with blood, and on the way  
back it has started to slope down instead of   
up. He looks up to the sky and sees in the dis-
tance some big, dark clouds that are frightening 
to look at. His heart rate rises and the skiing 
downward starts to get steep. At first he can 
fend off  with his legs somewhat, but soon it 
becomes hard to break. His legs start cramping 
and become hard to manage. Several times 
he loses control and just goes with the speed 
instead of  trying to master it. And then the 
ground levels out. He is back at the parking lot 
with a sense of  pride and joy. He is met there 
by a welcoming power. He recognises the power 
from home—a friend’s. The energy is the same 
for one of  the dog-sled drivers talking a little 
way off  in the parking area. They’re having a 
good time. The second wants to go up to them, 
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but chooses not to. Instead, he just listens to their 
mumbling and enjoys being off  the trail. After 
a while, Ingmar from Holland arrives. Ingmar 
asks him if  he wants to sleep with him in a snow 
cave. The second doesn’t want to, so he answers, 
“Let me think about it until tomorrow.” The  
primary reason is that Ingmar smells bad—so 
bad that it’s hard to be near him. Night comes, 
and the second cannot find the peace to sleep. 
He doesn’t want to say no to Ingmar. So, the 
second decides to protect himself  from that  
task by embarking on another hike the next day. 
The hike is to an isolated cabin on the mountain. 
He has to spend two nights there. In the morn-
ing, the second says this to Ingmar, who couldn’t 
care less about it, which is understandable. 

Beginner. A word with hasty movements  
at the start, tough passages in the middle,  
and a fluid finish. I rehearse with two actors.  
I’ve learned two things about directing from 
Ingmar Bergman: Always stand very close  
to the actors when building a scene; follow  
along with them physically in everything they  
do. Make a change immediately when things  
aren’t right in the plot, the movement, or the 
dialogue. It’s better for the actors to be shocked 
that you are so close to them, participating  
so actively in the plot, even if  it’s improvised. 
And when it’s time to film, scream “Action!”  
like a madman. It helps to set the bar high,  
and high is where I aim. It’s also good that  
the one creating is more crazy than the others, 
and that can be established by relatively simple 
means, as mentioned above, or just with  
a strong will. 

I’m searching for something new. The 
 composition becomes new because it arrived 
today, but also because it existed yesterday.  
The new can only move forward through  
different kinds of  knowledge. I wonder about 
the resurrection of  a memory that includes,  
for example, violence. A close friend of   
mine tells me that it always scares her, the  
memory of  violence. She returns to it again  
and again and says that the fear never goes  
away. The memory saves it, preserves the fear  
in a personal connection to the past, and kicks  
up that feeling whenever the memory plays 
again in her head. 

“They believe that words put in writing are something 
more than what they are in fact: a reminder to a man, 
already conversant with the subject of  the material  
with which the writing is concerned.” 10

Again in the motion of  a loop. A picture  
circulates several times in a film. A reminder  
of  what has already been said—don’t forget  
the foundation on which we stand, it says.  
It spins around, the film, the pictures, the 
rhythm in The Sixth Sense,11 which is being 
shown on TV, and I wonder what has happened 
in the film. This movement, I am here in the 
story, right in the arc, right in the words  
the actors are saying:

A: They don’t know they’re dead.

B: How often do you see them?

A: All the time. They’re everywhere.  
They only see what they want to see.

And there is a laziness related to these  
words—to just stay in bed. Protect yourself  
from an action so you don’t need to stand  
up for the will that wants to become something.  
The fear tries to distract, to justify the power  
of  the bed. A video piece is created and is  
to be presented. A bench is placed in front  
of  the projection screen for viewers to sit  
on. We switch it out for a comfortable lounge 
chair. In the first case, the viewer watches  
for three minutes. In the second, they see the 
whole film. What is it that captivates the viewer? 
Perhaps it depends on what the viewer values. 
As though this were a kind of  caretaking—
someone who’s taking care of  you. The viewer 
falls asleep, having only wanted to relax, or they 
stay awake because the work interests them.  
But if  the work is a good work? The rest 
shouldn’t matter at all.

Having slept poorly through the night, the  
second makes a late start. The sun has made 
half  of  its daily journey already. Just when  
the trip takes him halfway across the big lake,  
he encounters the unknown. The unknown  
is an unbroken figure who laughs at most  
things nature might throw at him and loves 
everything sweet and fatty. His mind is pre-
occupied by thoughts of: damp, food, and 
 finishing the hike. They laugh in each other’s 
company and the second asks about the route  
to the cabin. The trail looks steep on the map 
but was described as a moderate ascent over  
the top. The unknown figure says that skiing  
it is like hiking. There’s nothing more to it  
than taking off  your skis and walking up. The 
second considers these words and continues  
the journey across the great lake and up through 

the forest, where it gets steep. It’s hard at first, 
but when it levels out and continues like that  
for a while, he feels better. He looks at the  
map and determines he has made it halfway. 
That’s when the real ascent to the summit of   
the mountain begins. Near the top, it becomes 
so steep that the second is forced to take  
off  his skis and proceed on foot. The sweat  
is pouring off  him, his legs are shaking, and  
his strength reaches its end with the summit  
still ahead. He looks at the map, longing  
for a cabin where he might spend the night.  
He realises he isn’t much of  a map-reader  
and that he is still a long way from  
his destination. 

Taking a step, he collapses from exhaustion. 
Inside him is only bitterness, anguish, and  
contempt for life. He isn’t meant for this,  
and he will never waste time doing it again.  
He wants to go back home, he thinks. Home  
to his life and his loved ones. With the intrusion 
of  darkness, he arrives at the cabin, which  
is small and sooty with two bunks and a wood 
stove. There is a chunk of  a log to burn and 
tinder all over the floor. All his clothes are  
wet with sweat and his feet are swollen. The  
skin under his big toe has come loose, which  
he had felt when it happened. It was like a  
slight pinch followed by a feeling of  wetness 
similar to peeing oneself, but at a smaller scale. 
When it happened, he knew the fun was over. 
The fire crackles in the wood stove next to  
him. He made it happen with two decilitres  
of  lighter fluid, waiting, and monitoring  
the air draft. When the darkness completes  
its takeover, it will all just be a matter of  time 
until sleep, the end of  the day, the end of   
you, the end of  me. 

Literature can be what keeps a movement  
going. Nail up a note on the wall and repeat  
the words: stir, rhyme, crawl, go around; stir, 
rhyme, crawl, go around.

I discover physical strength through a part- 
time side job. There I find violence. Situations 
arise in which two individuals measure their 
strength against each other, often with the  
intention of  frightening the opponent. It’s  
like a drama. For me, it’s like an incredible kind  
of  theatre, unmatched in its degree of  finesse.  
I make myself  bigger, puffing out my chest,  
raising my voice. The muscles of  my body fill 
with adrenaline, my head takes in information 
—small movements, facial expressions,  

bodily positions. Where are we headed? He 
laughs out loud. It was all just a test to see  
if  there was a gap in the defence, an opening  
to power. It’s about self-restraint, and I use  
the word “breathe” as a tool. It holds both  
a command and an acknowledgement that  
the other person is about to die. So my oppo-
nent must control his breathing, which throws 
him off. The word “breathe” has followed me 
into my art. Another is the drinking of  liquid, 
usually in the form of  water. Because it’s so 
much about repetition of  the essentials for  
survival. Something to recognise within oneself  
—nothing unique, but giving the character its 
daily sustenance. Keeping the wheels turning. 

He’s never been alone in such a vast area.  
The second has decided two things: wear no 
watch on a hike, and never ask anyone he meets 
about the weather. These are two things he 
wanted to be able to figure out for himself.  
The time is easy to figure out by the position  
of  the sun. But he has nothing to use to forecast 
the weather. That night it snows. He lies there  
in the little cabin on the mountain. The batteries 
on one of  the lamps have run out, and the  
other is a headlamp, and when he turned  
it off, the night came. 

He can sometimes hear little noises—not  
from the wind, but something else. His thoughts 
lead him this way and that. The ones he loves 
come closest. The desire to go back home  
is so strong that if  someone were to whisper, 
“Go home,” in his ear, he would have started  
the journey in the middle of  the night. Only  
two days earlier, he had felt like hiking to  
the summit of  the mountain with his beloved  
to fuck a child into this world. He starts to  
shiver—not because it’s cold, but because  
he had kept his socks in his sleeping bag,  
which was a mistake. The result is a constant 
damp all along his body that won’t go away,  
and it feels revolting. The light begins to slowly 
creep in through the cabin’s little window.  
The night was more about waiting for the  
day than about sleeping.  

It is cloudy, and a blanket of  new snow  
covers the landscape. His eyes struggle to locate  
the surface of  the ground, which blends with  
the sky in an unbroken white veil. In a way,  
it is unbelievable—the old landscape has been 
replaced by another. If  it weren’t for the crossed 
red poles, he wouldn’t have found his way back. 
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His mood in the morning was good under  
the circumstances. He decides to do the three-
day hike in two and sets off  towards his vehicle. 
He makes it back to the steepest part of  the 
mountain and begins hiking down instead  
of  skiing. Having made it through the worst 
part, he puts the skis back on and, after a few 
steep stretches, the fear relents and is replaced 
by determination. He has evolved. 

Back at my parttime job, the fear is some 
times triggered by unpredictable violence.  
It’s outside the rules of  the game, and it’s like 
pulling the fire alarm. You can’t turn it off.  
The body sharpens its hearing, which consumes  
a great deal of  energy and creates nervousness  
and stress. The information taken in is 
 unreliable. Everything sounds like a potential 
danger. Someone stops by to say hi and the  
body jumps. The psyche has become locked.  
I become a worse person now, losing good 
attributes like time-keeping, patience, and my 
sense of  reality. The only actions available  
to me are “attack” or “retreat.” 

I meet someone who has been trained  
to be in this state. Someone who is comfortable 
in this position, who says that he works best  
in situations like this. He is safe because he’s  
able to use violence in the game. Even after the 
other person in the game has stopped playing.  
It seems that there’s always a game going on— 
an effort, a risk, and a result. 

“Chance is for ever at the mercy of  itself. It’s always  
at the mercy of  play, always in play.” 12

Filming is the game, the script is the rulebook. 
We are all different pieces and have different 
roles. My insides are bubbling with opportunities. 
I always start filming in the same way: imagine  
if  this work—this exact one—is the work  
I’ve been waiting for! It’s always a disappoint-
ment afterwards, since what I’m waiting for will  
not be found in the work. The work has other 
intentions. It stands above me, and I am its tool.  
There is only one thing to do, and that is to play 
the game as well as I can. Back to the founda- 
tion: I am the foundation for filming in relation 
to the actors and the technicians. It’s me they 
ask, “Should we stand here or there?” I say, 
“Here.” But I’m not dominant; my role is to give 
direction to the others. Each actor is responsible 
for their own role and character. I come back 
to the word “diversity.” To become more, to 
become larger, I shall lead you in that direction.

That night, the third is awakened by a burning  
in his throat when he breathes. The chill has  
come. It’s what he had been afraid of. Every- 
thing around him is covered in a layer of   
ice crystals. He has diesel power at his disposal, 
which he uses in the morning and evening to 
generate heat. He has started to become worried 
that it might run out. No diesel power this 
morning, he decided the day before, and  
goes out for a walk. 

Thoughts from a morning walk: This is no 
 wilderness. It’s all around me. I and everyone  
I meet wants to go there, but lacks the courage 
to do it. His survival depends on money— 
it does here, and it does where he came from, 
too. What he does in both situations is very 
much the same: he works on his art, thinks 
about his life, and tries to figure out what  
he wants and needs to do. 

There’s something wrong with the third:  
he’s weak and has an illness in his  
stomach. 

His faith begins to wane. This is a journey  
about purpose. The purpose of  moving  
around, passing the time, and under what  
conditions or comforts? He feels a growing 
insight that it’s going to be about time. 

Sometimes his foot feels strange. 

The vehicle is also about to become frozen  
and stuck. The doors are becoming hard  
to open. That’s nothing to worry about, but 
what is worrying is: What is the purpose  
and the objective? He is hurt. Perhaps waiting  
for something better is a good strategy; the  
diesel power from the neighbour is constant,  
as is its smell. It wears on his already  
fragile psyche. 

It has started to smell in the front part of   
the car—it is the excrement. And the yellow  
is everywhere in the white here. 

The third was still in touch with his home, 
where he originally came from; it is unclear 
whether this does him any good, but he can  
take strength from a certain self-preservation 
instinct. It occurs to him that this trip is in  
fact a hunt. He is hunting for something,  
but the only thing he has been able to find is 
himself—and just when he no longer wanted  
to be with himself, that was exactly what  
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he was forced to do. Nothing was going  
to change in that regard. 

This is where he is, and he can choose either  
to fall or to do something about it. That is, 
choose either to be more at ease with himself   
or to be driven to madness. 

He is here to see more than one, so now  
it’s time to see two and three. He starts  
by digging a deep hole in the snow to make  
a place to sit, then lights a fire that illuminates 
him as he sits there. All around is the darkness. 
Excrement gets tossed away and a piece of  
wood becomes a knife. Two snowmobilers  
drive past in the darkness. 

“The whole of  man’s life stands in need of  
rhythm and harmony,” says Plato.13 Doesn’t  
the same hold true for a work of  art? The  
work is supposed to communicate some sort  
of  content. The content is intimately linked  
with me as the creator. The rhythm lies  
in the choices that bring the content to light. 
Knowledge is what those choices are based 
on. If  you don’t get the rhythm right, the work 
is not going to communicate harmony in the 
intended message. It is based on a timeline,  
and the hard part is seeing the real in relation  
to the present and choosing it. 

I think several senses are helpful. In the  
beginning, there is one will and one force.  
I know I have to execute, to make, to get to  
the end. The bodily preparations are essential. 
Fear exists for those who know nothing. As  
an instinct, fear is extremely valuable. Eat what 
you know, flee from what you can, and if  you 
can’t, kill it. I fail and perceive that this failure  
is closely related to my practice. It’s a necessity, 
for if  there were no element of  chance or  
possibility of  failure in the process of  creating,  
I don’t know if  it would be worth going on  
with the work. It’s not about creating a world  
of  new things, but rather about creating a scene 
for our own time. That is what I see as the 
essence. That’s what’s new. It can be frightening 
to even try to go towards a destination like  
that. What does it look like? The word “fear” 
can be misplaced and bring on a passivity, joined 
with laziness, allow lethargy to take over. Let  
the screen glow in the darkness. It’s three in the  
morning. We’re able to flee again. It occurs to 
me that Niccolò Machiavelli writes in The Prince: 
“For if  to one who conducts himself  with 
 caution and patience, time and circumstances  

are propitious, so that his method of  acting  
is good, he goes on prospering; but if  this 
changes, he is ruined, because he does not 
change his method of  acting.”14

Images of  various states come to me— 
images that cannot be understood through 
written or spoken words. There ought to be a 
balance between theorising thinking and creative 
making. The world would be so much worse 
to live in if  everything were only theoretical; 
so I want to have little clues leading into the 
mind. An image is revealed. I create that image 
through photography. It exists in our world now, 
and I look at it, uncertain of  its meaning. Why 
did I make that one? Isn’t it fantastic? Why? 

“It is even questionable whether he ought to be called  
a suicide, since it is really thought which takes his life.” 15

His willpower has returned, back again at last. 
Coffee tastes good again, and so does the candy. 
It is words he’s come here for—in writing but 
also in images. The third intends to take com-
mand of  his castle, to occupy the innermost  
hall. The map and the compass are in his hand. 
The opportunity is provided here by the avail-
ability of  snow as a building material. The cold 
is his friend, as long as he can own this material. 
This is the place: the Kvikkjokk parking lot is 
where it’s going to happen. The secret entrance 
will be built here. The different people—the 
pretend adventurers, the workers, and the 
 snowmobile riders—all are part of  the story.

The Serpent’s Way by director Bo Widerberg,16 
based on a novel by Torgny Lindgren. This is 
the kind of  work I want to achieve. Don’t I  
want anything more? I want more! A new work 
is created from a mixture of  other works. I’m 
thinking of  It’s Lit and what that work is built 
on. I find films such as Primer,17 Streetwise,18 and 
The Lord of  the Rings: The Two Towers,19 among 
others. They have made it possible to create  
this. They are active in different phases. The 
three abovementioned films are only involved 
in the writing of  the screenplay. Then they  
are forgotten but incorporated into the con-
sciousness of  the writing. After filming comes 
the work of  editing, which for me always  
begins with anguish. The hope I had during 
filming has died. Now it’s time to sit down  
and ask yourself, “What is this actually about? 
The digital material I’ve created: Why did  
I choose this?” 

All I can think of  is the economics. A small 
budget is good for creativity, and I see no  
reason to acquire a camera. You can borrow 
almost all the equipment you need for free. 

It seems like a day without suffering is  
a day without discovery. Ideas can fall into  
place, but don’t amount to much more than 
that. They are fixed in their form, not executed. 
Everything is just a lie; nothing is being built.  
It’s just something to do, travelling through  
time, getting away from all this. There are  
things to do, things to listen to that can mute  
the silence or the voices in his own head. The 
cold is not a resource but rather a reminder  
of  where the third finds himself  at this moment 
—in a parking lot. The water runs off  his body, 
making it clean, and the chafing between his  
butt cheeks goes away. It was the salt that  
had accumulated. He feels light, looks good  
in the mirror with the slight suntan he has  
gotten. His attempt to achieve more than 
he came for has been abandoned. Now he  
misses his skis and almost looks forward to  
getting them back on—to discovering something 
he didn’t believe existed. Maybe there is some-
thing after all. Or is this just how everything is? 
Can he get used to this endless being?

It turns out that there’s nothing more to wait 
for. The journey is over and all that remains is to 
go home. There’s no point in pretending there’s 
anything left to get out of  it. Nothing more can 

possibly be achieved other than the script.  
The only important thing now is to get home  
as quickly as possible. Because the situation  
is what it is, I keep to myself. I notice that my 
writing is worse. It’s my stressed-out condition, 
an intolerance I often feel. Yesterday I was 
strong; today I am weaker. Nothing  notable  
happens. I am alone. I’m supposed to find this 
story, I’m supposed to live the beautiful life.  
The camera is going to take me there. At  
the same time as the journey takes me closer 
to home, I feel the shame, something embar-
rassing, something ruined. There was perhaps 
not enough of  something, or too much fear;  
I was too weak to be a conquerer. Conquer 
what? Maybe myself. What’s left is me—the 
same as before, and yet someone else entirely.
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A Vision
Once by the Kebar river in Babylonia, the sky 
opened up for the priest Ezekiel. What he saw 
was bigger than reality. He saw God and God’s 
closest angels, the seraphim, and he saw the 
thrones. The thrones were strange—overlapping 
wheels with eyes—and Ezekiel was forced  
to describe a sight that was unlike anything  
anyone else had ever experienced:

As I looked at the living creatures, I saw  
a wheel on the ground beside each creature 
with its four faces. This was the appear- 
ance and structure of  the wheels: They  
sparkled like topaz, and all four looked  
alike. Each appeared to be made like a  
wheel intersecting a wheel. As they moved, 
they would go in any one of  the four  
directions the creatures faced; the wheels 
did not change direction as the creatures 
went. Their rims were high and awesome, 
and all four rims were full of  eyes  
all around.1

The seraphim are described as angels with  
bodies fully or nearly fully concealed by their  
six wings. They have four faces: one a human, 
one like an ox, one a lion, and one an eagle. 
They fly around God while perpetually singing 
“Kadosh, kadosh, kadosh” (Holy, holy, holy). 
 It seems that comprehensible time  
and form cease to exist in proximity to God. 
When seraphim appear to humans, my interpre-
tation is that they transition out of  their natural 
state, becoming total abstractions that appear  
to us as a slice of  the divine that we can actually 
see. I have seen artists describe a divine slice  
like that. The divine, even when it appears  
in only small doses, is too big for us to grasp, 
impossible to describe in any totally coherent 
way. Torsten Andersson painted a form he  
called Kanserjuk Skulptur (Cancerous sculpture, 
2000).2 It looks like a chair, but the form is alive 
and contains more than it shows. Andersson 
erased what he’d first painted, and then painted 
over the original form. The visible underlying 
charcoal drawing is loose and indeterminate,  

as though he were struggling against  forget- 
ting. He wants to capture the impression of  
something, but what it is eludes his memory,  
or  perhaps evades his understanding. When  
I look at a digital reproduction of  the painting, 
I think I can see that he was trying to describe 
something more, but this was as far as he  
got, and perhaps he couldn’t go any further,  
given the constraints within which he  
had to work.
 I don’t believe there was really anything 
wrong with any of  the drawings Andersson 
made one on top of  the other. They were part  
of  an event, a form in an event, a moment 
in time captured in a still picture. Time is an 
abstracted dimension in the painting Kanserjuk 
Skulptur: incomprehensible and superordinate. 
The stationary is devoid of  time, and when it 
makes its appearance, it does so beyond reality.
 “A wheel intersecting a wheel”: in the  
1884 novella Flatland,3 the narrator is a two- 
dimensional being that calls himself  a Square  
living in the two-dimensional country of  
 Flatland. There, triangles, squares, and polygons 
live without the possibility of  relating to the 
directions up and down. As they move through 
their world, they see nothing but a line. The 
inhabitants of  Flatland can only determine  
the shape of  someone they encounter by reach-
ing out and feeling the number of  edges they 
have. The Square is visited in his home by a 
three-dimensional Sphere, who is able to enter 
and occupy Flatland at will. It can see both  
up and down.
 The Sphere first addresses the Square  
from above, where he is invisible to him.  
When he descends into Flatland, from directly  
in front of  the Square, the Sphere looks like  
a familiar circle—apart from his mysterious 
entrance and the fact that he changes size  
as he moves around Flatland, growing larger 
when he approaches and smaller and smaller  
as he recedes into the distance. The Sphere  
describes his own body as “several circles  
on top of  one another,” but, understandably 
enough, the concept of  “on top of ” is some-
thing the Square can’t conceive of, even in  
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his wildest imagination. The Sphere decides  
to pick up the Flatlander and show himself   
and his own world from a vantage point that  
is for the Square a divine, supernatural place 
—a place where he can see everything at once, 
where he can see inside his fellow Flatlanders’ 
homes and even inside their bodies. The Square 
now understands the description of  “a circle 
upon a circle,” but still wouldn’t possibly be  
able to correctly describe it for the inhabitants 
of  his own country. Eventually, the Square asks 
what there is beyond the land of  the Sphere, 
whereupon the Sphere becomes irritated  
at his own inability to answer. The question  
is really directed at me, the reader.
 If  we look at the different ways the  
thrones that Ezekiel saw have been depicted, 
they vary widely. Some look like multiple circles 
joined together side by side. Others appear  
as several wheels that overlap each other,  
all within the same sphere—a sphere built up  
of  circles! Some of  these depictions envision 
them filled with wings, while others are  
filled with allseeing eyes.
 From time to time, I listen to physicists  
and their ideas about the world. My knowledge 
in fields such as mathematics and physics  
doesn’t go very far, however. I listen to inter-
views and lectures, and I read articles on the 
internet.  Popular-science physicists explain how  
deeply inexplicable quantum physics is. Profes-
sors present theories that are full of  internal 
contradictions. Photons are both particles and  
waves. Schrödinger’s cat is both dead and alive.  
My favourite parts are those that deal with 
dimensions. They say that there are ten or  
eleven dimensions embedded in our reality,  
but they are invisible to us. It’s hard for me  
to stop thinking about these dimensions once 
I’ve gotten started. I listen to the physicists  
as they tell me about something that is beyond 
the limits of  our comprehension. We live  
with four dimensions—three spatial dimensions 
plus time, the fourth. Five dimensions implies  
a fourth spatial dimension in addition to  
time, a further direction that, like the Flatlander,  
we can’t see but—if  we could reach it and  
look down upon our own world—would allow  
us to see everything. When mathematicians and 
physicists describe what a fourth-dimensional 
eye would see, like the Sphere in Flatland,  
they describe an eye that can see into our three- 
dimensional bodies, can see into and around  
our space. A three-dimensional sphere has  
a two-dimensional surface. A four-dimensional 
hypersphere has a three-dimensional surface. 

Mathematicians have developed visual con - 
cepts of  a hypersphere using two-dimensional 
depictions. They look mystical, to say the  
least. These visualisations are often hard to  
describe: a sphere with spherical formations 
inside it, moving outwards and pressing  
out on the surface, which is dissolving.
 Physicist Fritjof  Capra’s book The Tao of  
Physics offers an interesting and thorough com-
parison between the development of  Western 
physics and Eastern mysticism, as found in 
 Taoism, Hinduism, and Buddhism. Humankind 
relies on both physics and mysticism in the 
search for truth—for the true idea of  what 
reality is. We search for that which cannot be  
described, and mathematics is the tool research-
ers in the West have chosen to use when drawing 
their map of  reality. In the same way, mysticism 
relies on meditation and internal searching.
 “The Tao that can be trodden is not the 
enduring and unchanging Tao.”4 This is the first 
sentence of  the Tao Te Ching, the fundamental 
book of  Taoism. This sentence tells us that the 
text alone is not enough. Reality is too vast to be 
conveyed through words in a book. Capra writes 
of  Eastern mysticism:

The Eastern mystics repeatedly insist on  
the fact that ultimate reality can never be  
an object of  reasoning or of  demonstrable 
knowledge. It can never be described  
by words, because it lies beyond the realms 
of  the senses and of  the intellect from 
which our words and concepts  
are derived.5

Through meditation, the seeker finds the truth 
in a wordless state of  being present. Buddhism’s 
concept of  Zen, which was influenced by  
Taoism, is “without words, without explanations, 
without instructions, without knowledge.”6  
It is a longing for purity of  experience that  
is almost extreme. If  a mystic were to describe  
the abstract feeling experienced on such an  
inward journey, that description would have  
to rely on myths, symbols, and metaphors.
 Physics takes a different path, but strives  
for the same destination: thesis, experiment, 
and analysis within the language of  mathematics.  
When a mathematician has reached a conclusion  
and then is forced to explain for all the non- 
mathematicians out there what reality actually  
is, they must translate a language functionally 
within its own framework. The physicist or 
mathematician must turn to myths, symbols,  
and metaphors in order to be understood  

in the slightest. The book about Flatland  
has become one such myth: practically every 
other physicist who tries to describe the fourth 
spatial dimension makes use of  terms such  
as “Flatland” and “Flatlander.”
 The visual descriptions of  the thrones 
vary. Like the Flatlanders’ attempts to imagine 
the third dimension, these descriptions are 
unsuccessful. But they did their best. Who could 
explain such a thing? Who can describe time 
and say, “Here is time”? I don’t know if  it’s 
what Torsten Andersson wanted, but Kanserjuk 
 Skulptur leaves behind a ghostlike impression. 
He has seen something we all experience  
but never see. He saw it—time.
 I’m completely obsessed with the thought 
of  seeing beyond the three spatial dimensions, 
and I wonder why. Is it really a dimension I  
want to see beyond? Sometimes I wonder about  
whether my rather superficial interest in listen-
ing to physicists and mathematicians speak a 
 language I don’t understand is part of  a dream 
of  understanding and experiencing a slice  
of  the divine. Maybe it’s a dream—in dreams, 
 experience is something different, but it’s also 
the same thing. When I’m beyond the prison of  
my impressions, it’s a pure experience. Abstrac-
tion is let loose. A friend of  mine described how 
I could learn to have lucid dreams—a dream 
state you can reach where you know you’re 
dreaming, and you find you can navigate your 
way through the dream landscape. The instruc-
tions were as follows: look at your hands care- 
fully once every hour—study them, the location 
of  each finger, sinew, and wrinkle. Take your 
time. Repeat this one day, two days, several  
days until it has become a reflex so imprinted 
that your brain incorporates it into your dream.  
If  you do this, when you study your hands  
in the dream, you will see that they don’t look 
like your hands at all. They don’t even look like 
hands. The brain is not interested in creating  
a realistic rendering of  your hands. They  
become deformed, and what you see is the  
idea of  your hands. When you look at yourself   
in a mirror in a dream, you see a deformed 
self—your brain’s perception of  your body,  
the mental idea of  it. We go around in the world 
collecting information—visual information  
that we store up and that later takes form in  
our inner selves. It’s a kind of  algorithmic think-
ing in which the data is collected for the purpose 
of  trying to create ourselves. The brain does  
not censor; it is satisfied as soon as it has created 
a good enough body—a body that encom- 
passes the understanding of  the idea we seek.

 Francis Bacon is one of  few artists able  
to capture the dream landscape in his work.  
I find Bacon’s paintings to be terrifying—perhaps 
because he seems to be in such close contact  
with his own understanding of  existence. His 
triptychs are like the brain’s unsuccessful attempt 
to create a body, to assemble a whole. But it 
comes out wrong: the body’s limbs don’t work 
together. The body’s eyes are in focus, and  
the rest of  the face is forgotten.7 Like when a 
child draws the feature that makes the strongest 
impression proportionally larger than every- 
thing around it. Why do I find this frightening? 
Is it because it is what one imagines oneself  
—because it is uncanny?8 You might make  
that claim, but there is something clean  
and honest there. The uncensored honesty.  
The fear lies in the absolute cleanliness—the 
terrifyingly naked. The seraphim are almost 
childishly clean when they sing, “Kadosh, 
 kadosh, kadosh.”
 “Kadosh” and “Adonai” wrote the painter 
and poet Ernst Josephson when he was in 
Bréhat in Bretagne.9 He believed that he could 
see everything, that he was in touch with eternity, 
standing above the rest of  us like the Sphere 
hovering above the Square. But Josephson  
was psychotic when he wrote his manuscript:  
his judgement across time of  who would  
be approved for admission into the Kingdom  
of  Heaven and who would be denied was  
just an illusion. You fall into it so easily when 
you’re trying to get at this thing I want to under-
stand—romanticising the psychotic. The dream 
that such people have seen what the rest of   
us can’t see at all. The age-old abstract depic-
tions and descriptions of  angels are attempts  
to approach the boundary—naive abstractions, 
as if  the artists thought the subject was too  
vast for them to succeed, so they choose to  
go no further, since it was no use. The life we 
walk around in simply doesn’t always feel like 
enough. We wander along that boundary,  
just waiting for a vision.

A Picture
I remember a painting I made three years  
ago. It was a planned project: I wanted to take 
plenty of  time to calmly work my way through  
a painting, layer by layer, day by day. At the  
end of  every day, I would write in a journal, 
freely reflecting on the day’s effort and where  
I wanted to go next. It was a painting of   
a muddy puddle, and in and around the water 
stood reeds, and these were then reflected  
in the surface of  the water together with the 
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greyish cobalt of  the sky. The painting  
was about the interplay between two spaces—
the surface of  water is fantastic in that way.  
It’s a boundary we see so clearly but can easily 
pass through. There are two realities, and  
the boundary between them is flat—a two 
dimensional interface between air and water. 
You might say the same thing about a wall,  
but the difference I’m trying to get at is that 
the water offers a space that we can occupy,  
and there is no wall between water and air, only  
a boundary. The painting I made was about 
these boundaries; these layers were important, 
because together they created the illusion of  
depth. Like several twodimensional boundaries 
overlaid on top of  one another. This painting  
is important to me. I can look back at it and the 
water as something I went into. I have remained 
in that water and its different spaces—not  
the water as a physical material, but the idea  
of  it, the idea of  the layers and the desire  
to be able to pass through.
 I was satisfied with my painting, and yet 
something was left unfinished. Sometimes I have 
a hard time determining if  my dissatisfaction 
and anxiety are because not enough happens 
physically when I have the finished painting be-
fore me. Appreciating a work of  art, regardless 
of  the medium, takes time. If  enough time  
is granted, hopefully you can get something  
back intravenously. 
 When I later hung the painting in a  
corridor of  the art school for an exhibition  
as part of  a course, I felt something was lacking 
in the room. The shortcoming in the space  
is perceived as a shortcoming in the painting.  
I want the room to be prepared for the painting, 
the two creating a whole together. I thought  
of  the painting of  water as a kind of  backdrop. 
By that I mean that something is supposed to 
happen in front of  it, whether that is a spatial 
design, stage sets, or a play—something that  
takes the room into consideration, or where  
the painting becomes part of  something  
else, something greater.
 So many times I’ve had the thought, and 
so many times others have said to me, that my 
paintings look like film stills. By this I mean  
that they are small slices of  something bigger 
that we can’t see. I see this as an expression  
of  the sense that something is missing from  
my visual world. When I get that feeling, I want 
to try to control the whole. This whole I speak  
of  can itself  be a slice of  something larger.  
And perhaps it ought to be precisely that. 
By whole, I don’t mean that the artwork is 

supposed to stand alone, without the viewer’s 
engagement. By lack of  wholeness, I mean 
something unfinished.
 I want an artwork to be like Näcken,10  
the folkloric water spirit, bathing in the stream, 
or a wood nymph. Like a captor that lures its prey 
with something hidden. It’s mythical and again 
romantic when I think about it. Not everything 
can be achieved within our physical limitations. 
But therein lies the driving force—the desire  
to create a force that goes beyond the world  
we inhabit is impossible to fulfil, but the belief  
in it nevertheless keeps my creativity alive,  
even if  it’s also ultimately full of  disappoint-
ment. And of  course an artist can never really 
experience their own art, just as an illusionist 
can’t experience their own illusions. 
 Still, I wanted to go further in seeing what 
I could do to bring about the feeling of  being 
immersed in a painting.

A Wandering
In Landscape with a Man Killed by a Snake  
(1648) by Nicolas Poussin,11 we see a dramatic 
scene unfolding, with a man running and a 
woman looking at him in horror. The running 
man looks into the foreground, toward the  
darkened bushes. If  you don’t know the title,  
it takes a while before you see what’s there— 
a body that looks deformed in the darkness,  
as though cleft by the darkness itself! It’s  
a giant snake that is eating a man. It’s hard to  
tell from which end the man is being swallowed, 
since we see almost his entire body. It’s as if   
the painting wants to tell us that the man isn’t 
literally being eaten by the snake. His body  
looks almost like it’s taking on the snake’s 
angular but sinuous form. Something horrific 
is happening there in the darkness. It’s more 
reasonable to imagine that he has committed  
a grave sin—so grave that he is losing his shape 
and becoming a force. The force of  evil. The 
man who is running indicates two directions: 
one follows his gaze, fixed on the man and the  
snake, and the other is the direction he’s running, 
towards the woman and the light. The woman,  
in turn, looks at the running man. A kind  
of  trail has been opened up for us viewers.  
Here our gaze wanders. Here we have both  
a course of  events and an opportunity to  
choose. As a game, I can wander through  
the painting and discover its mysteries.
 Video games and paintings are different. 
Games move from one place to another and 
towards an ultimate destination. The Witness  
is a puzzle game in which you wander around 

Top: Amund Öhrnell, Surface like shadows Bent, 2022. Installation view, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022 
Bottom: Amund Öhrnell, Surface like shadows Bent, 2022. Detail
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alone on an island. Among the island’s nine  
different areas, you solve puzzles on square  
panels. You can wander freely and choose 
whichever area you want, but to complete  
the game you must get through every section. 
The puzzles are complicated and based on  
repetition, symmetry, perspective, and so  
on. We find clues in the buildings—patterns  
we can use in the puzzles. The game is  
designed to capture the player’s attention  
completely. In The Witness, as in a picture,  
the answer is hidden in the wandering of  
the gaze, in the details and the composition  
that is guiding us.
 A puzzle game is more mathematical  
for its player than a picture is for its viewer.  
But their surfaces are treated the same— 
as a lure that entices us to search for under-
standing, propelling us onwards.
 I am captivated by the high-resolution 
photographs available online. The kind that 
museums publish, documents I can zoom into 
and get impossibly close to the dense land- 
scape paintings of  the past.12 Pieter Bruegel  
the Elder and his “seasons” paintings continue 
off  into eternity,13 hiding an event, a figure, or  
a landscape behind every detail and brushstroke. 
These paintings are entire worlds framed. 
 Online, I can wander into and examine 
them like the camera in Andrei Tarkovsky’s  
film  Solaris,14 letting my eye wander through  
the winter landscape.
 One of  Tarkovsky’s great predecessors, 
Sergei Eisenstein, in his book The Film Sense 
 describes the painter El Greco as one of   
the forefathers of  montage film.15 Eisenstein 
believes that when our gaze wanders over  
a painting, we focus on one slice of  the whole  
at a time. A story is thereby created as a web  
in which one slice is followed by another.  
Although the artist has been careful to create  
a composition in which the eye is meant to  
follow a strict line, it is impossible to get the 
viewer to begin the journey at the intended 
point. Viewers begin where they want  
and end where they want.
 A picture prevails over time. The viewer  
is there and time exists; without the viewer,  
time stops, but the picture remains like an  
open mouth, ready to swallow up and create 
itself, a black hole. An entity where everything 
exists—we see a detail, we lose the previous  
one, but it’s still there, even though we can’t  
see it. Everything exists forever simultaneously.
 Here it gets too big for me: I can’t decide 
where I should start in the creation of  my own 

pictures. Create everything! I think in stories, 
and it’s hard for me as a maker of  still pictures.  
I have always loved sagas—the kind that  
have a beginning and a definite end. Herein  
lies my contradiction: the picture is still,  
but the story goes on.
 In order to navigate through this conun-
drum, in recent years I have begun writing.  
I’m writing a script for a graphic novel in which 
the pictures are used to tell a story in the way  
a film does. One picture leads to another,  
and the space takes shape bit by bit. Then the 
reader puzzles it all together to form a whole. 
Dialogue has come to be an interesting tool  
for me, allowing freedom of  movement in 
reflection and thought. Two characters become 
game pieces for me to move in my thoughts  
and visual world simultaneously. They help me 
develop and reveal the visual. They help me 
search for answers in my reflection.
 In my ongoing graphic novel project,  
titled Uatnhum, I move my two main characters 
across a bog. There are certain likenesses 
 between a bog and a painting. Like the diffuse 
narrative in a painting, time is preserved in a  
bog. A time puzzle in which particles are con-
served. A step into a bog takes you through one 
time and you get to touch another. I stand on 
the boundary between painting’s uniformity and 
saga’s plot, and that is expressed in my script. 
Time dissolves and the bog tells the visitor 
about its future, past, and present.
 In the local museum in my hometown  
of  Falköping, a four-thousand-year-old corpse  
is preserved in a glass case. The corpse is no 
more than a few bone remnants, but then there 
is the thing that made her so famous: lying  
with her in the case is her preserved stomach. 
Four thousand years ago, the Raspberry Girl, 
as she is known, was sunk in a bog outside 
Falköping in Västra Götaland County.
 The chemistry of  the bog preserved her 
stomach, and with it the seeds of  the raspberries 
that were her last meal, so long ago. It was with 
an enormous sense of  mystique and vertigo  
in the face of  time that I went to the museum 
as a child. The room was dimmed for dramatic 
effect, with a bright spotlight directed onto  
the ruddy brown remains of  the body that  
lay before me. I think about her as I write about  
my own bog. The bog in Uatnhum is magical  
in a way, but not as fully so as a magic spell.  
It is a lure and a time web that confuses passers- 
by and disturbs their sense of  reality and their 
understanding of  time.

 In my exhibition Yta som skuggor krökta  
(Surface as shadows bent) at KHM1 Gallery  
at Malmö Art Academy in February 2022,  
I wanted to let visitors wander from one station 
to another. I wanted to spread the painting  
over the entire space, to let visitors’ own bodies 
become what the gaze usually is while scrutinis-
ing a painting. You had to find your way to  
the innermost room. On the way, one found  
pictures that are like puzzle pieces: detailed bits 
of  a whole. Because of  that, I didn’t want to 
divide up my works by giving them individual 
titles; instead, all of  it is covered under the  
same title. When the camera in Solaris wanders 
across Bruegel’s Winter Landscape, we first see  
the hunters returning empty-handed to the 
village, then people ice skating on the frozen 
lake, and then, in the distance, the city. These 
environments are details and puzzle pieces,  
a reading and a wandering.

An Exhibition
When I started working towards my graduation 
exhibition, it was difficult for me to come to 
terms with the gallery space. I find galleries  
to be strange voids in the cityscape that we  
fill with art. These rooms are intended for fine 
art and created for temporariness. It’s easier for 
me to understand some of  the other temporary 
spaces we establish for artistic expression:  
the cinema, the opera, the theatre. The focus  
in the work is embedded in the room’s archi tec-
ture and in its social codes—you don’t talk,  
you look; the room is dim except for the stage 
lighting on the spot where the work is on view.  
I thought at first that I would be able to do 
something similar with the gallery space. Hang 
one or just a few pictures on a wall, and then 
let the visitors sit comfortably and concentrate 
on contemplating them until they became 
immersed.
 As a challenge to my recalcitrance, I ultimate-
ly chose to go in the opposition direction and 
take advantage of  the room as it was, to create 
something of  my own. A painting is a room  
in itself, but I don’t always have much faith  
in its material presence. If  you want material 
presence in a public space, you have to have  
a particular room.
 The first time I travelled to Belgium,  
in 2018, I visited museums in Ghent, Antwerp, 
and Brussels. I can no longer recall which  
museum it was, but I suspect it was in Brussels 
where I saw small sketches and miniatures 
of  stage sets that had been used for some of  
 Richard Wagner’s operas. I have tried searching  

the internet to figure out where I saw them, but 
to no avail. Yet the memory of  those miniatures 
has stuck with me. As stage sets usually are, 
these miniatures were made up of  flat surfaces 
overlapping one another, layer upon layer, so 
that they together created depth in the land-
scapes and the interiors they represented.
 I wanted to make use of  a similar approach 
in my exhibition. It was well suited for my desire 
to work spatially with pictures. With stage sets,  
I could transform the room’s architecture and 
create a kind of  chronological sequence in my  
exhibition. I sketched out some pictures that 
would become walls that could delimit the space 
and decided upon ideas for landscapes I wanted 
to work from. The notion of  chronology was 
interesting to me, because I was interested 
in playing with expectations and the visitors’ 
anticipation about what might be hiding behind 
the next corner. The environments I created 
revolved around the same theme I was interest-
ed in when I painted the previously described 
picture of  a muddy puddle with reeds, several 
years prior. (I painted it during the same period 
when I made that first trip to Belgium.)
 The water’s surface is central both to the 
painting and to my exhibition. In the exhibition, 
the stage sets of  a forest were the first thing  
to confront visitors, and after making their way 
through this forest and into the next room, 
they would find a bog. The surface of  the water 
there was like the top of  a podium, a painted 
picture of  waves standing as a symbol for and 
visual reference to the water surface’s as an  
idea. Around the corner from the bog, another 
podium was revealed that lacked a top; instead  
it had a hole that visitors could look down  
into to see the inner walls of  the podium— 
walls painted with a faint blue shimmer in an  
otherwise dark hole. Here visitors found them- 
selves gazing beneath the boundary of  the 
water. The drawing I installed next to the hollow 
podium, well along the wandering path of  the 
exhibition, represents a face passing through  
the water’s surface. It shows the layers of  the 
face cut through as it penetrates the absolute 
boundary, as though dissolving with the  
effort to cross through.
 The stage sets for my exhibition were  
to be illusions expressed with simplicity and 
playfulness. I have seen this kind of  playful  
illusion in the film Aguirre, the Wrath of  God  
by Werner Herzog.16 By “playfulness,” I don’t  
mean a lack of  gravity in the subject matter  
but rather a freedom and poetic licence, with 
belief  in the symbol and the imagination.  
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Notwithstanding the horrific burden it must 
have been getting a lowbudget film crew out 
into the jungles of  Peru, where most of  the  
film was shot, it was filmed with great simplicity. 
In many of  the scenes, the camera is handheld, 
as if  we’re actually wandering around among  
the conquistadores, whom the film focuses on. 
The footage is shaky and unstable, with rain 
spattering the lens. The drama finds breathing 
room in spontaneous clips of  the actors sitting 
in the jungle setting, which gives the impres 
sion that we are backstage—but in Aguirre, there 
does not appear to be a backstage in the tradi-
tional sense. The actors take a break from their 
wandering towards El Dorado in long takes,  
one of  them sitting down to rest, another play-
ing the pan flute for the camera. It’s as though  
the actors are engaged in a ritual, or playing out 
a historical re-enactment that the camera and  
the viewer are allowed to follow along on. I am 
fully aware of  the acting that is going on here, 
fully aware that the work is a shadow, that  
it is a game in which everyone who is engaged  
is brought along from a starting point towards 
the climax of  the work. And when the film finally 
reaches that point, both the characters in their 
ritual and I are immersed in the sensation  
of  insanity. When the film ends, I am still there, 
alone in the landscape of  madness to which 
Aguirre has brought me.
 In my exhibition Yta som skuggor krökta 
 (Surface as shadows bent), I wanted to use 
painting’s two-dimensionality in three-dimen-
sional space. The title is a reference to this:  
“the surface as shadows” describes a surface 
without spatiality, an absolute surface; and a 
“shadow that is bent” is like a two-dimensional 
surface bent in three-dimensional space, such  
as a shadow in the corner of  a room or waves 
on the bounding surface of  the water.
 I had a desire for the stage sets to be  
barriers to the visitors’ wandering, the parts of  
the exhibition spread out across the floor. When  
I made the sets, I wanted them to give visitors  
a feeling of  the forbidden, and in this forbidding 
also an attraction, a lure, so that the visitors 
would be careful not to bump into the sets in 

their wanderings, but to wander anyway, in  
spite of  that. If  the forest had stood there alone,  
I don’t think anyone would have dared to walk 
into it, out of  fear of  causing an accident. This 
led to me installing a few paintings horizontally 
on scaffolding out in the forest, as bait to get 
them to defy their own unwillingness. To my 
great pleasure, the visitors did in fact go into the 
scenography for this reason, although some  
first asked me tentatively if  it was really all  
right to do so. What then made me so fantasti-
cally happy to see was the interplay between  
the visitors and the stage sets. Their wandering 
became choreographic, and when I saw the 
visitors going in there in the murky light, the 
pattern of  their movements corresponded  
well to how one usually moves through a dense 
forest—carefully back and forth, with a search-
ing gaze and attention to where the next step 
should be taken to avoid tripping. When the 
visitor finally made it to one of  the paintings,  
I expect it was with a feeling of  relief. The 
 philosopher Edmund Burke writes about relief  
as a sublime feeling.17 He describes it as arising 
from pain that has ceased, that pain being  
the result of  physical work in which the muscles 
are flexed and difficulties are overcome. This  
pain results in relief  that is a kind of  calm 
coloured by the worry just experienced.18 I  
wanted a similar result from the visitors’ wander-
ing, wanted the sets to force them to “work,” 
and when they finally reached the painting,  
I wanted them to feel that calm in their  
con templation. For the tense concentration  
that the visitors went through to live on as  
an echo when the eye’s wandering took over.
 In this way, I experienced something 
 fantastic in the composition—not just the com-
position as a means for the wandering of  the 
eye and the body according to how lines delimit 
surfaces in a picture or an environment. The 
idea of  an “experience and feeling” composition 
came to me—how I could compose the viewer’s 
emotional state by allowing the tension to rise 
before giving way to relief. I would say that  
this is one of  the most important experiences  
I took away from my master’s exhibition.

Top: Amund Öhrnell, Painting from Surface like shadows Bent, 2022. Oil on panel, 67 x 92 cm
Bottom: Amund Öhrnell, Surface like shadows Bent, 2022. Installation view, KHM1 Gallery, 
Malmö, 2022
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A Tool
When something is functional, nothing  
about it is extraneous. Like a tool. A tool  
and a work of  art are different in many ways. 
The tool has no interest in nourishing our 
minds. The tool is an extension of  our bodies, 
while art is an extension of  our internal lives  
and thoughts beyond the body’s boundaries.  
I wrote previously about Francis Bacon’s  
paintings as “functional.” Almost shame- 
fully rigid, in my opinion. The analysis I run  
into most often in documentaries and writings  
about Bacon is that his focus is on feelings 
—but that is not what I primarily experience  
in his work. First and foremost, Bacon’s  
paintings create a presence in reality: a truth. 
They become keys for unlocking the truth.  
But the truth is too big—as big as a seraph.  
The hunt for truth is full of  advances and  
setbacks. Unlike a tool, the construction  
of  the truth is never stable, although stability  
is there somewhere. It must exist.
 Sometimes art is a delicate game. That’s  
how I know I’m getting close to something. 
With my hands, thoughts, and materials, I can 
get close to some understanding—but it’s just  
a titillation. Everything is still the same as  
before: all the materials I hold in my hands,  
the room, just the same. But now it’s all  
in ex actly the right position, like an equation,  
and I can’t quite hear the solution. But it’s vast 
—beyond my control. It’s a game in which  
you have to believe.
 The film Werckmeister Harmonies by Béla  
Tarr opens with a scene I have carried with  
me as an illustration of  this game.19 The film’s 
main character, Valuska, is in a bar together  
with the local village drunks. Like other of  Tarr’s 
films, we find the people here stuck in a kind  
of  limbo—the bar is about to close, and we 
know that nothing awaits them outside. Valuska 
is encouraged to show us something, as if  he 
knows a magic trick we want to see. He listens 
to the people’s requests. First he places one  
of  the drunk men at the bar in the middle  
of  the room and tells him, “You are the sun.” 
Then he tells another, “You are the earth,” and 
has him revolve around the sun-man. Then he 
gets a third man revolve around the earth-man, 
telling him, “You are the moon.” With this 
illustration and the help of  his friends as tools, 
Valuska wants to tell us what happens when 
darkness descends on the earth during a solar 
eclipse and, for a few brief  seconds, all life  
on the planet fears its imminent destruction—
only to be returned a moment later to its eternal 

revolution. This scene sank deep into me. It 
conveys such simplicity. The men are playing 
solar system. The power of  uttering the words, 
“You are the sun,” lies in its playfulness. Here 
the game is so incredibly vast, as they transform 
themselves from lonely people in a bar that’s 
closing into a saga about the universe, life,  
and the transience of  existence. Everything  
begins with belief  in these three words.
 Creating space is difficult when working 
with two-dimensional mediums. It requires 
illusion—at least if  you want to bring about a 
feeling of  space. Of  course, it’s simple to draw 
the symbol or idea of  space by connecting two 
squares to form a cube on a piece of  paper. 
 But, in reality, creating a space that an ob-
server can become immersed in just by looking 
at it—that takes a lot from the artist. But it  
also demands something of  the place where  
the observer is to encounter the artwork.  
This is something, as I’ve said, that has pre-
occupied me intensely during the course  
of  my studies at the Art Academy. Many times,  
I have lost faith in painting or in the creation  
of  a solitary, stationary picture. Sometimes  
I wonder what its function really is. This often 
happens when I go to galleries or museums— 
a cynical feeling comes over me. What are we 
supposed to do with these pictures? Should  
we see them as archived relics? Should we  
see them as goods or banknotes? Or tradition?  
I sometimes become conservative and think  
that painting needs a function that is clearly 
articulated for people, like altar panels had  
once upon a time, when they hung like back-
drops for priests in their sermons. The eye  
could wander there, and time was allotted for 
the encounter with the painting, though visitors 
were not there to look at the pictures—that  
encounter was only a consequence of  the  
worship service. An altar panel was not a paint-
ing as a good, but rather a representation, an 
extension of  the space inhabited by the viewer,  
a desire to provoke certain thoughts. And it  
was placed in a room that was itself  a temple 
—everything linked together.
 When I travel to see specific paintings  
at museums and galleries, I often give myself   
a predetermined amount of  time to spend  
with the work. I decide to sit and look at  
the painting, usually for two hours if  possible. 
I’ve had some fantastic experiences using  
this method. Gallery spaces are often sterile,  
but we usually forget that quickly, or overlook  
it completely, if  we allow paintings to play  
with our attention.

 The experience is most powerful for  
me when I’m alone, when it’s quiet all around  
me. The painting is also quiet. Galleries and 
museums are meant to be perceived as neutral 
space, with their interior design and even  
their lighting, but that influences the feeling  
of  intimacy—I’m not alone, the conditions  
are not right for me to really immerse myself   
in the work. I’m supposed to look at it, not  
be in it. Some of  my most powerful experiences 
of  paintings have therefore come through 
 reproductions. It’s not like looking at the real 
painting, but you are seeing the same picture.  
I wrote about Claude Monet’s cathedral paintings 
in my undergraduate thesis. The first powerful 
experience I had with them was lying in bed and 
looking at them on my phone. It was extremely 
intense—even stronger than when I travelled  
to Paris a year later to see some of  the best ones 
in person. There, it was hard to find the con-
centration. Difficult lighting and lots of  people 
milling around. I come across as a pessimist  
as I write this, and maybe I am in a way. But this 
has been important for me to think about—to 
see what kind of  room is needed, what kind of  
context the picture should be shown in if  we are 
to get the most out of  its function. And what is 
painting’s function? Because it must have a func-
tion, so how do we want to make use of  that 
function? The word “function” can be perceived 
as a physical word, as in the hammer’s function  
is to pound in a nail. But this is not the kind  
of  function I’m looking for. I’m looking for  
that space that painting and art have in relation 
to people, and what they do for us.
 I want to immerse myself  in art and  
be invited into a game. The materiality of  art 
 provides the ingredients for the alchemy of  
creating opportunities to see beyond our world. 
In this expanded field of  view, in the bestcase 
scenario I can get a glimpse of  a condensed 
version of  something larger, a sense of  what  
lies beyond my own vision. The kind of  
experience Ezekiel had when God revealed 
Himself  there in  Heaven must have given him 
a feeling of  absolute euphoria, and the world 
around him must have for a short while become 
 transformed. The same must have happened 
when, in another revelation, Ezekiel saw  
God and was lifted up to witness Jerusalem 
from God’s point of  view.
 My everyday understanding of  reality can 
sometimes be shaken. It happens in small doses, 
involuntarily: I’m moving along through my 
life, and before I know it, I’m standing outside 
myself  and feeling reality like an unfamiliar quilt  

over my skin. Reality and my understanding  
of  life are not necessarily changed in these  
moments, but I become aware of  them.  
An extra sensitivity emerges, an enormous  
feeling about life, and I become conscious  
of  every single second. These moments catch 
me off  guard, like being confronted by the 
infinite, although they usually don’t last all that 
long. It can happen like a spontaneous feeling  
of  awareness of  my own position in the  
world—that between my own body and the  
sun there is only distance. I understand every- 
thing as a body. It happened again as a power-
ful experience of  confronting the creation  
of  life when I recently saw, for the first  
time, my daughter’s pulsating movements  
on a black-and-white ultrasound monitor.  
I could barely speak after that moment,  
hovering as I was on a layer above my every- 
day reality. It was a manoeuvre of  reality,  
the true reality.
 With art, I hope to achieve these states 
through images and stories. What art makes 
possible is the creation of  a shadow of  the  
impossible. Art can be an attempt to achieve 
such a state, to reflect its sensation and allow 
people time to be there, immersed in it.  
The equation stands there before them and  
the answer emerges through them. Even if   
it’s just a shadow, it’s still a sensation. Reflecting 
that other state requires our attention in the 
moment that that kind of  feeling arises, so  
that we can preserve the memory of  it. These 
experiences can come unprovoked, as I’ve  
mentioned, but they can also be brought on by 
art, music, and film. When a feeling of  dislocat-
ed reality arises in everyday life, my thoughts  
begin searching for something that can help  
me grasp the uncontrollable. It is a bodily reac-
tion, as though the ground is shaking beneath 
my feet. The connections I make are hard for 
me to understand myself. An abstract form or  
a sound pops up inside me. The notion of  sound 
is a big help in remembering these moments.  
It’s not an actual sound in my surroundings,  
but rather as though events that are hard to 
grasp have their own auditory impulse. I can 
imagine that this feeling of  understanding  
is worrying to the body. I become an animal 
threatened by my own existence. My senses  
react reflexively and simultaneously, without  
the need for direct physical influence. The  
sound is like the pounding of  thunder, as vast 
and elusive as the heavens. Edmund Burke  
expresses the feeling of  vastness well when  
he writes about its sublime influence: the great 
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as well as the minimal become sublime when 
they extend beyond our understanding and 
achieve a feeling of  infinity.20

 He continues: “For division as well  
as addition must be infinite; because the idea  
of  a perfect unity can no more be arrived at 
than that of  a complete whole to which  
nothing may be added.”21

 The perfect unit to which nothing can  
be added. 
 If  I ever get a chance to bring forth  
even a glimmer of  this reality, I’m on the right 
path. When an experience is too vast to be 
grasped, it’s as if  it can extend out into infinity. 
 I believe it is in this state that the body reacts 
with senses beyond those that are directly 
 affected, as though to compensate for the  
body’s inadequacy (for example, visually over-
whelming impressions can provoke auditory  
and other illusions).
 Infinity is there in the encounter with art. 
The infinitely vast can be expressed so well  
that I can never get enough.
 The composer Arvo Pärt wrote the  
piano piece “Für Alina” without a time signa-
ture;22 it just flows along beyond time. In his 
notes, the tempo is indicated only as “Ruhig, 
erhaben, in sich hineinhorchend” (Peacefully, in  
an elevated and introspective manner). Neither 
does the score seem to indicate how many  
repetitions should be played of  the two pages  
of  music. As such, musicians have played the 
piece in many different ways. The shortest 
recording I can find is two minutes and eleven 
seconds, the longest twenty-three minutes  
and seven seconds. When I’m working in my 
studio, I often play it again and again until  
I leave at the end of  the day. I forget that  
it has been continuing: I might just as well  
have been listening for two minutes and eleven 
seconds. Time stops and infinity takes over. 
Pärt’s piece is a portal to the ability to see  
beyond. Here, time as a dimension no longer 
feels like a superordinate force; we are free  
to move at will through time.
 My art, as I’ve said, is something I do when 
I want to extract the essence from that which  
is incomprehensible to me in life. The feeling  
of  having lost your grip is hard to capture  
and understand precisely because you’ve lost  
your grip. When an auditory or visual impulse 
pops up in me during a powerful experience,  
it is an impulsive desire to explain the non- 
physical with something physical.

 With art as a tool, I want to listen  
to this impulse, to wander through my inner  
self  and try to formulate and concretise the  
experience in images, metaphors, and symbols 
the best I can. I want to use art to translate  
that feeling into something tangible, create 
something I can control, and then let the  
visitor be confronted by it.
 I turned the lights out for my exhibition 
and installed directed spotlights to bring about 
intimacy. The gallery space was divided up  
into smaller spaces by the walls of  the stage  
sets to make it as easy as possible for visitors  
to be alone. I believe the feeling of  intimacy  
is an important aspect in the encounter with  
art: even when we encounter art in groups,  
we do so ultimately alone, in our own inner 
worlds. What I want is to create spaces for the 
purpose of  transporting the viewer towards  
a state of  contemplation and timelessness.
 As in the case of  Aguirre, the Wrath of  God, 
the film I mentioned earlier, I wonder if  what 
might perhaps be even more important than the 
absolute illusion is that we are provided with  
the ingredients for a ritual. The stage sets  
in my exhibition were clearly fake. The visitor 
wandered behind them and was fully aware of  
their material presence; the forest was not trying 
to be a real forest, but rather a symbol of  the 
forest. The sets were ingredients for a riddle  
or a ritual. With art, I want to let the materials, 
the pictures, the symbols immerse us and point 
towards that which we do not see—towards 
life’s explosive sensations and towards experi-
ences larger than the material. Art makes it pos-
sible for us to visit the shadow of  the sensation 
and, if  we are receptive, makes it possible for  
us to distinguish what it really is that is casting 
that shadow inside the visitor. For Ezekiel  
it was God, and for the physicist it’s a higher 
dimension or a quantum entanglement. I don’t 
know what it is for me, but I’m searching for 
it—with art as my tool.

Amund Öhrnell
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Amund Öhrnell, Painting from Surface like shadows Bent, 2022. Oil on panel, 67 x 92 cm
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Sara Andreasson, 0921220904, 2022. Photography

Sara Andreasson
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Oscar Eriksson Furunes
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Oscar Eriksson Furunes, The Transparency Society, 2022. Broken glass. Performative installation 
at the Annual Exhibition

Visitors could enter into the room filled with broken glass. During the course  
of  the day, footprints in the glass would be left as traces of  presence.

The footprints was erased by the artist after each day, creating a cycle of  leaving  
traces and erasing them.

Oscar Eriksson Furunes
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Daniele Di Girolamo

Daniele Di Girolamo, Sending a letter for sanding words, 2022. Sea sand, sanded  
and  molded aluminum, plastic skin, molded plastic, dried plant fragment,  
motors, cables, variable dimensions

Daniele Di Girolamo
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Djoana Gueorguieva

Djoana Gueorguieva, Inherant Translation, 2022. Film stills from video work 

Breathing out to be breathed in, passed on stories in plucked out strands of  hair,  
cultivated culture through inherent motions. 

Djoana Gueorguieva
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Hjördís Gréta Guðmundsdóttir

Hjördís Gréta Guðmundsdóttir

Hjördís Gréta Guðmundsdóttir, Human and excavator, 2022. Performance 20 min. 
Annual Exhibition, 2022, Båghallarna

The excavator draws lines between specific points that create a pattern, a cross forms  
and connects to another cross-shaped star. This is a braid. It goes back and forth into  
one direction that at some point shifts its course and goes back the opposite way.
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Rebecca Jansson

Rebecca Jansson

Rebecca Jansson, Om du tittar noga / If  you look closely, 2022. Drawing installation:  
pencil on paper, various objects, painted mdf  boards, frames, glass, poetry collection, 
variable dimensions

Im
ag

es
 c

ou
rt

es
y 

of
 th

e 
ar

tis
t



229228MFA 1

Mette Riise Kristensen

Mette Riise Kristensen

Mette Riise Kristensen, The Less Unsustainable Talkshow, 2022. MDF, large format print, plastic 
grass, cut out figure and and selfadhesive foil with grass print. Videoinstallation, 39 min 
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Grälls Johan Kvarnström

Grälls Johan Kvarnström, Untitled, 2022. Glass, plastic, metal, photography, wood, 
 whiteboard pen, leather and string 
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Rosita Kær

Rosita Kær

Rosita Kær, Rags, 2022. Unwoven rag rugs, thread, pins. Detail
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Clara Sindal Mosconi

Clara Sindal Mosconi, “… for hellere lider jeg døden end jeg er din”, “jeg er din”!, 2022.  
Plaster, epoxy, foal’s foot, bellis, dandelion, steel, variable dimensions

Clara Sindal Mosconi, Voicing a choreography of  Echo, 2022. Cassette tape released at Breton 
Cassette. Casette tape, paper, textile, variable dimensions
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Clara Sindal Mosconi
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Maia Torp Neergaard

Maia Torp Neergaard

Maia Torp Neergaard, Maia takker Maya og Maja, 2022. Video still. HD (4:3), 16 mm + DV, 
col + s/w, silent, nodialog, 25:50 min

Im
ag

e 
co

ur
te

sy
 o

f 
th

e 
ar

tis
t



239238MFA 1

Beatriz Neto 

Beatriz Neto, A Recreation of  the Miracle of  the Sun by a sinner + The Choir of  Fake Souls, 2022.  
SD video, 4:3, colour and sound, 07’ 24”, variable dimensions

“The rain stopped, the sun broke through the dense black clouds and showed itself  emitting 
luminous rays, which quickly took on the colours of  yellow, red and green (…) and soon it 
lost its brilliance and colours, and was able to be stared at with the naked eye without hurting 
one’s eyes, and then it took on a dizzying rotation.” 
— Avelino de Almeida (Journalist, present at the scene on the 13th of  October 1917,   
reporting to the Lisbon newspaper O Século)

Beatriz Neto,The Lure of  the Red Planet, 2021. HD video, 16:9, colour and sound, 15’ 00”,  
variable dimensions

Beatriz Neto
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Lisa Obereder

Lisa Oberede

Lisa Obereder, Ahh, 2022. Mixed media on paper, original around 100 x 120 cm
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Stacey de Voe

Stacey de Voe

Stacey de Voe, Untimely loyalty, 2022. Graphic print (archival image and text)  
used as visual aid during the performance Untimely loyalty

Background image: Ellisif  Wessel sitter ved arbeidsbordet og leser i en bok /  
Ellisif  sits by her desk and reads a book, Grenselandmuseet. Author unknown

Stacey de Voe, resident foreigners: to those inhabited by ghosts, 2022. Excerpt from the publication resident foreigners,  
first edition published by SantoLaRosa

resident foreigners: to those inhabited by ghosts, begins from a deep affinity towards the life and work of  labor activist  
Ellisif  Wessel. Through the history of  mining in Northern  Norway, the publication attempts to build tunnels  
of  solidarity through a fictional relationship between Ellisif  and two other labor activists organizing in the  
South of  Sweden. Oscillating between historical fact and fiction, the publication weaves together relationships  
that could have been and perhaps should have been, while filling the historical void of  women’s voices within  
the public sphere. 
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Amin Zouiten

Amin Zouiten

Amin Zouiten, untitled, 2022. Production still
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Looking at Bees
Some years ago, when I was working in a 
guest house in the Forest of Dean, in England, 
occasionally we had to take care of a few 
beehives that the homeowner kept in the 
 gardens. I remember putting on the bee-
keeping suit and walking through the field, 
overexcited by the new experience. Little  
did I know, I would become one of the most 
frequent beekeeping volunteers that year.  
It was fascinating to open the beehives,  
although I felt conflicted about entering a 
house that was not mine, as well as exploiting 
animals for food: their honey. Still, we  
never hurt them. But the day that had the 
most impact on me was the day the communi- 
ty had confronted a group of wasps. Wasps 
used to visit the hive and test the colony 
 defences regularly. If they believed that the 
bees were weak enough after that initial  
check, the wasps would persistently  
attack to take the bees’ food.
 Routinely, we would carefully open the 
hive and remove each of the panels. Before 
taking out the honey, we would always  
check over the hive to see how the workers 
and queen were doing. This was usually a 
peaceful task that only took a moment. That 
day, however, was like watching the after-
math of a medieval-era battle. The panel  
was full of bee corpses; many were still lying  
on the ground, half dead. It was impressive 
and overwhelmingly devastating to see.  
The wasps had come to steal the bees’ honey  
and had fought for it. There were some  
wasp corpses too, but it seemed that the  
bees were defeated. 
 When I saw the aftermath of the attack 
I sat down and watched the bees closely. I 
watched those animals that I knew so little 
about, that I had hardly differentiated from 
wasps, that I thought of as mere insects;  
I saw them grieving and taking care of  
the dying bees. The live ones cared for the 
dead ones, stayed by their side, moved them,  
and dragged them from the entry of the hive 
to the inner rooms. The one that touched  

me the most carried a corpse up a slope  
and threw it out of the hive. She was cleaning 
the house. And that particular moment was 
crucial. It was when I realised that despite 
everything I had been told in childhood,  
in school, by my family, and also by society, 
animals do feel. Animals have compassion; 
they suffer and care. 
 Although it may sound anthropo-
morphising and naïve, I keep that image  
deep inside me; it accompanies me always. 
With my work, I want to communicate what  
I saw that day to make others, the viewers, 
feel what I felt in that moment. Even if  
they have been educated as I was that the 
world around us is something disconnected 
from us, in which humans and animals  
have a somewhat detached mutual relation-
ship or that animals do not feel. In many 
countries, animals have been considered 
objects, even legally. This was the case in in 
my home country, Spain, until recently; the 
legislation changed in 2021, although they 
still are seen that way by most people.1

 Through my artwork—and the research  
I do for it—I strive to explore that urgent 
need for looking at nature differently, where 
care can find its place through a human gaze 
into a more-than-human world. Allowing the 
possible contradictions and the risk of naivety, 
I want the viewer who experiences, senses, 
or touches my work to feel what I felt when 
I saw those bees taking care of their sisters. 
Care. To care.
 In Why Look at Animals? John Berger  
mentions this feeling of lost kinship and  
disconnection that the majority of people 
have towards a shared existence with  
animals, as well as a conscious interdepend-
ence with the world: “With their parallel  
lives, animals offer man a companionship 
which is different from any offered by  
human exchange. Different because it is  
a companionship offered to the loneliness  
of man as a species.”2 Berger continues  
to reflect on people’s inability to see animals 
the same way as humans see themselves: 

The Holobiont That Therefore I Am
Bárbara Sánchez Barroso

Bárbara Sánchez Barroso

Bárbara Sánchez Barroso, The Holobiont That Therefore I Am, MFAAR exhibition, 2022.  
Video installation, variable dimensions. Installation view, IAC, Malmö, 2022
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with wildlife largely being exterminated, the 
animal is only left with the place and position 
of a pet; the animal is looked down upon; 
or is a captured trophy in a zoo. This is one 
major conclusion of the dualism that Western 
thought has internalised since René Descartes’ 
mechanistic philosophy of the seventeenth 
century. It is a dualism between body and 
soul in which the animal is the main “victim,” 
a somehow soulless creature reduced to  
a machine, a belief that remains to this day 
and that we are still saddled with.
 When writing my story on the bees,  
I stumbled across an article from the poet  
and writer Heather Swan on the sorrow of 
bees,3 in which she claims that indeed, bees 
do suffer. In this essay, she refers to a scientific 
paper published in Current Biology in 2011,  
in which the concluding note suggests  
that honeybees “could be regarded as  
exhibiting emotions.”4

The Knots We Knot
In my video work The Knots We Knot,  
made in collaboration with the filmmaker 
Adriana Vila Guevara, a bumblebee appears 
dancing around a flower among other  
animals in a rural environment. The film, 
made in 16 mm during the summer of 2021, 
emerged from a mini-residency and exhibi- 
tion proposed by the art and nature organisa-
tion ARBAR,  located in La Vall de Santa  
Creu, Girona, Spain.
 The short analogue film is a poetic  
dialogue between us—the two artists— 
the environment that we visited for some 
months and lived in for a week, and the  
most essential books to my research: Staying 
with the Trouble by Donna Haraway,5 Braiding 
Sweetgrass by Robin Wall Kimmerer,6 and 
Matters of Care by María Puig de la Bellacasa.7 
These three books are referents in terms of 
a new vision of care in more-than-human 
worlds starting from and surpassing the  
ontological turning point initiated by authors 
such as Bruno Latour, Eduardo Viveiros de 
Castro, and Philippe Descola. To me, this  
new feminist-ontological turn not only claims 
and reveals an understanding that every 
world view is equal, but with Haraway, 
 Kimmerer, and Bellacasa, among others,  
there is a feminist and Indigenous radical 
methodo logical openness to difference  
of all kinds in which care has a significant  
and explicit role.

 In the film, we read excerpts from  
those books in whispers, trying not to give 
importance to our voices or ourselves, but  
aiming to make our voices blend with those  
of the birds, the bees, the cicadas, the wind. 
Here the central idea is not to stand out,  
expose, or voice oneself, and not to try to  
be right; it is not necessary to say something 
in a loud voice if you want to listen to  
your surroundings. 
 The film calls for a new way of looking,  
of talking, of reading. In summary, the  
work trusts new ways of being in relation  
to what is around us: through whispers,  
taste, touch, and a more multidirectional  
sensorial experience of our environment  
than can be experienced just by looking. 
Taking into consideration the works of these 
authors, we can rethink the notions imposed 
by Western civilisation in which white  
supremacy and heterosexual masculinity  
are considered to be the norm.
 For example, in The Animal That  
Therefore I Am, although Derrida comes  
to realize that animals look back at human 
beings, something he discovers through  
noticing his cat observing him naked just 
before entering the shower, the philosopher 
seems to not really see her to begin with,  
to not recognize the consciousness and the 
agency beyond the alterity of this Otherness; 
and hence he does not enter an actual  
dialogue on the basis of a mode of being- 
with. In When Species Meet, Haraway claims  
that Derrida “did not seriously consider  
an alternative form of engagement either, 
one that risked knowing something more 
about cats and how to look back, perhaps  
even scientifically, biologically, and therefore 
also philosophically and intimately.”8

 This brings me to the most often 
rephrased quote from Wittgenstein that  
if a lion could speak, we would not under-
stand him,9 to which Eva Meijer responds  
that this is not correct, because the animal  
“is used as a metaphor for someone who  
is from a completely different cultural back-
ground.”10 But Wittgenstein doesn’t discuss 
the position of the animal regarding its  
context, in this case to work: in the circus,  
the lion tamer could understand him.11

 These are at least some marginal  
examples that affirm that there is a need  
for a reconfiguration on how to look, and go 
beyond looking—touching, feeling, sensing— 

Top: Bárbara Sánchez Barroso, botanical dream, 2022. Still from video. Digital video,  
satellite screen, 2 min
Bottom: Bárbara Sánchez Barroso, botanical dream, 2022. Still from video. 16 mm  
transferred to digital video, 5:41 min
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Bárbara Sánchez Barroso, The Holobiont That Therefore I Am, MFAAR exhibition, 2022.  
Video installation, variable dimensions. Installation view, IAC, Malmö, 2022
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at animals and other living beings, to  
consider them in another way and from  
other perspectives, for new epistemologies 
that transform our relation to the world/s.

Sympoiesis
The film was presented together with two 
performances that took place on different  
days last summer. The first one, also made 
with Adriana, and titled the same as the  
film, referred to the fact that in Staying with 
the Trouble, Haraway describes the idea of 
sympoiesis,12 which she suggests is or forms  
a replacement for autopoiesis—that no  
thing makes itself nor is it self-organised 
—which brings us again to the idea  
of interdependence. 
 The participants were tied together  
with a single thick rope and were invited  
to hike through the mountain valley, La Vall  
de Santa Creu, to the mouth of the creek. 
Everyone walked at a distance of one and  
a half meters in silence and had to help each 
other if they encountered any obstacles,  
as the path was not flat. The exercise tried  
to emphasize and affirm the idea that  
there are invisible knots that bind us all  
together, and that we must be careful  
of the beings around us.
 This emergence of an intrinsic knotting 
principle became especially visible whilst 
stopping along the route or in the most com- 
plicated parts of the path, which require  
stopping or slowing down the whole  
group, showing the commitment of all the 
members to the rest of the group. Any small 
accident or lack of concentration on the 
 passage generates a potentially fatal chain 
effect that reaches everyone, evidencing  
this primordial connection.
 Another day that summer, in collab- 
oration with the artist Maria Marvila, we 
 initiated a meditation in the little town that 
hosts the organisation. That acute meditation 
was developed from a script configured  
by a mixture of voices, using different regis-
ters, to recount La Vall de Santa Creu’s history 
both from the present moment and from  
old memories.
 This action was initially intended to  
be carried out entirely in the vineyard, but, 
due to the disastrous fire that took place in  
the Sierra de Rodes in July, we had to relocate 
the event to Plaça de la Font (the town’s  
main square). The content was thereby also 

radically affected: at first we had planned  
to carry out a critical meditation on the 
commercialisation and perverted adaptation 
of eastern disciplines focused on meditation, 
such as mindfulness or coaching; instead  
we decided to focus on the need for healing  
in response to the trauma suffered due  
to the valley fire, which was caused by  
a cigarette butt and had suddenly sprung  
up overnight, threatening the valley’s  
entire ecosystem.
 Some fragments of the script worked  
as meditation but also as poetry. These were 
mixed snippets of the history of the place 
—a kind of encyclopaedic knowledge merged 
with the real experiences of Isabel, an elderly 
lady of almost ninety, who lived in the  
valley as a child:

“At the edge of the sea, where the Pyrenees 
come to die. 

“Water always gushed from that fountain.

“In the valley, we went to pick olives,  
to harvest vines, to harvest grapes, to  
the orchard. Picking potatoes, we would  
go with the cart and the mule.

“Once this crop died out, due to the  
phylloxera plague, at the end of the nine-
teenth century. The frequent fires have  
prevented the recovery of the forests  
that had formerly been given place names  
such as Selva de Mar or Coll del Bosc.”

We introduced Isabel’s narrative in the 
 meditation text. On the day of the presenta-
tion, she made a surprise appearance  
to give testimony at the communal ritual, 
which brought the magic and emotion  
necessary for the encounter.
 For the seminar “Matters of Care  
and Storytelling,” conducted in the context  
of our program at the Academy, I invited  
Yayo Herrero and Helen Torres to have  
a conversation. Helen (a Spanish anthro- 
pologist, engineer, professor, and activist)  
presented two concepts that resonate deeply 
with me and my work. One is the concept  
of “diffraction,” which she learned from  
Haraway while translating her from English 
into Spanish, and which opposes the concept 
of “reflection”: instead of reflecting light,  
the direction of the light is changed. Taking 

into consideration that Western knowledge 
largely depends on vision, here we incorpo-
rate imagination as a core structural agent: 
“Diffraction as a metaphor for a place  
where change occurs and new meanings  
take place.”13

 The other concept is “attunement,”  
coined by the philosopher Vinciane Despret 
and mentioned by Haraway in Staying  
with the Trouble. Despret uses attunement  
as an ideal way of encountering and relating  
to other beings; both authors prefer that  
term to empathy, which seems to put  
us—humans, regarding the other beings 
—in a different position (looking from  
above), which compassion also does. Being 
attuned to others is “getting in the same 
frequency,” affecting, influencing, and trans-
forming each other. In summary, it expresses 
another intimate pedagogy of becoming- 
with. For Despret, it “involves a learning  
process to affect and be affected by other  
beings and worlds.” Attunement enables  
“a new articulation of ‘with-ness,’ an unde-
termined articulation of ‘being with.’ ”14 15

Coexistence
Coexistence is a short film, a video work  
made with footage taken from the street  
markets of Taipei. During the night, the 
streets of the city are filled with lights and 
smells coming from the food stalls, and there 
are all kinds of games for children and adults. 
Claw machines are the most popular; there 
are always crowds around them, a multitude 
of people. But there are also versions with  
live animals for the kids to fish. I used to  
look at them every night. It was a magnetic 
image: there was beauty in the vibrant, some-
times rainbowy colours of the fish, as well  
as in the excitement of the kids and their  
parents; but, in the end, the game seemed  
cruel to me. As the fish were caught one by 
one, I filmed some performances of the desire  
to capture, and when editing the material,  
I felt certain elements needed to be covered.  
I needed to protect the viewer from that 
cruelty, although the animals didn’t look hurt 
at first sight, it was disturbing. The animals 
were used as if they were mere objects to 
entertain the kids.
 In the text “What the Virus Wants,” by 
Filipa Ramos, which was read in the video’s 
voice-over, a reference is made to our troubled 
relationship with animals in the context of  

the capitalist society in which we live and  
that may outlive us. The virus has entered  
a system more complex than itself. And again 
we see some claw machines, but this time,  
the classic ones with stuffed animals inside.
 “The camel the cow the deer and  
the horse. The salamander the snake and  
the turtle. The monkey and the porcupine. 
They are all in us.”16

 The film aims to pose the question:  
is the pandemic going to make us change,  
and in particular change our relationship  
to the animals around us, between us,  
and to the world?

The Word for World Is Forest
In 1972, the American science-fiction  
writer Ursula K. Le Guin published  
The Word for World Is Forest, a story that  
takes place on a fictional planet colonised  
by humans. The planet, before the arrival  
of the humans, is covered by large and  
dense forests. Once humans start stripping 
the forests to take the timber back to Earth, 
battles, destruction, and slavery occur.  
This not only changes the planet entirely, 
exhausting its natural resources to a fatal  
extent, it also affects its inhabitants and  
their powers, including people’s capacity  
for dreaming.
 With this story, the author brings  
forth an ecological allegory not only on how 
we treat other beings but also—interrelatedly 
—on her own frustration with the Vietnam 
war occurring at that moment in time, with 
the larger movements and prevalence of  
colonialism, and the continuous presenta- 
tion of Western culture as a higher form  
of civilisation. 
 When visiting the jungle near Manaus,  
in the Brazilian Amazon, in 2019, there  
were moments that I felt the dreaminess  
portrayed in the novel. In it, the native peo-
ple, the Athsheans, use dreams as a conscious 
process to keep the equilibrium with their 
world and with their own sanity. It was  
the overwhelming feeling of being in a place 
where nature reigns and, as a human, I felt  
as though I had no control over it whatsoever 
—the opposite of the Western environment.
 In certain Indigenous epistemologies,  
it is understood that when you are in the jun-
gle you are being observed; animals, like the 
jaguar, can see you, although you cannot see 
them. Somehow you have this strong  
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sensation that “everything” is alive, and  
that at any time you could be in danger. 
The constant sound and natural movements 
around you make you think, and indeed  
feel, that the jungle is alive, that the jungle  
is observing you. You are with and among  
the jungle, its breath. So as someone from 
Western Europe, where nature has largely 
been domesticated and run over by humans, 
that feeling of an all-encompassing and  
equal vitality is very strong.
 Eduardo Kohn refers to these  
environs- entanglements in How Forests 
Think,17 portraying how inhabitants look  
at the non-human in the different epis- 
temologies in the Amazon, in this case in  
a Runa village, Ávila, Ecuador. For example,  
a jaguar believes that he is a human when  
he looks at one; so there is this idea that  
if you encounter one, you should not escape, 
but look him in the eyes as you would  
look at another human and thereby trans-
form into a new sentient creature, into  
more than a singular being.
 “So as not to become meat we must  
return the jaguar’s gaze. But in this encounter 
we do not remain unchanged. We become 
something new, a new kind of ‘we’ perhaps, 
aligned somehow with that predator who 
regards us as a predator and not, fortunately, 
as dead meat.”18

 My work, The Word for World Is Forest, 
feeds off of Kohn’s writing and call to leave 
behind the Western assumption of control 
over nature and instead welcome the over-
whelm; it also stems from the desire to get to 
know other epistemologies more closely and 
in real time-space. My goal with that film, 
which was projected on a giant screen as  
part of an installation, was to try to emulate 
for the spectator that dizziness and dreami-
ness—that state of mind I was in when  
I was in the Amazon and also was experi-
enced by the planet inhabitants in the sci-fi 
story. To recreate this, the room was filled 
with soil; in the darkness, the terrain led you 
to walk up to the screen, which was hidden 
in another, interconnected room. As such, 
visitors were emotionally transposed to the 
entrance to another planet—another Forest- 
World and world versioning. The buzzing  
of dozens of insects noising—all making  
noise at the same time—together with the 
sound of birds causes a sensation that trans-
ports us beyond a specific place.

How to Explore Other Worlds

There is another world, but it is in this one. 
—Paul Éluard19

To me, video installation is essential to 
present my film work. It allows me to create 
spaces with embedded experiences that 
immerse the audience and make them think 
about the subject matter from a non-rational, 
multidirectional point of view, tending to  
the poetic, and, by doing so, expand and 
deepen the subject at stake.
 Art installation permits the spectators 
to experience the work physically in a space 
where the work is presented and not just  
represented. The encounter becomes a senso-
rial experience; it activates the viewer and 
goes beyond optical contemplation (even 
leaving the white cube and entering the 
wider public), which, in the words of Claire 
Bishop, is passive and detached: “A transitive 
relationship therefore comes to be implied 
between ‘activated spectatorship’ and active 
engagement in the social-political arena.”20

 As an extension of such thinking,  
and from a speculative perspective, I propose 
that video installation can open a portal to 
other worlds, an experience through which 
the  audience can become other once they  
have gone through it, not remaining un-
changed but entering in a state of becoming. 
As Deleuze and Guattari21 framed it: becoming 
implies a certain principle or movement of 
deconstruction in which the audience takes 
something from what they have experienced 
with them. I believe that video installation, 
made on the grounds of trusting the eco-
logical community and living multispecies 
interdependence, can create a new dynamic 
model of “worlding”; it can reshape that 
disconnection between the human and other 
living beings into something else, shifting  
it, and ultimately making the audience  
becoming-with.
 Art installation together with video  
becomes a physical, mental, and affective 
door to other worlds: a research methodology 
to explore speculative epistemologies and 
other cosmologies. I experienced this, for 
example, when contemplating a site-specific 
installation work by Andy Goldsworthy at 
Palacio de Cristal, in Madrid, in 2007, which 
was titled, Inside the Entrails of the Tree.22 Bárbara Sánchez Barroso, The Knots We Knot, 2021. Still from video. 6 mm transferred  

to digital video, 8 min
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 The work consisted of three huge domes 
built with wooden logs, in and through which 
the audience moved from one dome to the 
next. There it was, the fragile presence of the 
structure, the smell of wood, the light coming 
through the holes in the logs.23 I remember  
the absorbing experience being so intense,  
almost mystical, that the domes did function 
as a portal. A portal in which one changed 
when passing/moving through, and then 
came out differently, transformed into  
something else. 
 I seek to experiment with space in  
that same way and contemplate unexplored 
(for me) possibilities, through adopting 
multiscreen installation, as well as including 
sculpture and drawing. Although I consider 
video installation as a powerful tool to  
create something that can be felt rather than 
purchased or passively observed, I’m not 
interested in immersive experiences as they 
now largely populate museums and that  
only allude to a rather haunting marketing 
phenomenon. These experiences are often 
based on technology, VR, and digitalisation 
and are mainly programmed to attract more 
people to the museums. I want to approach 
video installation from a critical and humble 
position, and my interest is far from “inter-
activity.” I genuinely seek to work and move 
the audience from an affective approach  
rather than one based in and built  
upon spectacularism.
 Another work that affected me similarly 
to Andy Goldsworthy’s piece was a video  
installation by Eija-Liisa Ahtila. The installa-
tion was part of the artist’s retrospective  
at M – Museum, in Leuven, Belgium, in 2018.24  
It was specifically the work Horizontal, which 
consists of a six-channel moving  portrait of  
a living eleven-meter-tall spruce tree shown 
in a horizontal position. The scale of the six 
screens was adapted to the museum space, 
such that they were occupying an enormous 
wall in entirety. The work is an attempt  
to film an entire spruce tree, which is realised  
by bringing six different cameras or six dis- 
tinct points of view into play. This provides  
a view from the soil right up to the peak  
and all around. It thereby demonstrates  
how challeng ing it is to grasp a whole living  
being with technology, and how any kind  
of human visual documenta tion is doomed  
to represent limited and  divided parts  
of the world, but never “a whole picture.”

 The work makes the spectator embrace 
this incapability for full comprehension, while 
feeling calm and relaxed—hearing the sound 
of the wind moving the tree branches and  
the birdsong in the background. As with 
Inside the Entrails of the Tree, Horizontal has  
the capacity to transport the viewer on differ - 
ent levels and show a glimpse of how our 
 perception of reality, living beings, and 
environs is limited by our human senso rial 
apparatus, by our humanity, and not  
least by the technology of the present.

The Holobiont That Therefore I Am
If I could summarize what my research  
and artwork aim for, it would be to tell a  
new evolutionary story, in which emerging, 
more profound relationships with animals  
and other more-than-human entities could  
be established. There is a figure that helps  
to explain this new paradigm that potentially 
opens the doors to a novel speculative  
world: the holobiont.
 The holobiont is a term coined  
by Lynn Margulis in Symbiosis as a Source  
of Evolutionary Innovation.25 The holobiont  
is a simple biological entity constituted  
by a community of microorganisms. The  
holobiont discussion forms one part in her 
much broader endosymbiotic theory, which 
claims that cooperation and symbiotic rela-
tionships between organisms were a supreme 
force in evolution, instead of competition 
being the principle of organism-making.26

Yes, humans have indeed evolved,  
but not just from apes or even from  
other mammals. We evolved from  
a long line of progenitors, ultimately  
from the first bacteria.

Most evolution occurred in those  
beings we dismiss as “microbes.”  
All life, we now know, evolved  
from the smallest life-forms of all,  
bacteria. We need not welcome this  
fact. Microbes, especially bacteria,  
are touted as enemies and denigrated  
as germs. Microbes, in fact, are any  
live beings—algae, bacteria, yeast,  
and so forth—seen more accurately  
with a microscope than as smudges  
or scum with the naked eye.27
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Bárbara Sánchez Barroso, The way my mother talked to plants, 2022. Stills from video.  
16 mm  transferred to digital video, 11:44 min



261260MFAAR 2 Bárbara Sánchez Barroso

1 Xosé Hermida and Esther  
Sánchez, “Spain Approves  
New Law Recognizing Animals  
as ‘Sentient Beings,’” El País, 
3 December 2021, https:// 
english.elpais.com/society/ 
2021-12-03/spain-approves- 
new-law-recognizing-animals- 
as-sentient- beings.html. 

2 John Berger, Why Look at  
Animals? (London: Penguin  
Books, 2009), 3.

3 Heather Swan, “The Sorrow  
of Bees,” Aeon, 26 November  
2014, https://aeon.co/essays/
bees-have-feelings-too-and- 
scientists-should-respect-them.

4 Melissa Bateson et al., “Agitated 
Honeybees Exhibit Pessimistic 
Cognitive Biases,” Current  
Biology, 2 June 2011, https:// 
www.cell.com/current-biology/
comments/S0960-9822(11) 
00544-6#relatedArticles.

5 Donna J. Haraway, Staying  
with the Trouble: Making  
Kin in the  Chthulucene (Durham:  
Duke  University Press, 2016).

6 Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding 
Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, 
 Scientific Knowledge, and the 
Teachings of Plants (Minneapolis: 
Milkweed Editions, 2013).

7 María Puig de la Bellacasa,  
Matters of Care: Speculative Ethics  
in More than Human Worlds  
(Minneapolis: University of  
Minnesota Press, 2017).

8 Donna J. Haraway, When Species 
Meet (Minneapolis: University  
of Minnesota Press, 2007), 20.

9 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philo- 
 sophical Investigations, trans.  
G.E.  Anscombe (New York:  
Macmillian, 1953).

10 Eva Meijer, “Political Animal  
Voices” (PhD diss., University  
of Amsterdam, 2017), 50,  
https://dare.uva.nl/search?- 
identifier=7c9cfda4-560d-4d67- 
94ea-7bdda29554c9.

11 In the Pupil of the Panther,  
exhibition catalogue (Lund: 
Lundskonsthall, 2021).

12 Haraway, Staying with the Trouble, 
75.

13 Lynn Randolph, “Modest  
Witness: A Painter’s Collabora- 
tion with Donna Haraway,”  
University Libraries Digital  
Repository, University of Mary-
land, https://drum.lib.umd.edu/
bitstream/handle/1903/11836/
Modest Witness.htm?sequence=3.

14 Sara Asu Schroer and Susanne  
B. Schmitt, Exploring Atmospheres 
Ethnographically (London: 
 Routledge, 2017), 83.

15 This particularly interests me  
when I look at my work and think 
of where I am and what I want  
to explore regarding an empathic 
and attuned gaze for the non- 
human. Is empathy enough when 
shooting a film? How can you  
create attunement with a camera? 

16 Filipa Ramos, “What the Virus 
Wants,” The Contemporary Journal 
3 (9 April 2020): https://thecon-
temporaryjournal.org/strands/
sonic-continuum/what-the- 
virus-wants.

17 Eduardo Kohn, How Forests  
Think: Toward an Anthropology 
Beyond the Human (Berkeley:  
University of California Press, 
2013).

18 Kohn, How Forests Think, 2.
19 “Il y a assurément un autre monde, 

mais il est dans celui-ci ...,” Œuvres 
complètes (Paris: Gallimard, 1968), 
vol. 1. My translation.

20 Claire Bishop, Installation Art: 
A Critical History (London: Tate 
Publishing, London, 2005), 11.

21 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, 
A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism  
and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian 
Massumi (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1987).

22 Andy Goldsworthy, Inside  
the  Entrails of the Tree, Palacio  
de  Cristal, Parque del Retiro,  
Museo Reina Sofía, Madrid,  
2 October 2007–21 January 2008.

23 The Palacio de Cristal, as its  
name suggests, is an all-glass 
 construction from 1887, made  
for the Philippine Exposition.  
Its design was a direct copy,  
right down to the name, of the 
Crystal Palace in Hyde Park, 
London.

24 Eija-Liisa Ahtila, M – Museum,  
Leuven, 18 May–16 September 
2018.

25 Lynn Margulis and René  
Fester, eds., Symbiosis as a  
Source of  Evolutionary Innovation: 
Speciation and Morphogenesis  
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1991).

26 This conflicts with Darwinian  
evolutionary theory and its new 
form, neo-Darwinism, which  
both assume that evolution is  
a competitive process.

27 Lynn Margulis, Symbiotic  
Planet: A New Look at Evolution 
(New York: Basic Books, 1998), 14.

28 EVNautilus, “Stunning 
 Siphonophore: Nautilus Live,” 
27 June 2014, video, YouTube, 
2:49, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=8KZsrDGLUJQ&ab_
channel=EVNautilus.

29 Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass,  
58.

30 Svetlana Alexievich, Voices  
from Chernobyl: The Oral History  
of a Nuclear Disaster, trans.  
Keith Gessen (New York:  
Picador, 2006), 116.

31 Patrick Barkham, “Eva Meijer:  
‘Of Course Animals Speak.  
The Thing Is, We Don’t Listen,’” 
The Guardian, 13 November 2019, 
https://www.theguardian. 
com/science/2019/nov/13/ 
of-course-animals-speak-eva- 
meijer-on-how-to-communicate-
with-our-fellow-beasts.

One of the strangest beings that I’ve seen 
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fish called siphonophore being observed  
in the deep sea by the EVNautilus submarine 
camera, with voiceover comments by biolo-
gists.28 As seen in the astonishing video,  
the sipho-nophore is one of those strange  
creatures that inhabit another cosmology  
on Earth, which humans mostly ignore  
more than outer space, namely the  
bottom of the ocean.
 A siphonophore appears to be a single 
organism, but each specimen is actually a  
colony composed of many individual organ-
isms. When I look at the siphonophore,  
I think of us as humans formed by bacteria; 
we are just hosts of microbiomes (bacteria, 
archaea, fungi, and protists), just as plants, 
corals, and trees are. We have a full cosmos  
in us that we are not aware of, that we  
don’t take care of, that we don’t treat  
as a cosmos.
 There are so many of these cosmoses  
that we don’t look at or pay attention to,  
and that we take for granted. So many  
cosmoses to explore.

And the Bees Looked Back
One way to look at different cosmologies  
is a concept that the Indigenous professor, 
mother, and scientist Robin Wall Kimmerer 
discusses in Braiding Sweetgrass. Kimmerer  
presents her broad transdisciplinary knowl-
edge from/through three different experi-
ences, intertwined like a braid: Indigenous 
knowledge, science, and storytelling.  
She believes that nature should be treated 
with respect and reverence, and that plants 
and animals have something to teach us,  
especially in terms of reciprocity.  

One  example is lichen, which grows  
on rocks and doesn’t have roots, which  
is a symbiosis between fungus and algae 
—a blurry line  between individual and  
community—and that belongs to another 
kingdom. A living  being that inspires  
us not just to make kin with, learn from,  
and embody its spirit, but indeed to  
speculate with, to “world” about.
 There is an urgent need for weaving,  
as she does, the mind, the body, and the   
heart to learn from nature, to love the natural 
world, make kin, be humble, and attune 
 ourselves to it. As she puts it: “We don’t  
have to figure out everything by ourselves: 
there are intelligences other than our own, 
teachers all around us. Imagine how much 
less lonely the world would be.”29

 This brings me back again the bees,  
and I think of a passage of one of the  
most unsettling and moving books I have 
ever read:

I went out into the garden that  
morning, and something was missing,  
a familiar sound. There weren’t any  
bees. I couldn’t hear a single bee.  
Not a one! What? What’s going on?  
They didn’t fly out on the second  
day either, or on the third … Then  
we were told that there was an accident  
at the nuclear station—and it isn’t  
far away. But we didn’t know anything 
about it for a long time. The bees  
knew, we didn’t … Now, if I notice  
something strange, I will look  
at them.30

As Eva Meijer would say, animals  
speak to us, but we don’t really listen.31
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Entanglements
She walks into the room and sets up her  
gear: a looper, small speakers, a few cables, 
and a microphone. Things are entangled  
and chaotic. She takes her time to understand 
the choreography of her own mess. The room 
is small and has a large set of mirrors on  
the side wall. It was her dance studio before 
she had left for a journey to the United  
States. I had arrived a little bit earlier and  
had set up my own mess of things: a textile 
piece with a large print of Black Madonna,1  
a drum,2 and a number of books3 that  
were making a circular composition on  
the floor. We were chatting while setting 
things up and talking through the structure  
of the evening ahead. We were about to  
open a space for trans formative experience, 
inviting the living and the dead to join  
the ritual.
  I was grateful for the invitation to  
the show4 by Phyllis Akinyi, a Danish-Kenyan 
flamenco dancer, choreographer, anthropol-
ogist, and fellow witch. It had been a while 
since I had done magic-related work in  
Copenhagen. Phyllis turned on her looper 
and we recorded a few sounds to create  
an ambient sonic background. I chanted,  
“I call anger tender tonight … ”; she clapped 
and whistled. We set the chairs up in a circle 
and dimmed the lights. We placed a candle 
next to the drum. On the wall behind us,  
I screened my graphic collage of star con-
stellations from Nuremberg—where I am 
going to perform this summer, in July 20225 
—and a few ghosts from the villa in Kraków,6 
where I used to live before I fled Poland  
in 2019.

 We did not talk much about the details  
of the evening. We felt and trusted each  
other. We were about to share our thoughts  
on decolonial practices in colonial spaces, 
working with/from spiritual practices,  
remaining in between, and struggling with 
institutional regimes of power and exclusion. 

Trajectories
The experience of that evening was layered 
with many aspects of thinking and doing 
magic. There are some fundamental elements 
that need to be unpacked here to understand 
the foundation of witchcraft and queer think-
ing. In her groundbreaking book, Dreaming 
the Dark,7 Starhawk suggests that the use  
of “magic” is meant to reshape reality, and,  
as I call it, to earthquake the mind: to prioritise 
letting feelings, intuition, and the body speak 
first, before the mind. She also argues that 
magic is political, as it operates from a position 
of power—as a strategy of self-empowerment 
and liberation. However, Starhawk differ-
entiates the “power from above,” which  
is vertical, imposing colonial and patriarchal 
domination, from the “power from within,” 
which is horizontal, feminine, inclusive,  
and comes from “the Earth.” And in my 
practice, magic also serves to shapeshift the 
perception. It changes the power of gazing, 
which is central to my visual thinking.  
In magic, time and space are operating on 
different conditions, and they aren’t linear, 
logical, or cause and effect oriented—they  
are of a spiral nature, uncanny and queer. 
Magic invites ghostly matter, the dead and 
non-human beings, objects, animals, and 
plants to come in. Magic is inclusive in  
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its essence as it doesn’t divide reality into 
individual beings or entities. It doesn’t divide 
human and nature into two realities. The  
dead and the living aren’t separated either.  
It navigates from the power from within,  
from the body, from sexual organs, from Eros, 
from a desire for transformation.8 Ultimately, 
magic calls for queer justice and resilience. 
And magic voices the unheard.

Ephemera

Queerness has an especially vexed 
relationship to evidence. Historically, 
evidence of queerness has been used to 
penalize and discipline queer desires, 
connections, and acts. When the historian 
of queer experience attempts to document 
a queer past, there is often a gatekeeper, 
representing a straight present, who will 
labor to invalidate the historical fact of 
queer lives—present, past, and future. 
Queerness is rarely complemented by 
evidence, or at least by traditional under-
standings of the term. The key to queering  
evidence, and by that I mean the ways  
in which we prove queerness and read  
queerness, is by suturing it to the concept  
of ephemera. Think of ephemera as trace,  
the remains, the things that are left,  
hanging in the air like a rumor.9

My reading of the history of witch-hunt, 
which is one constellation point within my 
research, provides evidence of an organised 
mass-murder event, a genocide on female, 
queer, and Indigenous communities. That 
much is clear, but the archival material 
from that part of the history remains largely 
 invisible and unspoken; it is not researched 
enough to change the perspective towards 
“magic.” In recent commissions in the 
globalised art world, magic is also often 
tokenised without critical reflection on the 
brutality of the witch-hunt or gender politics, 
and it is done with a superficial reading  
of spirituality.10 In contrast to the arguably 
ridiculous objectification of the figure  
of the witch in popular and folk culture,11 
there is one artwork that stands out to me:  
a piece by Louise Bourgeois and Peter 
Zumthor in Vardø  , Norway, titled Steilneset 
Memorial.12 I read this installation as a gesture 
of honouring the lives of those who were 
persecuted, burned, and killed for suspicious 

activities that were called witchcraft, magic, 
or any other behaviour harmful to the insti-
tution of the Church, patriarchal domination, 
or other hegemonies of power. In Europe,  
the origins of the witch-hunt trials coincided 
with the beginning of capitalism, the indus-
trialisation of production, and privatisation  
of land, which all led to a crisis for the  
Church and its position in society. Silvia 
 Federici’s notes on the history of witch- hunt 
are of great value in my research, as they 
bring a perspective that includes political  
and economic factors of the genocide.13 
 The light in the room changed as  
different topics of conversation unfolded.  
The sun was going down; the moon was  
rising. We were only two days ahead of the 
full moon in Virgo. The dialogue between 
Phyllis and me was organic and lively.  
We brought and called forth a variety  
of themes that are crucial in our thinking/
doing. I was slightly worried about the  
time limit for the event, to which Phyllis  
just nodded and said, “I have it under con-
trol.” She could see the church clock across  
the street from the room where we were  
holding the ritual. She gently controlled  
human time with ritual time and vice versa. 
We all surrendered into the timelessness  
of the ritual.14

 We shared our stories of becoming  
radical artists working with radical  methods. 
Phyllis talked about her experience of chal-
lenging the Danish dance scene and the  
struggle of being Black and a non-Danish- 
educated dance artist. She made the decision 
to develop her own work elsewhere follow- 
ing life events; work which often revolves 
around the notion of loss. Her most impor- 
tant work was developed in New York  
in 2021, where she worked on a solo dance 
performance piece, G.R.I.E.F.15 She was  
able to deliver that work only in an environ-
ment that understood her cultural and artistic 
background. She was only able to produce  
it in a state of exile. I had the same experience. 
After leaving Poland in 2019 and settling 
down “in between” Denmark and Sweden,  
I was able to articulate my work more clearly. 
To me, the term “in between” also means 
being on the periphery yet co-creating this 
boundary with “the others.”16 There is no 
periphery without the centre, and there is  
no centre without the outskirts—these can’t 
exist without each other. And then there is  

the decolonial that opposes the colonial.  
So how do we navigate in those spaces that 
are built on histories of violence and discrimi-
nation? How do we enter contemporary art  
world spaces if we are thinking of our practice 
as not being identified with those traditions? 
How do we produce the work within “black-
box spaces” as they carry a specific tradition 
of storytelling17 and value only one way of 
understanding the craft? We talked about 
how we can break those walls of institutional 
discrimination and create renewed and other 
ways of speaking, moving, and researching. 
This is a much-needed transformation  
across the board, but we agreed it is indeed  
an exhausting one. Sometimes the need  
for transformation leads to vicious cycles,  
and one needs to leave behind what one 
wants to be or see changed. We both left  
the places we came from and that we cared 
for deeply. We both have wounds from  
those places and need healing.

So, Why Do We Keep Dancing for/ 
with Institutions?
Our bodies—my queer non-binary body  
and Phyllis’s Black female body—offered 
some sort of solidarity structure from within 
the trajectory of the ritual. We created a  
space for under-represented bodies, often  
mis understood in the wider public, hence  
rejected and seen through a white hetero-
normative lens. Why do we continue to  
participate in the programming of main-
stream spaces? Witches’ work has a powerful 
political function in rethinking marginal  
spaces, in reclaiming spaces. Witches there-
fore need to constantly reinvent strategies  
of resistance and push for their agendas.  
Their work is to reshape reality and gain the 
power they have lost. To work from within 
not only means a shift into thinking through 
corporeal/bodily18 horizontality, but it also  
manifests itself in subversion from the in-
side.19 The magic potion shall be delivered  
to the enemy by the witch herself. The change 
shall come from within. So the engagement 
in the transformation of the institution also 
lies in the nature of the witch—is integral to 
it. The brewing, the transformation, the resist-
ance and ultimately the resilience happens 
from proximity to the centre/power. Talking 
about change and transformation necessarily 
involves a dialogue, often a difficult, intimate 
one—one that requires a conversation from 

the perspective of the personal, one’s own 
biography, the lived experience of exclusion 
and erasure. 
 We talked about care. Rest. Withdrawal. 
Depression. Debts and doubts. All of those are 
part of the work we are doing. Care and rest 
are radical elements that must not be forgot-
ten as one might exhaust oneself on the battle-
field with and within indifferent institutions, 
toxic power structures, underfunded projects, 
imposing aesthetics, patronising opinions, 
and excluding educations. Therefore, creating 
spaces for rituals and solidarity must be 
prioritised and seen as part of the art itself. 
The dead are those to turn to in times of crisis. 
They do listen once our needs are expressed 
loudly and clearly. The art of articulation, 
bringing thoughts to matter, is another key  
element in the practice of witchcraft, magic, 
and dance-making. Those three practices share 
the same grounds: body, time, and space— 
but magic works only when the body is  
rested and respected.

Departures
This ritual would not be possible without  
the ghostly presence of Italian artist Chiara  
Fumai (1978–2017), whose work influenced 
and continues to influence my thinking 
 significantly. Her radical performances were 
enacted and understood as spiritual seances, 
bringing forth unheard and forgotten voices, 
who often suffered from the structural  
violence of patriarchy, to “speak.”20 Her  
practice is seminal to my work because she 
operates with the literal meaning of magic 
and witchcraft, therefore should not be meta-
phorised or seen as poetic. Her fascination 
(which I share21) and research around Catholic 
ritual brought her to encounter radical figures 
such as Madame Helena Blavatsky and 
Aleister Crowley. Her seances brought into 
presence a community of ghosts who were 
to influence our futures by their experiential 
performativity. In her piece Shut Up, Actually 
Talk (2012), a performance conceived for 
dOCUMENTA (13), she embodies the nine-
teenth-century circus icon Zalumma Agra 
(Star of the East), who was put on display  
in a freak show in P.T. Barnum’s circus in 
1865. She was forced into performing a role 
that revolved around racial, sexual, and gender 
stereotypes. She was prohibited from speak-
ing while performing. With persistence and  
intensity, Fumai spits and shouts during her 
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performance. She recreates the discomfort  
of Zalumma Agra and her enslaved body.  
She gives her a voice and recites the words  
of the Italian radical feminist Carla Lonzi  
in her 1970s manifesto, Rivolta Femminile. 
 This brings to mind the Belgian anthro-
pologist and writer Vinciane Despret, who 
claims that the dead are not actually dead,  
but remain alive.22 As such, we should include 
them in our present and future lives. Those 
who are alive might, to a degree, even be 
asked to become responsible for creating an 
environment for the dead to continue their 
stories and to support their desires or calls  
for justice. As the conversation with Phyllis 
Akinyi touched upon exile, movement, and 
dislocation, we were able to see the impor-
tance of the dead as literal geographers.  
The dead force us to move, to change location, 
and they want us to find an environment 
where we can either continue our work  
in less hostile spaces or bring their work  
to some kind of closure or a new opening.  
It is a mutual care, an exchange often  
manifested in gifts of directions. 
 This thought brings another dear dead  
to the conversation: the Polish writer, philoso-
pher, and journalist Aneta Żukowska, with 
whom I had been working in the frame of 
Lamella collective. She passed away of cancer 
on 22 May 2018. She finished writing a book 
titled Mięcho (Flesh)23 shortly before she died. 
Mięcho was published a year later as a com-
pilation of essays of her living with/surviving 
cancer in a philosophical dialogue with  
Susan Sontag’s legacy. Żukowska performed 
a piece at the house in Kraków, for which  
she invited the guests of the house to collec-
tively cut her hair before she began chemo-
therapy. She addressed her state of being and 
her health condition in the context of public 
performance, making it a collective respon-
sibility of care.24 On the day of her death,  
I felt called to conduct a ritual in my  bedroom, 
where she often stayed while visiting Kraków. 
I opened all the windows. I looped several 
drone sounds, took the drum, and danced in 
circles. The smoke of burning sage, rosemary, 
and roses filled the house. I cried and chanted 
to call the three spirits: Susan Sontag, Simone 
de Beauvoir, and Virginia Woolf—Aneta’s 
intellectual goddesses. I asked them to take 
care of her in the process of passing. She was 
in pain and wasn’t able to receive enough 
morphine to ease it. I had an altar set up in  

my studio: the books of those three women  
writers, a large photograph of Aneta from  
the villa, candles, and different herbs.  
I would sleep there every night after she  
was admitted to the hospital. We both knew 
the end was coming. On the day I started the 
ritual, I changed the constellation on the altar, 
I placed a little marihuana bud on Aneta’s 
photo, right on her head, a tiny drop of  
valerian extract on her heart, and rosebuds  
in the sacrum’s area. I whirled around the 
room, chanting until the sun went down  
on the horizon. The ritual was over. I went  
for a walk by the Vistula River and sat  
down on a bench. Her friend called to tell  
me Aneta had passed away an hour before.  
I was speechless, saddened, and exhausted.  
I also felt at peace. I returned home and  
started packing, as we were being evicted 
in a couple of days.25 Before I headed to the 
funeral, which happened on her birthday 
three days later, I knew I needed to finalise 
everything before I left the property.

Radical Dances
How do we move/how do we dance with- 
out those who danced before us? How do we 
carry the legacy and the spirit of those who 
made changes and made our dance possible? 
 When I think dance, I think Anna  
Halprin. She was my teacher, mentor,  
and a seminal figure in the history of dance. 
She passed away on 24 May 2021. On that 
day, I danced on the roof of my studio in 
Malmö and chanted for her spirit to pass to 
the other side gently. A year later, my grad-
uation work was exhibited at the Malmö Art 
Academy26 as the final step in the Artistic 
Research edu cation programme. I recalled her 
spirit while talking with Phyllis, as her radical 
work made our dance possible for us both. 
Anna not only brought community work to  
the dance context, including Black and In-
digenous peoples (The Ceremony of Us),27 but 
she also supported HIV-positive queer bodies 
(Positive Motion)28 with healing workshops 
during the HIV/AIDS epidemic. The word 
“ritual” comes back immediately in this  
context; she provided the foundation for  
the ritual work within the art space and re-
adjusted its meaning to her contemporaneity. 
“The ritual has the intention to confront 
 specific life issues with the purpose of bring-
ing about a desired change, vision or trans-
formation. A ritual is the enactment of the 
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myth. The myth emerges when we confront  
a real life issue.”29

Hypnosis
We are seated in a circle. The looped sound  
of my chant keeps going and it slightly irritates 
me, as it echoes my own voice and to me this 
feels a bit awkward. Phyllis wanted to keep 
this loop on throughout the entire ritual to 
maintain the hypnotic effect on the gathered 
crowd. She must have trusted my voice, and 
so did I trust hers. Suddenly the door opened, 
and a tall white man entered the room; he 
looked around and quickly removed himself. 
I realised that we were all female-, queer-, 
non-binary-, and trans-identified persons. 
There was not a single cis man in the room.  
I made a comment on that, just to remind  
myself that “the safe” is non-existent, it is 
only an idea and can be interrupted at any 
time by unwanted forces. 
 I then talked about creating queer  
spaces within the context of art and activism. 
Right behind me, there was a large image 
of my former house in Kraków projected on 
the wall. The collage is layered with double 
exposures of naked bodies, ghosts, and stars. 
It radiated with queer magic through its pink 
and lilac colours. The sun was going down, 
so the room changed again and became even 
darker. Phyllis’s face was brightened by the 
projection. The pink line from the collage was 
crossing her forehead horizontally. We men-
tioned the spirals of time and its resemblance 
to the structure of DNA. We looked into  
each other’s eyes and smiled—the spirals,  
the bodies, the cellular, the quantum, the 
bones and ashes, stars, and souls. Everything 
was becoming one and creating a safe space. 
I called on the “ancient future”—a term that 
had been initiated and discussed with my 
fellow researcher and artist, Kendra Krueger.30 
We explored the relatedness of queer tempo-
ralities and Afrofuturism, as they both operate 
on distinct notions and structures of time. 
They both also deal with known/unknown 
ancestry and self-proclaimed kinships. 
“ Ancient future” offers, again, an understand-
ing of time as something non-linear, constant, 
and in motion. It wants us to look into the 
past, but not to look backwards. It is a quest  
for a new and revolutionary future. I felt safe 
and ready to unfold the history of a century- 
old lover of mine—the house on Szwedzka  
8 street in Kraków.

Murder in the Kitchen

Cook books have always intrigued and 
seduced me. When I was still a dilettante 
in the kitchen they held my attention, 
even the dull ones, from cover to cover, 
the way crime and murder stories  
did Gertrude Stein.

When we first began reading Dashiell 
Hammett, Gertrude Stein remarked  
that it was his modern note to have 
disposed of his victims before the story 
commenced. Goodness knows how many  
were required to follow as the result of  
the first crime. And so it is in the kitchen. 
Murder and sudden death seem as un-
natural there as they should be anywhere 
else. They can’t, they can never become 
acceptable facts. Food is far too pleasant 
to combine with horror. All the same, 
facts, even distasteful facts, must be  
accepted and we shall see how, before  
any story of cooking begins. Crime  
is inevitable.31

The cookbooks, private letters and notes,  
textiles, domestic objects, and many other 
things in my archival collection are ghostly 
matter, or, as I named it, “celestial data.”  
The histories hidden in their materiality  
are a key area to study using tools of magic 
and queer methodology. Following the 
thoughts of Muñoz, traces and “ephemera” 
are most often hiding or being hidden as  
if they were meant to avoid light exposure  
or as if they were silenced and therefore  
intentionally forgotten. Some were murdered 
and never mourned afterwards. Archival 
research in this context calls for a specific  
sensitivity and I call it a process of “unveil-
ing”32: the work of re-reading, re-organising, 
and therefore re-writing histories is largely 
entangled with tedious labour. Polish scholar 
and archivist Joanna Ostrowska33—who deals 
with queer histories—claims that archival 
work is a slow but fascinating process, as  
it searches for evidence of life and death in 
unexpected places. Those unexpected areas 
are “in between” spaces consisting of national, 
criminal, and personal archives, which are 
often inscribed with different strategies of 
erasure and mystification. The many biogra-
phies of people/spaces/objects/spirits who 
never existed in the context of national and 

heteronormative histories are at stake in  
her affirmative work. Ostrowska suggests  
a strategy of looking into the archives  
with queer persistence as if every “no” 
means “yes,” as if rejection was an invitation.  
By “no,” she actually means missing and  
confusing information, lack of access,  
uncanny detail, as well as a feeling, intuition, 
or any sort of trace that might lead us to a 
treasure. She also warns us about the possi-
bility of misjudging information by the  
way we were taught to read/write history.  
In her recent book, Them: The World War  
Two History of Non-heteronormative People,  
she explores the history of persecution  
of queer persons by the Nazi regime across 
occupied territories.34 She traces the territories 
of violence over queer lives and exposes  
their queer strategies of survival, kinship, 
love, and sex. She writes new stories of lives 
that were criminalised due to Paragraph  
175,35 which penalised any form of queer 
expression, non-heteronormative behaviour, 
and homosexual relations in the Third Reich 
era. Ostrowska’s work unveils brutality  
and trauma that is largely akin to the history 
of witch-hunts and tries to restore justice.  
Her research is situated in the beginning of  
the twentieth century when language wasn’t 
inclusive. Ostrowska proposes and enacts 
new forms of language in her research,  
as she questions the gender and national/
cultural identity of her protagonists, searching 
for new pronouns from within the fluidity  
of their queer kinships. She empowers  
the lives of the dead by replacing the term 
“ victim” with “heroes and heroines,” escap-
ing the binary dynamics of that role/position-
ing. She evokes the queer spirits of servers, 
farmers, construction workers, doctors,  
teach ers, soldiers, officers, and prisoners  
from the past century and ties them in with 
the contemporary right-wing radicalisation  
of the political landscape in Eastern Europe. 
Nowadays, the queer community in Poland 
is experiencing violence and discrimination 
largely supported by the populist ruling  
party, Law and Justice. Ostrowska’s work 
suggests that we somewhat guard our  
presence and is a call for queer justice.

The Scents
“There are many ghosts around me, and I 
love their presence,” I said to Phyllis. I slowly 
unfolded the history of the house in Kraków 

where I had lived for several years (2014–18).  
It all returns home. It derives from dreaming, 
brewing, and ritual-making. When I moved  
to the house, I dreamt of former tenants.  
They all came to me from the locked  section 
of the building and asked me to open that  
space and let the air pass through the house.  
They effortlessly levitated through my bed- 
room and dispersed in the garden. I cleaned 
that part of the house and created a studio 
space for myself. There was a large wooden 
chest there, a heavy iron safe, books, cutlery,  
a glazed necklace with the Mother Mary of 
Medjugorje,36 and many other things stored 
and covered with dust. There was a wall 
painting depicting a garden with roses.  
Perhaps it had remained closed since the 
owners passed away. Shortly after, I found  
a cookbook that was left in the kitchen  
by Maria Bulaga-Truszkowska (1925–2005).37  
The cookbook, Kuchnia polska,38 was pub- 
lished in Poland in 196039 and was a classic  
for Polish women who kept themselves  
busy with cooking. Kuchnia polska became  
the source of the house archives and its life/
lives. It revealed Maria’s activities during 
World War II in Kraków. Maria and her friend 
Helena Siuchnińska40 served as female officers 
in the Home Army of Poland.41 As “secret 
messengers” of the Home Army, they fabri-
cated documents to help people avoid being 
captured by Gestapo officers.42 Maria kept 
some of her photographs from that period  
in the cookbook next to handwritten recipes 
for apple pies, soups, pickles, and liquors.  
She died in her sleep in my former  
bedroom in 2005.
 The house was built in 1907. It is  
made of red brick and roof tiles produced  
in Factory Płaszów, the former work camp.  
It was designed as a family house with access 
to a large garden shared with Karol Wojtyła 
(1920–2005), who later became the head  
of the Catholic Church—Pope John Paul II. 
Wincenty Lutosławski (1863–1954), a philoso-
pher and spiritual activist who established  
the chronology of Plato’s work and trans- 
lated yoga scripts into Polish, lived on the 
other side of the garden, Szwedzka 10 street. 
During the Nazi occupation (1939–45), both 
houses were sites for underground activities: 
food and book sharing, art salons, poetry 
readings, and secretly conducted education. 
The space gathered many important figures 
of the Polish culture and art communities: 
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Juliusz Osterwa,43 Karol Frycz,44 Zofia 
 Truszkowska, Andrzej Bursa,45 among many 
others. The building was sold to a private  
investor in 2016, who wished to reconstruct 
the villa and transform the property into  
a hotel. In 2014, I had rented one flat in the 
house from relatives of the original owners, 
and I remained in the villa between 2016 and 
2018 under a new rental agreement (with 
 access to the entire property) with the inves-
tor. This is when I developed the idea of an 
open queer house. In 2018, the investor broke 
the contract agreement, and I was forced to 
move out and terminate the activities run by 
Lamella collective and Kraków Art House.

Miracles
The kitchen on Szwedzka 8 street became  
a key space, as it not only preserved traces  
of life/lives (the cookbook), but it also  
accommodated dozens of artists and friends. 
It sheltered many art projects and queer peers 
who became kins to one another. The house 
required a lot of care to be functional and 
accessible for guests and audiences, so  
besides curating and producing, housekeep-
ing became my main activity. There was a 
garden in the back of the house with a large 
rose bush and a small wooden hut where  
the Truszkowski family kept a few rabbits,  
in which a homemade sauna was later in-
stalled. There was a fireplace that served as  
a communal spot for food sharing and rituals. 
In the summertime, we hosted outdoor  
performances such as naked poetry readings 
by queer artists, discussions, workshops,  
and open-air cinema nights. Sometimes  
we curated parties with live music and DJs. 
The house’s space was choreographed by the 
trajectory of the events, and we taught the 
guests to use it respectfully. At the entry of  
the house, I installed a queer altar with images, 
crystals, stones, and prayers—the constella-
tions would change according to the season  
or occasion. In 2018, I hosted a three-day 
retreat for gay, queer, and bisexual men  
called “Ness.”46 Together with other facilita-
tors, we offered a variety of movement, yoga, 
meditation, and voice classes that revolved 
around notions of queer intimacy and sexu-
ality. The house hosted the participants and 
offered workshop spaces. We also served 
food, which was made with inspiration from 
Maria’s cookbook. I purposefully brought 
back her spirit to orient her cooking with  

our queer community. It was clear to me  
that the healing that happened during that 
weekend had transformed not only our  
experiences but also the haunting of the 
house. My work there was continuing some 
sort of “resistance” legacy of this house.  
Perhaps in another “orientation,” form,  
shape, and spirit, but, to a certain degree,  
it dialogues with Sara Ahmed’s take  
on queer phenomenology.47 
 Ahmed claims that the term “queer” is  
a term of spatiality or, more explicitly, a mode 
of orienting—a spatial forming. My ongoing 
relationship with the house plays not only a 
key role in the magic-making—“the  witching” 
—but also in thinking about “geopolitics/
geopoetics.”48 The many lives of the house 
and its persistent haunting map the territories 
of violence both on a local and global scale. 
Therefore, re-reading the archives of the 
house requires a methodology that will be 
sensitive to its orientation—the multiplicity  
of voices it echoes. Following Ahmed’s read-
ing of phenomenology from a queer angle, 
we shall turn the perspective of the normative 
gaze by not only including material matter 
but also by extending the house’s body to  
include its community of ghosts. Further-
more, linking this with Muñoz’s “ephemera” 
to read the house as a feeling and a space “in 
between” is ideal for transformative activities. 
The emotional and spiritual reading of the 
house is akin to the queer method of archiv-
ing: it is done through tactility, sound, and  
considering its inner life/lives. I am weaving 
together three thinkers—Muñoz, Ahmed,  
and Despret—in an attempt to begin another 
conversation with history and the future—the  
“ancient future,” as it were. Maria’s cook book 
and her orientation towards the kitchen table 
dialogues with Ahmed’s take on Husserl’s  
table.49 We shall question once again: Whose 
table is it, and how is this table orientated 
with the work around it? How do the guests 
and hosts arrange themselves by the table? 
Who is hosting and who is guesting? And 
what is this table made for, as it remains in 
the kitchen? The queer orientation of the table 
came into focus when the house was inhabited 
by a new community shortly after the deaths 
of Maria and her husband.50 As suggested 
by Ahmed, the reproduction line—a straight 
orientation that is directed towards reproduc-
tion—has been “disturbed” by the Lamella 
collective. Embracing the echo of the past  
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and queering the space has changed its orien-
tation not only towards its own inhabitants 
but also towards and into a larger background, 
the so-called heteronormative “background.”51 
The things and objects in the house were  
activated in the process of witching and 
changed their primal functions from support-
ing the reproduction line to queer magic- 
making. The house created new ties with 
the city by opening its body for new guests 
and uncanny activities, but it also voiced 
resistance. Perhaps the resistance is the 
haunting force of this space, as it loops over 
and through time. Queerness and otherness52 
as modes of orientation carved a trajectory 
for hosting and guesting. The collective was 
interested in developing alternative forms  
of feminist and queer practices, transnational 
tools for art, and community-making as  
a response to hypercapitalistic notions of 
 exclusion, productivity, and labour. It also 
provided a space for mourning and grieving 
in times of crisis. Two months after the  
eviction, the house spoke again through  
my political campaign as I ran for office  
in Kraków in 2018.53 The mayoral election 
gave me a public platform to channel the 
anger and frustration of unjustified eviction, 
gentrification processes, and hate crimes 

against the LGBTQ community. My campaign 
was more than a performance act, indeed  
it was a strategy of queer resistance through 
practices of magic (witching), as I publicly 
came out as a transwoman and a witch  
who had married a century-old house.54

 The ritual was coming to a close.  
Phyllis and I invited the participants to a 
“book tarot reading”55 as a form of receiving 
guidance for a quest. Each person was to 
choose a page and paragraph number from 
a specific book as we gathered around the 
drum. Phyllis invited our ancestors to join  
the ritual and asked the audience to think of 
one specific person, spirit, memory, or aura  
to bring to the tarot reading. I drummed  
several times. People were walking in the 
space occupied by their quests and reading 
their answers. I arrived back home several 
hours later and, shortly before going to  
bed, I opened the window to air out the  
space. I sat down on the bed and felt the 
strong scent of the Szwedzka 8 house:  
sweet and moist, a fusion of spices, hand 
rolled tobacco, and a blooming chestnut tree.  
It entered my nostrils and I immediately  
recognised it. The scent was comforting,  
sensuous. It reminded me that I would  
never be left alone. 

Vala T. Foltyn, Witching the unspoken, MFAAR exhibition, 2022. Mixed media

Im
ag

e 
co

ur
te

sy
 o

f 
Yo

un
gj

ae
 L

ih



275274MFAAR 2 Vala T. Foltyn

9 José Esteban Muñoz, “Gesture, 
Ephemera, and Queer Feeling,”  
in Cruising Utopia: The Then  
and There of Queer Futurity (New 
York University Press, 2009), 65.

10 I am referring here to the  
exhibition Witch Hunt, curated  
by Alison Karasyk and Jeppe 
Ugelvig at Kunsthal Charlottenborg 
in Copenhagen from 7 November 
2020–21 February 2021. Despite  
the extensive research that was 
done for the exhibition, the result  
remains unsatisfying and stereo-
typical. The narrative of the 
 exhibition is aestheticised rather 
than focusing on the politicality  
of the archival material. Some  
of the artworks were produced  
for the theme of the exhibition by 
artists who are not familiar with  
the history of witch-hunt, nor do 
they practice magic themselves.

11 Largely in the Western context,  
the figure of the witch is portrayed 
as an ugly old woman, who is 
often blind and conspires with  
the devil to harm people. Recently, 
in popular culture, the witch 
became a symbol of feminist re-
sistance when Donald Trump took 
the US presidency in 2017. Many 
protesters self-organised rituals 
to cast spells against his political 
power (Mona Chollet, Czarownice. 
Niezwyciężona siła kobiet [Witches: 
The invincible strength of women] 
[Kraków: Karakter, 2019]). Witches, 
vampires, and werewolves also 
commonly populate mainstream 
film and online television series  
on platforms such as Netflix  
and HBO: The Witcher, Chilling 
Adventures of Sabrina, What We  
Do in the Shadows.

12 Thanks to Irene Kaltenborn for 
bringing me a little book, Guide-
book: Steilneset; Memorial to the 
Witches Burned in Finnmark (Vardø: 
Varanger Museum, 2013), as an 
accompanying text to the Steilneset 
Memorial installation by Louise 
Bourgeois and Peter Zumthor.  
The booklet commemorates those 
who were executed during witch-
craft trials in Finnmark from  
1600 to 1692. There are brief texts 
with their names and stories of 
their trials: 135 persons, Norwe-
gians and Samis, 111 women  
and 24 men.

13 Silvia Federici, Witch-Hunting,  
Past and Present, and the Fear of the 
Power of Women, dOCUMENTA: 
100 Notes—100 Thoughts, series 
096 (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2012).

14 See more on ritual and community 
in the context of Anna Halprin’s 
work: “Rituals transcend space 
and time and open up experiential 
spaces beyond the realm of 
language and beyond intellectual 
understanding of life events.  

1   I am referring here to the  
depiction of the Black Madonna  
of Częstochowa, a known religious 
icon in Eastern Christianity.  
In Polish iconography, the Virgin 
Mary is either Black or Brown and 
is believed (in the context of folk 
mythology and legend) to have 
saved the country, the Polish- 
Lithuanian Commonwealth, from 
Swedish invasion in 1655. Shortly 
after, King John II Casimir Vasa 
proclaimed her queen of Poland.  
In 2016, the Polish Catholic Church, 
together with Polish president  
Andrzej Duda, enthroned Jesus 
Christ as the king of Poland,  
thus dethroning the Virgin Mary. 
The shift of the crown from a 
female to male figure might be 
an interesting sign of the shift in 
power from feminine to masculine, 
as later explained by referring  
to Starhawk.

2   In my practice of queer magic, 
I use a Polish folk music drum, 
specifically from central Poland. 

They create order in the midst  
of chaos and give support along 
the way to unknown, uncertain 
places. In the search for universal 
principles of ritual that remain 
relevant for today … ” (Gabriele 
Wittmann, Ursula Schorn, and 
Ronit Land, Anna Halprin: Dance 
–Process – Form [London: Jessica 
Kingsley Publishers, 2014], 86).

15 Phyllis Akinyi, G.R.I.E.F.,  
premiered at Yellow Fish Festival 
 in Brooklyn, New York, 10–16  
May 2021. More information  
about the artist: https://www. 
phyllisakinyi.com.

16 I am thinking here about margin-
alised communities: queer, trans, 
Indigenous, people and bodies  
of colour, and also artists/research-
ers remaining on the outskirts of 
art systems and academia. I am 
talking about spirituality too, 
spirituality as some sort of periph-
ery of the non-religious, secular 
Western culture that is presumably 
driven by science.

17 The aesthetics imposed by white 
Western tradition largely exclude 
other ways of speaking: queer, 
Black, Indigenous narratives  
and bodies. Here, I am also refer-
ring to the definition of “classic 
beauty” perpetuated by Western 
art history with its specific regimes 
in theatre and ballet, and with  
its exclusion/inclusion politics  
and tokenisation of marginalised 
identities for the sake of representa-
tional diversity. Malik Gain,  
Black Performance on the Outskirts  
of the Left: A History of the Impossible 
(New York: NYU Press, 2017).

18 I am referring here to the work  
of queer Chicana writer and scholar 
Gloria Anzaldúa (1942–2004).  
I was introduced to Anzaldúa’s 
work by Bolivian choreographer 
Maque Pereyra. Anzaldúa is 
reinventing language by mixing 
Spanish and English, scholarly 
text and poetry. Anzaldúa’s term 
autohistoria-teoria aims to describe 
a new way of writing—from the 
body and corporeal experiences—
to present a non-linear history 
of women of colour and rewrite 
Chicana cultural theory and  
queer theory.

19 For these reasons, I founded the 
Lamella collective with queer  
peers in 2016 (see note 6). Lamella 
aimed to create a space for queer 
and feminist artists, but also  
to provide a community space,  
a loving and supporting environ-
ment for radical and avant-garde 
works. Lamella was a queer  
and friendship-based collective,  
a group of queer people and allies 
of various genders and cultural 
backgrounds. We were interested 
in developing alternative forms  

The skin of the drum is pulled  
over a wooden tubular frame, 
 tensioned with a metal hoop, 
hooks, and screws. I am reappro-
priating Polish traditional culture 
and Catholic rituals as a means  
of queer magic.

3 Starhawk, Dreaming the Dark:  
Magic, Sex and Politics (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1997); Alejandra 
Pizarnik, Diana’s Tree, trans. 
Yvette Siegert (New York: Ugly 
Duckling Presse, 2014); Vinciane 
Despret, Our Grateful Dead: Stories 
of Those Left Behind (Minneapolis: 
 University of Minnesota Press, 
2021); Rasheedah Phillips (ed.), 
Black Quantum Futurism: Theory  
and Practice, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: 
Afrofuturist Affair/House of  
Future Sciences Books, 2015–21).

4 Peer to Peer, hosted by Phyllis 
Akinyi at Union KBH as part  
of the Dansehallerne programme, 
15 March 2022, Copenhagen. 
Dansehallerne is a Danish centre 
for dance and choreography. 

of feminist and queer practices, 
and transnational tools for art-  
and community-making as a re-
sponse to hypercapitalistic notions 
of exclusion, productivity, and 
labour. It was a nomadic, pop-up 
project, which on various occasions 
hijacked/occupied spaces in the 
city of Kraków and turned them 
into queer spaces. The co-founders 
of the collective include Justyna 
Stasiowska, Gustavo C. Nogueira, 
Francesco Bevilacqua, Amanda 
Wieczorek, as well as close associ-
ates Aneta Żukowska, Magdalena 
Wajda, Marta Sala, Maja Chiara 
Faber, Marta Szarzyńska, Klaudyna 
Schubert, Magda Urbańska,  
Patrycja Gotszling, Aleksandra 
Skorek, Kamil Cepuch, Tomasz 
Bibi Bułat, and Śominika  
Dniegocka.

20 Chus Martínez, “The Dance  
of Sub-Sentient and Super-Sentient 
Life: On Chiara Fumai,” in Poems 
I Will Never Release: Chiara Fumai 
2007–2017, ed. Francesco Urbano 
Ragazzi, Milovan Farronato,  
and Andrea Bellini (Rome:  
Nero Editions, 2021), 112–17.

21 I was raised Catholic and grew  
up in a small town in Western 
Poland, Nowa Sól. I attended 
church gatherings regularly with 
my family and became an altar  
boy at the age of ten. I also studied 
the biography of the Polish Pope 
Karol Wojtyła—John Paul II— 
and participated in readings of  
his poetry. When I turned thirteen, 
I was diagnosed with symptoms  
of depression and anxiety. I 
dropped out of church activities 
and looked for refuge in the arts. 
I joined the alternative physical 
theatre group Terminus a Quo  
in Nowa Sól, directed by Edward 
Gramont, and stayed active in 
performing and touring until the 
age of twenty-two. The theatre 
was largely invested in movement 
and visual poetry. It staged perfor-
mances compiled of texts by James 
Joyce, Hugo Claus, Dylan Thomas, 
Gabriel García Márquez , Louis 
Aragon, and Alejandra Pizarnik, 
among others.

22 This is an important position 
in the field of anthropology of 
death. Vinciane Despret revisits 
the notions of grief and mourning 
by Sigmund Freud and provides 
a new direction in how to think 
about the experience of loss. See: 
Despret, Our Grateful Dead.

23 Aneta Żukowska, Mięcho [Flesh] 
(Kraków: Karakter, 2019).

24 I hosted and programmed her per-
formance as part of a New Year’s 
Eve celebration at Kraków Art 
House, Under_wasser 2017/2018, 
organised by fellow friends, artists, 
and activists from the community 

Dansehallerne is financed via 
grants from the Danish Ministry  
of Culture and the Municipality  
of Copenhagen.

5 Once I saw a falling star…,  
performance-installation,  
Musik Installationen Nürnberg, 
Nuremberg, 7–10 July 2022,  
curated by Bastian Zimmermann 
and Laure M. Hiendl, http://
www.musikinstallationen.com.

6 This refers to a villa in Kraków 
where I lived and from which  
I ran a queer collective, Lamella 
the House of Queers, and, together 
with Bartolomeo Koczenasz, 
co-founded Kraków Art House,  
an artist-run exhibition venue  
and gallery, think tank, and  
independent art space that ran 
from 2016–18. The villa is located 
in Kraków, on Szwedzka 8 and  
10 street—Szwedzka meaning 
Swedish. https://valatanz. 
wixsite.com/krakowarthouse.

7 Starhawk, Dreaming the Dark.
8 Starhawk, Dreaming the Dark, 2–15.
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of the house. She was also  
working on a documentary  
film with Polish documentarian 
Marcin Koszałka, produced  
by Marta Szarzyńska. The film 
production was never finished, 
 as it was interrupted by her  
death. In 2019, I edited the footage 
and presented the video as part  
of my installation commissioned 
by Galeria Miejska Arsenał in 
Poznań for the exhibition Creative 
Sick States: AIDS, HIV, RAK, 11 
November 2019–12 January 2020.

25 The eviction notice came  
a month before Aneta’s death.  
The notice was unexpected.  
Although we knew the building 
was being renovated, the investor 
had changed the construction  
date throughout the rental period. 
Our conversation with the in- 
vestor ended in conflict, and I sub- 
mitted a claim to the police that 
the investor had violated Kraków’s 
municipal heritage regulations  
on the premises of Szwedzka  
8 and 10 street. Many violations 
happened on the property while 
I lived there: cutting down trees, 
destruction of floors and ceilings, 
storage of historic parts of the house 
in improper conditions. While the 
investigation took place, the urban 
policy of the city was becoming 
more corrupt and aligned with 
neoliberal plans for privatisation  
of city spaces regardless of histor- 
ical, cultural, and architectural  
value. All my claims were re- 
jected by the court due to “lack 
of evidence” —which ties back 
to Muñoz’s thoughts on writing 
queer histories (“Gesture,  
Ephemera, and Queer Feeling”).

26 The graduation show for my 
programme took place 23–30 May 
2022 at Inter Arts Center (IAC is 
a platform for artistic research 
and experimentation, established 
by Lund University) as part of 
the Master of Fine Arts in Artistic 
Research programme at Malmö  
Art Academy.

27 In the late 1960s and as a  
response to the racial violence in 
Los Angeles (the Watts Riots of 
1965), Halprin led a series of work-
shops called Ceremony of Us that  
brought together the Black and 
white communities. Last year  
I wrote a text on Halprin’s legacy 
in which I talk more in depth 
about her performances: Vala T. 
Foltyn, “Anna Halprin: The Legacy 
of Radical Thoughts in Motion,” 
Dansehallerne, n.d., https://
dansehallerne.dk/en/explore/
anna-halprin-the-legacy-of-radical-
thoughts-in-motion/.

28 In the 1980s, San Francisco was  
hit by HIV/AIDS. Halprin formed 
a group of HIV-positive men and 

41 The Home Army of Poland  
(Armia Krajowa) was a resistance 
organisation and movement in 
Poland during the Nazi occupation 
of 1939–45. Shoah Resource  
Center, “Home Army,” Yad 
Vashem: The World Holocaust  
Remembrance Center, https://
www.yadvashem.org/odot_ 
pdf/Microsoft%20Word%20-% 
206421.pdf.

42 Kennkarte were the identity docu-
ments issued in Germany during 
the Third Reich era, introduced  
in 1938 in occupied territories.

43 Juliusz Osterwa (1885–1947)  
was an actor, director, and theatre 
theoretician. He drove new ways  
of thinking in Polish theatrical  
circles and founded the experi-
mental Reduta [Redoubt] Theatre 
in 1919. Osterwa and Lutosławski 
shared interests in spiritual practic-
es, philosophy, and history. Their 
encounters are documented in 
Lutosławski’s diaries and in their 
correspondence. Dorota Jarząbek-
Wasyl, “Wincenty Lutosławski i  
Juliusz Osterwa: Dzieje  kontaktów” 
[Wincenty Lutosławski and Juliusz 
Osterwa: A history of their rela-
tions], Pamiętnik Teatralny 2  
(2020), 99–152.

44 Karol Frycz (1877–1963) was a  
set designer, graphic artist, painter, 
and director. He became the set 
designer of the National Theatre  
in Warsaw and the Juliusz Słowacki 
Theatre in Kraków, of which he 
later became the Director. During 
World War II, he worked in  
the Hutten-Czapski collection  
in Kraków.

45 Andrzej Bursa (1932–57) was a 
poet, writer, and journalist. He was 
born in the house on Szwedzka  
8 street, as his parents rented one 
of the flats for a couple of years.

46 “The Ness: A Miracle to Happen” 
was a weekend retreat for men 
who identify as gay, bisexual, or 
queer. This gathering was designed 
for men to come together in a  
safe and loving environment to 
explore their sensuality, sexuality, 
and to deepen the connection  
with their hearts. The partici- 
pants of the  retreat were offered  
a series of classes guided by  
expe rienced facilitators, healers,  
and artists. https://valatanz.
wixsite.com/nessformen.

47 “We can remember that some 
spaces are already occupied.  
They even take the shape of the 
bodies that occupy them. Bodies 
also take the shape of the spaces 
they occupy and of the work  
they do. And yet, sometimes,  
we reach what is not expected.  
A space, however occupied,  
is taken up by somebody else. 
When bodies take up spaces  

women who met in a closed  
process/setting to open up about 
their emotions and to confront 
death. Positive Motion (1991) was  
a video documentary that captured 
the process of Carry Me Home 
(1990), choreographed by Halprin 
with Allan Stinson. See Vala T. 
Foltyn, “Anna Halprin.”

29 Wittmann, Anna Halprin, 86.
30 I met Kendra Krueger at PACT 

Zollverein (Essen, Germany)  
in 2018. We both participated in 
a four-day symposium, IMPACT 
18—Matter in Movement. Krueger 
is an intersectional scientist, 
 educator, artist, and woman of 
 colour. She was raised by artists 
and is an electrical engineer by 
training. We engaged in a discus-
sion on strategies of resistance, 
activism, and tools for liberation  
in the science and art worlds.  
We talked about the power  
of our own rituals and the role  
of queer and Black artists in search-
ing for new modes of thinking  
futures. We came across Afro-
futurism, queer theory, and other  
concepts around temporalities.  
We shared an interest in inventing  
new re-worldings and that is  
how we came to the idea of the  
“ancient future.” Krueger recently  
published an essay in Phillips,  
Black Quantum Futurism, vol. 2.  
Her website can be found here:  
http://www.4loveandscience.com.

31 Alice Toklas, The Alice B. Toklas 
Cook Book (London: Lyons Press, 
1954).

32 I am purposely using the term  
“unveiling,” as it refers to textuality, 
materiality, and the choreography 
of movements while handling  
and carrying textiles. Also, in  
the context of the villa in Kraków,  
it evokes the haunting of the past 
and opens a possibility of continu-
ation, as the founders of the villa, 
Maria and Witold Truszkowski, 
owned a textile store in the Cloth 
Hall in the main square of Kraków 
in the 1930s.

33 Ostrowska presented her work  
on queer memory and talked about  
her publications, Them: The World 
War Two History of Non-hetero- 
normative People (2021) and Un-
mentioned: Forced Sexual Labour 
during the Second World War (2018), 
as a guest lecturer at Malmö Art 
Academy in January 2022. Her 
most recent book contributes  
significantly to Holocaust studies.

34 Joanna Ostrowska, Oni. Homo-
seksualiści w czasie II wojny wiatowej 
[Them: The World War Two History  
of Non-heteronormative People] 
(Warsaw: Wydawnictwo  
Krytyki Politycznej, 2021).

35 Paragraph 175, known formally 
as §175, was a German statute 

that they were not intended  
to inhabit, something other than 
the reproduction of the facts of  
the matter happens. The hope  
that reproduction fails is the hope 
for new impressions, for new  
lines to emerge, new objects, or 
even new bodies, which gather,  
in gathering around this table.  
The ‘new’ would not involve  
the loss of the background.”  
Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomeno - 
logy: Orientations, Objects, Others 
(Durham: Duke University  
Press, 2006), 62.

48 The notion of geopoetics was  
initiated by Brazilian artist Anna 
Bella Geiger (b. 1933). In her  
work, she questions the idea  
of belonging and cultural identity 
as a Polish- Jewish Brazilian-born 
female artist. Political terrains—
maps, oceans, and borders—
dreams, and memories intersect 
and play a crucial role in her  
visual collages. We worked 
 together in 2017 in the Lamella 
collective and the gallery space  
of the Księgarnia | Wystawa 
Pamoja Foundation.

49 I will only point to the idea of 
 Husserl’s table to mark its largely 
philosophical context. The idea  
of the table is a reference point for 
Marx, Heidegger, and Merleau- 
Ponty. It is well described by Nick 
J. Sciullo: “This table was central  
in Husserl’s phenomenology.  
This metaphor helped explain 
place and space, the relationship 
one has to both, and also the  
site of life from eating to work.  
The table was a point at which 
phenomenology began. The table  
is in many ways an interesting 
choice for Husserl, indebted as  
he was to Karl Marx’s description 
of the dancing table.” Nick J. 
 Sciullo, “Queer Phenomenology  
in Law: A Critical Theory of 
Orientation,” Pace Law Review 39, 
no. 667 (2019): https://papers.ssrn.
com/sol3/papers.cfm? abstract_
id=3312372.

50 Despite their deaths, their spirits 
remain in the house and interact 
with the new tenants through 
dreams and objects.

51 I am referring here to the notion  
of “-ness” developed by the 
 members of Lamella collective  
for the first edition of “Ness”  
in 2017, which happened a year 
before the “Ness” for queer, gay, 
and bi men. The 2017 edition was 
dedicated to queer experi ments 
with time and space, in which  
they remain blurred or stretched. 
The notion of “-ness” also origi-
nated from the question of queer 
belonging: why do we gather?  
The word “ness” refers to the 
Hebrew word סֵנ , which means 

that criminalised sexual relations 
between men. Men and non-binary, 
trans, and queer persons were  
imprisoned or sent to concentration 
camps in Nazi Germany and its 
occupied territories. Under this 
statute, all same-sex relations were 
condemned. United States Holo-
caust Memorial Museum, “Para-
graph 175 and the Nazi Campaign 
against Homosexuality,” Holocaust 
Encyclopedia, last modified 4 
May 2021, https://encyclopedia.
ushmm.org/content/en/article/
paragraph-175-and-the-nazi-cam-
paign-against-homosexuality.

36 The necklace and the chest became 
part of my archive and travelled 
with me to my studio in Malmö.

37 Maria Bulaga-Truszkowska was 
married to Andrzej Truszkowski 
(1918–2007), who was one of  
the five children of the founders 
of the house, Maria Fleishmann 
Truszkowska (1886–1962) and 
Witold Maurycy Truszkowski 
(1876–1953). They had four sons: 
Wojciech (1921–2003), Stanisław 
(1917–86), Andrzej (1918–2007), 
and Witold (1912–94). Their only 
daughter, Zofia Truszkowska 
(1915–2001), was an actress, voice 
teacher, and professor at the theatre 
and music academy in Katowice. 
She was married to Władysław 
Breitmeier (1915–43), a geographer 
at Jagiellonian University, who 
was shot in Auschwitz in 1943. 
Władysław Breitmeier, Museum 
of Auschwitz, prisoner records, 
Arolsen Archives, sign. 1.1.2.1 / 
569779 (secondary death book of 
the civil registry office, Auschwitz, 
1941–43), http://www.auschwitz.
org/en/museum/auschwitz- 
prisoners/.

38 Stanisław Berger, Kuchnia Polska 
[Polish cuisine] (Warsaw: Polskie 
Wydawnictwo Gospodarcze, 1960).

39 A note on queer time and magic: 
the book was printed on 25 May 
1960. The eviction happened on  
25 May 2018, three days after Aneta 
Żukowska’s passing away on her 
birthday. On 24 May 2021, Anna 
Halprin passed away. In Catholic 
tradition, 22 May is a day of Saint 
Rita, believed to be eventful in 
miracles. Saint Rita is the patron 
saint of impossible cases, hopeless 
causes, infertility, wives, widows, 
and the homeless. On this day,  
roses are consecrated in her honour, 
and their petals bring relief from 
suffering and illness. The symbol 
of Saint Rita is a rose.

40 Maria Truszkowska and Helena 
Siuchnińska, biographies from 
Pomeranian Archives and Museum 
of the Home Army and the Mili-
tary Service of Polish Women in 
Toruń, Poland, https://kpbc.umk.
pl/dlibra/publication/178951/
edition/181475?language=en.

miracle. Lamella’s manifesto  
was on turning the queer expe-
rience of exclusion on its head: 
turning a perpetuated history of 
discrimination and violence into  
a transformative and healing  
experience. “We want to talk the 
darkness that begins at the border 
of the words. We want to trigger 
the movement of speaking as 
becoming, gathering as mapping 
the tensions of togetherness, shape-
shifting as researching. We want 
to talk the ness, we want to be 
the ness: queerness, togetherness, 
femness, campness, butchness,  
lesbianness, gayness, otherness, 
jewishness, arabness, shame-
lessness, prudeness, nakedness, 
joyfulness, tropicalness, slavicness, 
polishness, hostness, timelessness, 
thrownness … ” Gustavo C. 
Nogueira, Justyna Stasiowska,  
and Amanda Wieczorek, eds., 
“Lamella Collective Manifesto,” 
Kraków, 2017. My translation.

52 A further elaboration of Ahmed’s 
background as part of the under-
standing of queer orientation is 
juxtaposed with the heterosexual 
background: “Orientations are 
binding as they bind objects 
together. What puts objects near 
depends on histories, on how 
things arrive, and on how they 
gather in their very availability  
as things to do things with. The 
field of heterosexual objects is 
produced as an effect of repeating 
a certain direction, which takes 
shape as ‘the background’ and 
which might be orientations 
personalized as ‘my background,’ 
as that which allows me to arrive 
and to do things.” Sara Ahmed, 
“Orientations Toward a Queer 
Phenomenology,” GLQ: A Journal  
of Lesbian and Gay Studies 12,  
no. 4 (2006): 559.

53 In 2018, I formed a political 
committee, “VALA,” and formally 
registered it at the city’s adminis-
tration office. I was running in  
the first phase of mayoral elections 
as a transwoman, artist, activist, 
and witch. I gave several inter-
views and appeared in public 
spaces advocating for my cam-
paign. The registration happened 
with a great deal of support from 
Adam Gruba and other associated 
members and allies of the  
Lamella collective.

54 In 2018, I married the Kraków 
house as part of a performative  
act. As the eviction took place,  
I decided to create an eternal  
bond with the house and its  
community of ghosts.

55 A game that was introduced  
to me by Magda Buczek, a  
fellow artist, during her birthday 
dinner in Copenhagen, 2021.
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(I will write several beginnings, as there isn’t 
only one way to say what happened, and 
since conclusions would only be diminishing.)

*

For the purpose of this essay, I’m going  
to need a working definition of “the 
world.” But there are so many! There’s  
the world of Plato’s Cave and, crucially, 
the world outside it. There’s  Wittgenstein’s 
world that is all that is the case. There  
are Leibniz’s multiple worlds, though 
for him this one is the best of all possible 
because (I’m paraphrasing) god is nice. 
There’s Schopenhauer’s world as rep-
resentation, which is what we perceive, 
and then the world as will, which is 
beyond perception … 

I’m partial to Heidegger’s world  
into which we are thrown, the abrupt  
and incomprehensible thrown-ness  
of existence, Dasein, because I feel  
hella thrown. 

What’s weird is that “the world”  
and “reality” are not the same, though 
their delineation from each other  
is interdependent: there can be many  
realities in the world, but perhaps  
not many worlds in reality. 

Until that summer, I had not  
learned this. 

At that point, my definition of  
“the world” was that it’s the thing  
that holds you. 

Until it doesn’t.1

The first time I read the quote above,  
I put a bookmark next to it. 
The second time, I marked it with  
a highlighter from “What’s weird”  
until “in reality.”
The third time, I underlined from  
“What’s weird” all the way to the end  
of the quote. 

The quote is from queer witch, artist,  
astrologer, and musician Johanna Hedva.  
The essay, “Soft Blues,” is about one particu-
lar summer in Los Angeles, during which 
they were dating a man, Z, a “straight  
cis white boy painter from Texas.”2

 In this essay, Hedva writes on  
gendered trauma in relation to an abortion  
(and the subsequent relationship with Z), 
which is particularly difficult because 
Hedva has gender and body dysphoria, 
and having a uterus is something they find 
odd in the first place. They write, “A grief 
in me so brutal that it almost blinked 
me out of existence. A small hole yawned 
open to inhale the entire universe, and 
everything that had been explicable before 
was negated, totally, radically, and I was 
left in a pool of tears and empty skin, 
and I could not—I was not.”3

 Hedva makes an interesting and bold  
statement in “Soft Blues,” which examines 
how we handle trauma as something  
considered and treated as sickness and  
that therefore should not occur, but if  
so, should be removed from plain sight  
(in Hedva’s case by being hospitalised  
in a psychiatric facility against their will). 
Trauma is revealed here as a construct  
of patriarchy, and therefore intersectional  
feminism is needed if this is to be nuanced  
and viewed in another way. Hedva asks, 
“How much of the world’s perception  
of madness are you willing to forsake?”4

If people see the world as flat, then they  
see us fall off the edge of it when trauma 
strikes. Another way to go about these  
life-altering experiences is by meeting  
trauma with “empathic unsettlement,”  
as coined by Dominick LaCapra. In his 
various studies on the Holocaust and history 
writing, LaCapra distinguishes empathy  
in the spectator from the primary experi- 
ence of trauma. He proposes the notion  
of empathic unsettlement to describe the  
aesthetic  experience of simultaneously  
feeling for another and becoming aware  
of a distinction between one’s own percep-
tions and the experience of the other.5  

Suspended Trauma and Its Transformative Potentiality
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Then They See Us Fall Off the Edge of It When Trauma Strikes
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Perhaps this joining of two different  
spheres can create a new, third one, which  
can function as both an emotional and 
 physical space where hierarchies are thrown 
into the air, and where they can land again  
in a new arrangement that is thus far  
unknown, but longed for.
 In classic trauma theory, trauma  
is described as being without language,  
a sort of empty linguistic and verbal  
locus, a somewhere we cannot reach, as  
the locus is created from a lack of narrative 
structures being present at the time when 
trauma occurs. A question arises from  
this: is it only empty because the “world”  
can’t contain what is there? Meaning  
that perhaps it’s not actually empty, it’s  
just lacking in a language that we are  
able to  recognise and is confined by the  
parameters of what we call “normal.” 
 This text has to do with what comes  
into existence in relation to trauma and  
language. Hedva touches on this once again  
in another essay entitled “Sick Woman  
Theory.” In this text, Hedva goes up against 
the notion of public space and of being polit-
ical, as posited by Hannah Arendt. Hedva 
criticises Arendt’s definition of the political; 
Arendt believes one can only be political  
by entering the “public.” Hedva offers a  
queer critique on what we perceive as public 
space and the idea that public space is more 
inclusive than other spaces. “If being present 
in public is what is required to be political, 
then whole swathes of the population can  
be deemed a-political—simply because they 
are not physically able to get their bodies 
into the street.”6 They write, “Arendt failed 
to account for who is allowed into the public 
space, of who’s in charge of the public. Or, 
more specifically, who’s in charge of who  
gets in.”7

 We all write in time, both as a specific 
body and also in a certain time in history. 
Arendt wrote about the necessity and bravery 
of being political in public, of taking it to  
the streets; she was writing in the shadow  
of the Second World War. Hedva is fighting 
from another perspective, another time. 
Sometimes looking back on thinkers from  
the past can make one squint like a child  
who is being told something that they know 
isn’t quite right. Younger generations build 
upon and occasionally try to destroy or at 
least overthrow what has been. Yet to literally 

disregard the totality of the past would  
mean to become without history—and I for 
one want to know where I came from. 

In my experience, being traumatised is 
 definitely something that makes you enter  
the “private” sphere and makes you want  
to stay there. Why? Because you are scared  
of the world and the world is scared of  
you. I have been traumatised to the degree 
that I was unable to read and write for a  
period of time, and entering public space  
was an uncanny experience (to say the  
least). Imagine navigating a big city (I live  
in Copenhagen) and that you are no longer 
able to read signs or maps, and you cannot 
use your phone. I remember either having  
severe anxiety, which would keep me  
locked up in my apartment, waiting for  
my friends (my extended family) to come  
visit (they had made up a schedule for which 
days each of them would come and cook  
me dinner) or becoming manic and leaving  
my apartment to wander around. A feeling 
that has  vividly remained with me is that  
of having no  boundaries to separate myself 
and the world around me, and if I left the 
apartment I would say to the wind: “Push  
me in the direction you want me.” 
 Was my being in the street more  
or less political than my being at home?  
All I know is that my body is an index  
of both private and individual causes and 
reactions as well as being a social construct. 
And until these different spheres meet,  
no real change can happen as to what gets t 
o come into existence.

*

In the book Ghost, Android, Animal:  
Trauma and Literature beyond the Human,  
Toni M. Vinci points out with great precision 
that there are two main strains or models  
on how to think with and use trauma theory 
today. The classical model employs psycho-
analytic and poststructuralist models of 
language to show “the gap, the aporia, the 
unanalyzable, the unknowable.”8 Thinkers  
and writers such as Shoshana Felman, Dori 
Laub, and Cathy Caruth are central to this 
discourse. They essentially point towards 
the fact that trauma resides outside our ordi-
nary understanding, and they tell this story 
through non-linear narrative structures. 

 The second wave of trauma scholars,  
who are engaged with social sciences, such  
as Kali Tal, Laurie Vickroy, Barry Stampfl,  
and Stef Craps, criticise this framing of trauma. 
They point both to the fact that it engages 
with the assumption of a universal condition 
as well as making trauma a place of the  
unclaimed and therefore not an experience 
that can make trauma studies “work to  
make trauma, its instigating events and its 
symptoms, visible and understood so they 
can be countered and ameliorated.”9 These 
scholars want to make the unreal real both 
to individuals as well as societies, as a way 
to claim and honour what has happened 
and thereby to be able to learn from it going 
forward, and thus also think of how the world 
could be shaped differently in the future. It  
is important to stress that these second- wave 
writers are not claiming that trauma is not  
a site of the unknowable, yet they work  
towards finding ways to make the unknow-
able knowable. Through different kinds  
of storytelling, such as art or non-hierarchical 
archiving as well as alternative therapy,  
trauma can potentially come to light by means 
of another “languaging” and processing, 
thereby making these accounts something  
we can learn from in a political sense. 
 Vinci suggests that these two strains  
of thinking can meet and be enhanced  
by each other by combining them in a post- 
humanistic framework. This argument builds 
upon how post-human theory can hold  
the matrix of trauma, both the unspeakable 
dimensions—as post-humanism at its core 
tries to reach out beyond what we, in an 
anthropocentric setting, see as normalcy— 
as well as being engaged in social sciences  
by necessity. Further, the aim of post- 
humanism is to see actual change in the 
world, in the hopes that the anthropocentric 
worldview that came out of the enlighten-
ment will be set aside for a more inclusive 
way of being in the world. 
  I find Vinci especially interesting  
when he analyses Avery Gordon’s reworkings 
of the notions of the ghost, in which its gothic 
and spiritualistic roots are not the focus,  
but rather it is a “real presence and demands 
its due, your attention” and “a something 
to- be-done.”10 Gordon’s Ghostly Matters: 
Haunting and the Sociological Imagination and 
her ghosts might just be a very good way  
to situate oneself theoretically in between 

classical and more contemporary trauma 
theory. Gordon states that “the ghost cannot 
be simply tracked back to an individual  
loss or trauma”11 (socially engaged discourse 
on trauma), yet at the same time the ghost 
points towards “a symptom of what is  
missing”12 (as does psychoanalytic trauma 
theory). Vinci notices that “Gordon’s most 
impactful and far-reaching theory of the  
ghost is that it highlights the ecotonal  
overlaps between the individual and the  
community, self and culture.”13

 Thus, we should neither be scared of 
ghosts nor try to chase them away; rather,  
we should follow them and try to under- 
stand what stories are our hauntology. 

*

A friend once told me that to read with a 
pen in your hand is a sign of simultaneously 
searching, both for the essence of the text  
and for what you are looking for yourself. 
When you want to bring something into  
existence, but you don’t quite know  
what it is. 

In vulnerable honesty: I’m interested  
in the places where reality doesn’t function,  
at least not in the way we thought it would 
—or  perhaps in a way that’s not valued  
in society —and looking into what kind  
of language can exist there; in my research,  
I have called this place “suspended trauma.” 
I’m looking for those kinds of spaces,  
or  rather I’m looking to understand them 
even more, because I have been in them  
and have come out altered. And through  
those experiences, I have understood  
that if we allow ourselves to heal without  
returning to who we were, but instead move  
forward as who we have become, as well  
as letting go of the naïve idea of ever be-
coming “whole,” but instead accept that we 
will always be in the middle of healing/life/
trauma, then empathic unsettlement can bring 
us into a reality that allows a more holistic 
approach to being alive. In this way, trauma 
becomes a transformative material. 
 I see the shape of this space/notion  
of suspended trauma. I guess that’s why  
I’m an artist, I see things, imagination kicks  
in, yet it’s like a ghost—it comes and goes  
as it pleases. There is a reason why I want  
to do a PhD and several years of research 
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—these thoughts I’m putting together are 
there and yet are not there, they are spectral  
in themselves. I’m staking a claim because  
of a hunch I have. I can make it come into 
existence, by giving it space and time, and  
by thinking. Yet what is at the core of trauma 
is, in fact, a void. Something unattainable. 
Sometimes I shake my head at myself, 
 thinking I have set myself up to fail; how  
to show the un-showable, a ghost, the  
hauntology of trauma itself? 

Research 
Re-search
Search

How I read and underline text depends  
on what is happening in my own life and  
the world around me. It shapes and empha-
sises what I’m able to perceive and further 
shows me what I have missed. 
The ghosts are gathering. 

*

Know amazedly how
often one takes his madness
into his own hands
and keeps it14

It’s difficult to write of someone whom  
you have loved and who has died, perhaps 
especially if the death was untimely and  
the person in question didn’t want to die, 
wasn’t ready. If the death was and has become  
a trauma itself. The French poet Stéphane 
Mallarmé knew this well; he never wrote  
a book about his son, Anatole, who had  
died at the age of eight. Instead, he wrote  
202 fragments or notes. He wrote: 

2) 
better 
as if he (when)
still were – 
whatever they may have been, 
of epithets
worthy – etc.
the hours when
you were and
were not15

Mallarmé has emphasised how this work 
should be seen as unfinished, unfinishable. 
Language, as he and we know it, couldn’t 
contain the trauma of his son’s death.  
Yet something can be said and written  
and discussed, the question is by whom,  
how, when, and why. 

After being sick for three months, Ulf Krook 
died of colon cancer last summer, at age  
forty- eight, in a hospital bed, although he  
had wanted to die in his bed at home, in 
Stockholm. He was a writer, worked part time 
at a school as a coordinator. He was in love 
with Nanna who he met a year before he  
died. Nanna had a young daughter, Eva,  
and Ulf loved her as if she was his own. 

One of the worst things I was told at the  
funeral: Ulf and Nanna had begun trying  
to get pregnant, and how Ulf came to  
understand how sick he was, was that  
when the doctors told him, they advised 
against Ulf and Nanna having a baby. 

Life wouldn’t carry on. 

One of the most difficult things to take  
in at the funeral: Eva helping the priest light 
the candles around Ulf’s coffin; the way  
she understood and didn’t at the same time; 
how she tried to comfort her mother, while 
she kept repeating: “Ulf’s body cannot be 
inside that box, it’s too small for him”; how 
we nodded at her and wanted to agree: 
this simply can’t be real. 

I’m 36 years old as I’m writing this,  
and this is my first time experiencing  
a friend’s death. 

One of the reasons why Ulf’s death is 
 harboured as a trauma in me is because  
I didn’t get to say goodbye to him. The same 
goes for many of his other friends. When  
he became sick, he was given one round  
of treatment, which had no effect. After  
that, the doctors told him that he would not 
live beyond that summer. This meant that 
while I was told of his illness, I couldn’t  
see it. Ulf didn’t have the strength to deal 
with the trauma he was dying in the middle 
of and also see everybody who mattered  
to him. My strategy became disbelief:  

Karin Hald 

it’s not true, the doctors are wrong;  
Ulf is strong and will recover.
 He died 28 August 2021. Two days  
later, autumn came, and all the leaves started 
to drop from their branches and fall to the 
ground, as if it was a tribute and farewell to 
Ulf. As if nature wanted to say: we will also 
grieve you and not let this go by unnoticed. 
 That many of us didn’t get to say goodbye 
was also a strong presence at the funeral,  
in the church. It hit us in a more real way,  
yet not entirely believable. 

He was my friend and I love him. 

He liked to bake his own bread, and he  
did it with precision, which is to say he did  
it with love. He did most things with love.  
He was present with the people, animals,  
and nature around him at any given time;  
he wasn’t a daydreamer or absent minded. 
 He had a rough childhood; his father 
committed suicide and it was Ulf who  
found him. He never had a close relation- 
ship with his mother, whom he perceived  
as cold and distant. Luckily this changed  
in the last years of his life. He didn’t  
have any siblings. 

What to tell and how to tell it? What can  
be told?

I feel the weight of wanting to say some- 
thing just right. Something that really  
captures him, his essence. It’s contradictory  
to want to write an ode, a tribute, some- 
thing that  honours, and being the one who 
can keep the memory alive, while also  
wanting to be true to the fact that Ulf was  
in no way a saint. And to paint him as such 
would be  diminishing, because who couldn’t  
love a saint? It is when we love despite  
the difficulties that we show how much  
we are capable of. 
 He could be jealous and paranoid;  
both emotions sprung from his low self- 
esteem. He liked to talk about what was 
important in life instead of small talk,  
both because he was interested, but also  
because it made him feel that he mattered,  
that he was the kind of friend who allowed 
this kind of information in a conversation.  
He was full of contradictions, but then  
again, who isn’t? 

 I miss getting angry at him when  
he would make an inappropriate joke 
in the middle of a serious, difficult talk,  
because he needed to diffuse the situation. 
There were limits in his world, in  
his language. 

I don’t know how to round this beginning off. 

Or maybe: I want to say that writing this  
is difficult because it’s therapeutic; it’s some-
thing that is unclear to me, gets light cast  
on it, while I’m working my way through  
it, and I don’t want to hide the changing  
light, which shimmers across the surface  
of the events, of the memory of Ulf and  
my trauma. I know it’s a faux pas to use art  
as a therapeutic method, but in the words  
of Édouard Louis, who writes of his mother’s 
transformation away from a violent  
husband and patriarchal society: 

I have been told that literature should 
never try to explain but solely show  
reality, and I write to try and explain  
and understand her life. 

I have been told that literature should 
never repeat itself, and I only want  
to write the same story again and again, 
return to it, until it reveals fragments  
of its own truth, dig one hole after  
another until the moment when what  
is hidden behind starts to seep out. 

I have been told that literature should 
never put emotions on display, and  
I write solely to cast light on the emotions 
that the body doesn’t know how  
to express.

I have been told that literature should 
never look like a political manifest,  
and I am already sharpening every  
one of my sentences, as you would  
sharpen a knife.

Because today I know that what they  
call literature is something they have  
built up against life and bodies. Today  
I know that to write about her and her  
life is to write against literature.16

*
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Dear Ulf, 

The slow steady rocking of the train is  
helping me calm my tired and overworked 
mind and body and is bringing me to a place  
I can write from. Sometimes I like to close  
my eyes and imagine that this is what it  
felt like when I was in my mother’s womb 
and she was walking around: being trans-
ported to a destination, a journey that  
is out of my hands.

Where are we going: transported, 
 transformed, transitioning? 

We didn’t get the chance to talk in detail 
about what I had made and done while  
on my residency in Stockholm, as I was too 
tired to talk on that exact subject after the 
performance. But now, on the train home  
to Copenhagen, hung-over from the  
night you and I just had, I want to tell  
you about it.

The summary that I tell everyone goes  
like this: The performance Emotional Check-
in dealt with trauma, memory, and narration. 
I was considering notions of intimacy, close-
ness, and communication as seen through 
COVID-19. The work sought to explore  
how we translate and understand through 
different states and techniques, such as  
writing, speech, and dance, as well as the 
space between performance and the docu-
mentation of the event. 

Let me begin at the beginning. The  
etymological root of the word “trauma”  
derives from Greek and means “a wound” 
or “a blow.” The contemporary meaning the 
word is twofold: it either refers to external 
bodily injury in general or psychological 
damage and emotional wounds. I know  
you are in psychoanalysis, so maybe this  
isn’t news to you, but in the Western world, 
it was Freud who first wrote about it with 
regard to his term Nachträglichkeit, (meaning 
“afterwardsness”). He used it in reference  
to his patient Emma, who showed a subjective 
experience of something objective, which  
was then mediated by both the event  

and the person.17 It demonstrates that the  
subjective impact of an event is not given 
once and for all but is malleable to  
subsequent experiences.

When I was working on this performance,  
I was surprised that it began to move  
in between my own experience of trauma, 
from back when I was finishing my master’s 
in art, and the time after. This is when  
I lost my language (the ability to read and 
write) for a period of time. I thought I was 
“done” with that experience, but it keeps 
returning to me, as something containing  
information and emotions that have shaped 
me. There is definitely a before and after  
my experience of trauma. It has changed  
me more than anything else I have  
ever experienced. 

But back to Emotional Check-in. As you  
know, I was working with dancer Kat Staub 
of the post-humanistic dance group Dance  
for Plants. During the performance, they  
responded via Skype, which was projected 
onto a screen. I started by telling Kat how  
I had met my ex-partner, about our relation-
ship and the slow deterioration of it, and Kat 
answered me through gesticulation, mum-
bling, clear speech, song, and dance—all in  
a fluent movement. I came and went, writing 
on the vinyl floor of the dance studio with 
chalk—a text that moved between readable 
words and drawing. The performance worked 
with emphasising an archive, which resides  
in memory and body only, and how that 
played out through different modes of story-
telling as well as a kind of suspension.

An improvisational conversation started  
to take shape during the hour the performance 
lasted. In it, the common, normal way  
of communicating through grammatically 
correct sentences was set aside for an improv-
isation in which the body has just as much 
right to speak.

I feel like I’m bordering on something  
here, something crucial to my artmaking  
and also my being in the world. Under-
standing what one’s work is actually  
about, or even if this is something that can  
be asked, is such a slow journey. Or perhaps 
that the work can be seen as being about  
several things at once, but that you can  
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research yourself into understanding  
what is most important to you, to narrow 
down, infuse linear language with the 
non-linear, and the other way around,  
in material cycles.

The experience of losing my ability to  
read and write due to trauma has altered  
me. I’m not the same. One of the things  
most clear to me now is that it brought  
me closer to being humble, understanding  
my own fragility not only on a thought  
level, but somatically. And this openness  
in relation to being humble is one that  
I feel has opened me towards the world  
in a new way. Borders, organic and political, 
are more porous. The best way to describe 
this feeling is: I’m not only me. 

Judith Butler writes, “We’re undone by  
each other. And if we’re not, we’re missing 
something.”18

Back in 2015, after the trauma happened,  
was when I started to write again. After com-
ing back to life from the feeling that nothing 
mattered, I thought, “Fuck it, I’m going  
to do what I want the most and what  
I’m most afraid of: writing.”
 I have reread my essay from back  
then. In it, I went back and forth between  
two  modalities of being and/or thinking.  
I described in plain language the works I did  
at the time and in italics I wrote poetically 
about the experience I had just surfaced  
from. The work was made of leftover material 
from a printing press. When the machines  
are cleaned after they have printed the  
day’s newspapers, clean paper is run through, 
taking up the leftover ink. This means that  
the “factual” imprint of the news, letters,  
and language is now depicted as an abstract, 
formalistic pattern on large felt rolls or rolls  
of white newsprint. The material suited  
the way I was in the world. I couldn’t under-
stand linear language and was in a state that 
was only bodily: pure sensing, free floating, 
free falling. It sounds terrifying, and it was.  
It was also thrilling. 
 I started the essay by quoting Hélène  
Cixous: “We do not know how to suffer, this  
is perhaps the worst. It is our greatest loss. 
And we do not know how to enjoy. Suffering 
and joy have the same root. Knowing how  
to suffer is knowing how to have joy in  

suffering. Knowing how to enjoy is knowing 
how to have such intense joy that it almost 
becomes suffering. Good suffering.”19

I wrote things like:

My life collapsed, in much the way  
that can be seen every now and then, 
when you see, in rare instances, another 
person’s body fall to the ground. All of 
the bones disappear; the muscles give 
way; there’s no resistance left. I laid  
down and got kicked. For a long time.  
I couldn’t stop. I was too loyal. I had 
made a promise and I was too proud to 
break it. My partner had left, and a new 
life started while everything was still  
in a fog. It was not until then that I saw 
everything exactly as it was, especially  
the pain. I awoke from a sleep that  
did not belong to the night. I sat out- 
side in the summer in the night-time,  
on the curb, and smoked. The fog lifted 
and I saw how beautiful everything  
was. The streetlamps were illuminated; 
they had their own light. The trees spoke; 
they spoke to each other. The cat sat  
and looked at me. We could see each 
other and greeted each other cordially. 
And this new gaze; this is what I see 
everything through now. I had been  
living in an illusion, on many different 
planes. And all the blows that I was  
suddenly dealt put me in contact with  
the body and thereby with a truth that  
is still growing larger inside of me.20

I know why I didn’t use the word “trauma” 
back in 2015, even though it might have 
crossed my mind. I didn’t feel I was allowed  
to take that word into account, into my 
mouth, to use it and take up a place within 
the concept and ontology of trauma. It is  
the same feeling I get when I read the quote 
by Cixous; I like it, it takes me to a place 
where I feel recognised and yet I can’t help 
but feel the icky sticky feeling of privilege.  
For whom is it possible to turn pain into 
joy? And what kind of pain allows release? 
Perhaps only one that has ended. But perhaps 
trauma does not function that way at all:  
it is rather suspended in time. It is cyclical, it 
belongs in the body-mind matrix, and if you 
are alive so is the trauma, although the  
initial reactions are not present at all times. 

Karin Hald 

Karin Hald, An Echo Calling Out to Myself, 2022. Artists’ book, printed with Riso, 28 x 40 cm 
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 As the French philosopher Catherine  
Malabou has argued, we cannot divide trauma 
into categories of either psychoanalysis or 
neurobiology. Instead, we need to revaluate 
the brain as an organ that is not separated 
from the rest of the body. Malabou has re-
searched how the behaviour of those suffering 
from Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s resembles 
that of victims of sociopolitical traumas.  
Malabou’s ideas and writing make me realise 
the importance of interdisciplinary work.  
It makes sense to combine knowledge of neu- 
robiology and somatics as well as art and 
literature, so as to achieve nuanced research. 
This means working with art in relation  
to trauma, not as something that can depict, 
for example, abuse truthfully, but rather  
that opens to unpredictable inclusions that 
deal with affect. The research could thereby 
function as palimpsestic, where an erasure 
and redrawing give rise to continuous  
metamorphosis and regeneration of  
experience and spaces.
 Malabou is interesting in her thinking 
around destructive plasticity, which she  
defines as something that “enables the  
appearance or formation of alterity where  
the other is absolutely lacking. Plasticity  
is the form of alterity when no transcendence, 
flight or escape is left. The only other that  
exists in this circumstance is being other to 
the self.”21  She turns the reader’s attention  
to the fact that in Western imagination  
there is an almost total lack of presenting 
meta morphosis as a possibility and instead  
is a total deviation of the course of a life, 
which is not a narrative that is inclusive  
of the experience and change a person goes  
through when enduring trauma. 
 Malabou integrates literature into  
her proposition, for example, Franz Kafka’s 
book and allegorical novel Metamorphosis,22  
in which the salesman Gregor Samsa is  
turned into a cockroach overnight. Thereafter 
he is increasingly neglected by his family;  
by the end of the novel, he chooses to die  
of starvation. She considers this work of art  
as the most successful with regard to depicting 
destructive plasticity, yet also points out  
that Gilles Deleuze was right in saying that 
Kafka “fails,” because, as Malabou writes,  
“A true metamorphosis would be a meta-
morphosis that, despite its name, would  
have nothing to do with a becoming-form. 

According to him, ‘as long as there is form, 
there is still reterritorialization.’ ”23

 This, in turn, makes me think of The 
 Passion of G.H.24 by Clarice Lispector as per-
haps the more successful narration of the link 
between suspended trauma and transforma-
tion, which can be seen as a marriage between 
Malabou’s destructive plasticity, Deleuze’s 
becoming animal (not “becoming an animal”) 
and Kafka’s Gregor. The protagonist, G.H.,  
is a woman who meets her more-than-human-
ness through extreme metamorphosis. One 
day in her upper-middle-class apartment,  
she freezes at the sight of a cockroach,  
which is half-alive, half-dead, after she has 
slammed a door on it. Throughout the book 
she is facing this small animal’s fate, a species 
that anthropocentric society has deemed  
a pest. The life and perhaps very fate of  
G.H. is undone into something that neither 
she nor the reader can recognise. The crucial  
difference here is that G.H., in opposition  
to Gregor Samsa, does not become the animal/
other, but is instead suspended in a state in 
between, where the logic of the recognisable 
is no longer applicable. 
 Although Malabou’s thoughts on be-
coming other to yourself and those around 
you is interesting and important, at the  
same time, I find her levelling off of expe-
riences of trauma problematic. Throughout 
Ontology of the Accident, she emphasises  
that there is no need to distinguish between 
different kinds of trauma, whether it occurs 
as the slow disappearance of personality 
through Alzheimer’s disease, a violent  
relationship break-up, or an economic crisis 
that leads to many jobs lost or war. Although 
some of the reactions might be the same,  
here the call is to think through and with  
intersectional feminism, so as to remember 
both the position of Malabou herself and  
how one can acclimate quite differently  
to minor or major traumas and subsequent 
metamorphosis, with regard to gender,  
class, race, and place of residence. 
 When it comes to dealing with trauma, 
in the end, one will still have a very different 
course of life, depending on the resources  
and privileges one can fall back on.

*

Winter 2022
 
 

Dear Ulf, 

My therapist has told me it can be helpful  
to write to you as if you were still alive,  
as a way of both understanding that you  
are dead but also to keep the memory  
of you with me. 

What separates us is not a lack of love,  
I don’t think the love I have for you  
will ever go away. Death (merely) separates  
the living from the dead by the lack of  
a physical body. But sometimes that lack  
of physicality is all I can think about:  
that I want to give you a hug and that  
that isn’t possible anymore. 

Other times, I think of what we have  
shared instead of what has been lost. I think 
of us sitting together in my little kitchen/ 
living room, drinking wine and talking  
while the sun set and how we would keep 
talking until the sun would rise again.  
Or how we would plan to meet somewhere  
in Copenhagen when you came to town,  
and how I would be walking to the place  
we had planned to meet because I knew  
you didn’t have a bike here, and when we 
would see each other at a distance, we would 
both speed up, moving faster and faster 
towards each other until almost running into 
each other’s arms, hugging and letting go 
to kiss each other’s cheeks, looking into the 
other’s eyes, asking either: 

“Are you okay?” 

Or: 

“You look okay!” 

No words will ever be able to contain  
what I want to write and say on this matter: 
your death. And yet I try. Why? Because  
it grounds me in life. 

I meet up with Nikoline and Liv all the  
time now, as they are the friends I have here 
who also know you. 

We talk about how we refuse to speak  
of you in past tense. 

We tell each other that we will never be  
the kind of people who say, “Things happen 
for a reason,” as if your death has served  
a purpose.

We talk about what we all noticed about 
you (your generosity, insistence on getting 
through any crisis that might arise in our 
friendship, occasional paranoia, love  
of literature, love of sex).

We talk about how you and Nikoline  
were lovers, how you and I considered  
becoming lovers, and how Liv never saw  
you in that way. It was only after you died 
that I regretted not being close to you in  
any way possible, to use every opportunity. 
When I tell this to those around me, they 
shake their heads in disbelief. What a luxury 
it must be to only think rationally about  
how best to love.  We share things about  
you that the others didn’t know while you 
were alive, and we discuss the ethics of  
this: what you should take to the grave and 
what can be told by others in an effort to con-
tinuously understand you and continuously 
getting to know more. 

Your wife Nanna has written to us and  
asked for just that. Asking if she can come  
to Copenhagen and the three of us could  
take her around, and show her where you 
liked to hang out, eat, and drink, and if  
we could spend time with her, just telling  
her of the experiences we had with you.  
I want to do it and I don’t want to do it,  
just as I want to both write to you and also 
about you right now, while balancing  
between acceptance and denial. 

I have lost you, but you lost your life. 

You didn’t want to die, and you didn’t  
have time to come to terms with this in any 
way, since the cancer gave you only three 
months before your beautiful heart  
stopped beating. 

In the days after your funeral, I couldn’t 
stop crying enough to go to sleep. Late in the 
night, in between being awake and falling 

Karin Hald 
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asleep, I had this strong sense that you  
were in the room with me. You told me that  
I shouldn’t be sad, that you didn’t need my 
tears and that you were okay where you  
are now. I don’t care what anyone would  
have to say about that; wishful, semi- 
psychotic, sleep deprived thinking or not 
—you were there in the room with me  
that night. 

It can seem egoistic to write of this and you, 
to put it to use—who am I to write of this?  
It will always be your death, and in that  
way, your story to tell or take to the grave.  
But then I remember what you always told 
me, when we talked about permission in 
relation to writing and creating:

“Take your broken heart and turn it into art.” 

*

After the clinic comes the time to enter 
into gentle depression, slow healing:  
instead of the enchanted palace we think 
we have won by the sweat of our dead 
blood, the reward for this run through 
death is a disenchanted world, without 
notable depth and color, drab gazes  
that no longer see you, voices always 
directed toward others since you have 
returned from too far, a daily obligation 
to survive, a heart that only pumps blood, 
and blood that is no longer warming.  
You must wait. Without anger. Apply 
yourself daily to eating, to sleeping, to 
cleaning yourself, to dressing, to walking: 
all of it, almost alone, and without even 
yourself by your side: try in jolts, so 
 awkward, to take heart.

Patience, patience, 

The End.25

Karin Hald 
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Oleg Matrokhin, Voices of  invisible mothers, 2021. Pen, ink, 30 x 40 cm
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During the time I’ve been writing this essay, I have  
begun to regard my painting process as a metaphor 
for how I confront and am influenced by the surround-
ing world. My paintings are therefore the most per-
sonal part of me, even if it they don’t reveal anything 
concrete about my life. Reading between the lines,  
I see myself there in them.
 I was born and raised in Portugal, in  
a suburb of Lisbon. My father is Swedish and my 
mother Portuguese, which gives me strong roots  
in both countries. When I moved to Sweden to  
complete my studies in art, it felt like I was exploring  
a new place while simultaneously rediscovering an 
old one. I had learned about Swedish culture from  
a distance, experienced it in fragments during  
my childhood, while my everyday life was rooted  
in Portugal. The move came with a feeling that was 
in many ways strange but also recognisable—the 
feeling that something can be familiar and foreign  
at the same time.
 I grew up near the sea and used to see it  
almost every day during my childhood. When we 
drove down Avenida Marginal, I was the child in  
the back seat watching the coast pass by. Anyone 
who lives near the sea becomes a witness to its  
temperament. Colour and movement shift constantly 
with the changing weather, time of day, and season. 
On certain days, when the waves are particularly  
dramatic, the water can reach all the way up to the 
road and spray the car’s windscreen. Other times,  
it’s so peaceful that it glitters out to the horizon.
 The changeability I see in the sea fascinates  
me. I see it reflected in the way I paint. For me,  
putting paint on canvas is the same as thinking.  
Every stroke of the brush is made consciously and  
full of wonder at the process by which the formless 
gradually takes shape. But with that transformation 
comes a feeling of alienation towards the picture. 
When a painting is in its beginning stages, if feels  
as distant as a new place or culture. Therefore,  
I begin the process by familiarising myself with  
the canvas.
 In Elena Ferrante’s four-part series known  
as the Neapolitan Novels, the character Lila under-
goes a transformative feeling of dissolving margins. 
For Lila, the contours that define objects and people 
have always been fragile, breaking as easily as  
a cotton thread. When she finds herself in that state,  
the boundaries that surround her begin to blur, melting 
together and mixing into a muddy mess. Everything 
morphs into a state of chaos and fluidity. For Lila,  
the contours serve as an anchor in a tactile world 
—a world that is for her never fixed nor self-evident. 
The dissolving boundaries are a physical experience 
of surfaces and matter in flux, a mass that grows, 
shrinks, and spills out.1

 When I read Ferrante’s words, I saw myself  
and my art mirrored in them. More specifically,  
I saw my desire to explore and express the dissolving 
of boundaries through painting. My creative process 
tests the similar thought that boundaries are mutable 
and almost incomprehensible. Everything is formless  
at the beginning of a work, and it’s from that point  
of departure that I begin looking for the contours  
of the painting. Shifts occur in the meeting between 
internal and external, form and background, visible 
and invisible, all of which I see reflected in the  
canvas, but also in myself—nuanced boundaries  
that I try to capture.

*

I arrive at the studio about the same time each  
day, change into my painting clothes, and confront  
the paintings in the state I left them the day before.  
I like the routine of the studio—seeing the work 
emerge more each day at a steady pace. I take  
time to reflect on what I’m doing and what I want  
to achieve. Sometimes I choose to walk to the  
studio instead of biking so I can prolong this time  
for reflection and disconnect from my everyday life. 
For me, the painting has already begun when I prep 
and ground the canvas. When I put several layers  
of gesso onto a raw canvas, I have initiated the  
process that is going to unfold during the course  
of the painting. After that, I document everything  
I do with my mobile phone so I can take the pictures 
and ideas home with me. I think about the paintings 
throughout the day, and they follow me into various 
contexts: at home, on a walk, in my dreams.
 The painter Tomma Abts begins her work  
with no defined idea of what the painting will become.  
She works within a few rules that she has established 
for herself: the format has been the same (48 x 38  
cm) since the early 2000s, and she uses geometric 
elements. Abts builds up patterns of repetitive geo-
metric shapes and symbols that refer to an internal 
painterly language that has no recognisable links  
to any outer reality. Her painting emerges gradually  
as she lays thin layers of paint and shapes on top  
of each other. Some are painted over, creating a 
 complex weaving of overlapping images. The fact 
that the picture has a texture made up of layers of 
corrections and overpainted areas takes it from being 
a depiction of something to instead referring to the 
painting itself and its own physicality.2

 Just like Abts, I am interested in the painting’s 
own materiality and in the subtleties that arise  
from a process of correction, overpainting, and 
 renewal. By covering over some parts and rediscov-
ering others, I work with and against the painting.  
The layered-over parts remain, almost like a memory 

Shifting Margins
Carin Alegre Castegren

Carin Alegre Castegren, Unravel (that which is tangled, that which is twisted),  
2022. Oil on canvas, 100 x 80 cm (4 paintings). Installation view, BFA exhibition,  
KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
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that has been toned down. Certain portions have 
been there ever since the first layer; others have  
been painted over and lie thick one upon another. 
I see them as two parallel stories that inform each 
other: the story about what is depicted in the painting 
and the story about the materiality of the painting.
 Daybook: The Journal of an Artist, by  
sculptor Anne Truitt, is a book that has made an 
important impact on me. It’s divided up into journal 
entries in which the artist’s everyday life and studio 
life are interwoven. I come back to it when I need  
to be reminded of the value of the process and the 
work. In one part, Truitt describes how her interest  
in the process was cultivated during the time  
she was an apprentice to a sculptor:

I fell in love with the process of art. …  
I even loved the discomforts. At first my arms 
ached and trembled for an hour or so after  
carving stone; I remember sitting on the bus  
on the way home and feeling them shake  
uncontrollably. … 

… When I left [the sculptor’s] workshop,  
I took with me as his legacy this feeling of  
security, and it remains with me. In my studio 
I feel at home with myself, peaceful at heart, 
remote from the world, totally immersed  
in a process so absorbing as to be its  
own reward.3

The work in the studio has an inherent value  
for me. It is a cornerstone of my practice that gives 
meaning and context to what I do. Smaller and  
larger processes occur in parallel in the same  
space; I allow myself to be governed only by  
my  interest and my curiosity. The studio is a space  
of my own that gives me time and enough room  
to explore my process without interruption in  
an environment in which I am free from an outside 
gaze and shielded from the surrounding world.  
Then I can be preoccupied only with everything  
surrounding the process.

*

Another thing that interests me in Truitt’s book is  
how she describes her seeing. She writes that every-
thing she does in the studio is a direct distillation  
of her own experiences, which can even be con- 
crete, visual sources of inspiration. It’s fascinating 
how this is expressed in the finished work—how  
her experiences and memories are included,  
for example, in the monumental timber columns  
painted in multiple layers of paint.4

 One scene in the book is particularly illustrative, 
I think, of how she takes in a setting through her 
way of seeing: while bathing her child, she absorbs 
the colours in the room. She notices the dark-green 
shampoo bottle, the blue towel, the orange towel,  
the white tub. She describes how she would have 
been able to make a sculpture based on that moment 
if she had wanted to, and that the hypothetical sculp-
ture would then have been called Mary in the Tub.5

 In the beginning of my second year at  
Malmö Art Academy, I made some small figurative 
paintings that depict details of my home. I can  
trace this back to one day when I made a drawing  
of window blinds in Portugal during my Christmas 
vacation. When the blinds are halfway down, the  
little holes in the metal structure create a play of light 
along the bedroom walls. I remember that I played 
with them when I was little by pulling them up  
and down when I woke up in the morning.
 These small pictures developed into cap- 
turing details of my home in Malmö. The scenes 
I chose could be anything from signs of wear and 
tear in a stairwell, to little objects that leave coloured 
marks behind, to items placed on the floor and  
walls and become incorporated into the everyday  
life of a home—a home my eyes saw every day, 
details I coexisted with.
 After making these paintings, I felt like I  
had crossed a boundary that I didn’t actually want  
to cross. Painting window blinds or a window felt  
like a distortion of the truth—like I was focusing  
on the wrong aspect of that painting. I am influenced 
by the surrounding environment, but that’s not what 
I’m trying to depict. Like Truitt, it is rather a source  
of inspiration. At the start of the process, on the other 
hand, the painting dictates its own terms. By depicting 
a peripheral object in such a literal way, I direct the 
focus away from what I want to underscore: my  
relationship to the painting and the conversation  
that arises between the two parts.
 According to the psychoanalyst Donald  
Winnicott, childhood includes a period where we  
begin to differentiate ourselves from the world around 
us and confront reality through what he calls “play.” 
From the stage when people’s internal and external 
worlds are merged together, we begin to perceive 
objects as distinct from us, and thereby recognise  
an external world that is part of our own reality.6 
Through play, we integrate things that are unknown  
to us into our own sphere. We transform the foreign 
into something that conforms to the logic of our  
inner world, which we can then understand.7

 When confronted with Winnicott’s idea of play,  
I think that it embodies something that is fundamental 
to my painterly process. When I made the paintings 
that represent places and objects, I felt like only  
a conveyor of what I was depicting. I had not worked  
all the way through the scene myself. In that series  
of paintings, which didn’t sit quite right with me,  
I was missing the interaction that I imagine is similar 
to what happens during play. I hadn’t transformed 
the scene into my own perception, and I’d therefore 
skipped over the most important step.
 “Playing” occurs in a place that Winnicott calls 
“the intermediate area of experience.”8 Dreaming, 
religion and creativity occur in this intermediate place, 
which belongs neither to internal life nor to external 
reality. In this third space, imagination and reality 
overlap, and they both simultaneously contribute to 
the object. I believe that the act of painting happens 
on the same conditions, since it is nourished by both 
internal and external processes. When the immaterial 
world of feelings and thoughts meets the tactile and 

Carin Alegre Castegren

Top: Carin Alegre Castegren. Installation view, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
Bottom: Carin Alegre Castegren, Pull, 2022. Oil on linen, 80x 100 cm  
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corporeal world of painting, what’s created is not 
just a painting but also a relationship between these 
two worlds. The painting acts as a thin veil between 
them—a kind of window that offers insight into what 
happens in the relationship between internal and 
external, in the work but also in oneself.

*

In her essay “Attention and Will,” the philosopher  
Simone Weil explains, among other things, her idea  
of “attention.” It differs from “will,” which in turn is 
based on man’s search for results. Attention is built 
instead on being receptive during that search. It 
is then that we can find focus and dedication. The 
prerequisite for achieving that state is to be curious 
about what’s happening when you’re doing something 
without demanding a result. What’s relevant here  
is what happens when you are responsive in  
attentive processes.9 Weil writes: 

In our sense perceptions, if we are not  
sure of what we see we change our position 
while looking, and what is real becomes  
evident. In the inner life, time takes the place  
of space. With time we are altered, and,  
if as we change we keep our gaze directed 
towards the same thing, in the end illusions  
are scattered and the real becomes visible.10

One artist who works with attention is Giorgio  
Morandi. In his dreamlike still lifes, he masters  
the light by working with delicate variations  
of hue and light. He lived with his three sisters,  
and in his bedroom he often painted carefully  
selected arrangements of objects such as bottles, 
vases, and tablecloths. It could take him  several 
weeks to decide which tablecloth went with a  
particular bottle. His paintings exist in the private, 
silent realm that only encompasses the relation- 
ship between the artist himself, the object he’s  
depicting, and the painting.
 Objects often repeat in his paintings as  
part of different compositions. In Still Life (1960),11 
we can identify three objects: a white vase, a little 
container hiding behind the vase, and a bottle at  

the back. We can discern all three, but not imme- 
diately. It’s hard to determine where one starts and 
another ends. The top of the bottle is joined together 
with the background colour, and the rim of the glass 
collides with the top edge of the container. I didn’t  
see the container at first, believing that it was part  
of the bottle, because they have the same colour. 
Eventually, I noticed that the container was wider  
than the outline of the bottle. It’s like a game that  
draws us into the picture: when you take hold of  
one thing, you lose something else. You get into  
a state of just seeing.
 Agnes Martin’s paintings demand my attention 
when I look at them. She once expressed a desire 
that painting should represent a world without inter-
ruption and distractions.12 At the end of her career,  
her paintings became increasingly spare. They  
depict neither objects nor forms, often comprising  
just vertical lines or grids in subtle colours. When  
I see Martin’s paintings, my eye has nothing to fix 
on—nothing to lean on that might lead my thoughts  
to make associations and distract me from simply 
facing the painting as it is. It is a formlessness  
that we are confronted with, which only our  
attention can pull apart.
 When I think about Martin, I also see her as  
a counterweight to the time we are living in, when 
information and impressions flow in a constant noise 
that cannot be toned down. Like her, I make no  
references to an external reality, but rather use the 
means that painting gives me—colour, form, and 
surface—and direct the attention inwards, towards  
the painting. Then another reality emerges—a reality 
that interests me.
 In my process, I also try to walk a path I have 
never been down before. Sometimes it’s frustrating 
when I lose perspective: for a moment, I lose sight  
of where the painting is going and rely on a develop-
ment that I am not sure is going to produce results. 
On the other hand, it’s the most rewarding process, 
and how I find new approaches to painting. The  
path to the result can clarify what I’m really looking 
for, which can sometimes be obscured by other 
thoughts about what I was hoping the work would  
become. I continue searching, hoping that the hones-
ty I’m striving for will shine through in my paintings.

1 Elena Ferrante, The Story of  
the Lost Child, trans. Ann Goldstein 
(New York: United States Europa 
Editions, 2015).

2 “Exhibition: Tomma Abts: Serpentine 
North Gallery 7 Jun–9 Sep 2018,” 
Serpentine Galleries, 2018, https://
www.serpentinegalleries.org/ 
whats-on/tomma-abts/.

3 Anne Truitt, Daybook: The Journal  
of an Artist (New York: Scribner, 
2013), 130–32.

4 Truitt, Daybook, 35.
5 Truitt, Daybook, 83–84. 

6 Marion Milner, “Aspects of  
Symbolism in Comprehension  
of the Not-Self,” International  
Journal of Psychoanalysis,  
no. 33 (1952), quoted in Donald 
Winnicott, Playing and Reality  
(London: Routledge, 2005), 52. 

7 Winnicott, Playing and Reality  
chapters 1 and 3. 

8 Winnicott, Playing and Reality, 
15–19. 

9 Simone Weil, “Attention and  
Will,” in Gravity and Grace, trans. 
Emma Crawford and Mario von  
der Ruhr (New York: Routledge, 
2002) 157–63.

10 Weil, “Attention and Will,” 161. 
11 Giorgio Morandi, Still Life, 1960,  

oil on canvas, 24.8 × 28 cm,  
in the collection of Tate Modern, 
London, https://www.tate.org.uk/art/
artworks/morandi-still-life-t13636.

12 Agnes Martin, quoted in Dieter 
Schwarz, ed., preface to Agnes 
Martin Writings, by Agnes Martin 
(Stuttgart: Cantz, 1991), 6.
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Excess of Fiction
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BFA exhibition, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
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The world of film has had a substantial impact on  
how I interact with my surroundings. It was probably 
here that my interest in the object emerged—for  
what is a film if not a collection of objects framed  
by the gaze of the camera? What I often remember 
from a film is not necessarily the plot or the actors’ 
contributions, but rather the architecture, the objects, 
and the different places captured by the camera.  
It is often these elements of the setting that interest 
me most—the overlooked, the components of the 
mute background, the stage sets for the narrative  
that unfolds before the camera.
 With the arrival of motion pictures came  
a dramatic change in our approach to our everyday 
environment. Philosopher Walter Benjamin  
describes the shift this way:

By showing close-ups of them, highlighting  
hidden details of props with which we are  
familiar, exploring commonplace environments 
under the inspired guidance of the lens,  
on the one hand film increases our understand-
ing of the inevitabilities that govern our lives 
while ensuring, on the other hand, that we  
have a vast, undreamt-of amount of room for 
manoeuvre! Our pubs and city streets, our 
offices and furnished rooms, our factories and 
railway stations seemed desperately imprison-
ing. Then film came along and exploded all 
these dungeons with the dynamite of its tenths 
of a second, leaving us free, now, to under-
take adventurous journeys amid their widely 
 scattered ruins.1

By framing and enlarging, the film camera has  
made our surroundings visible in a way for which 
there was no historical precedent. It has given  
us a view of the world that periodically unites our 
reality with the camera’s depiction of it. Benjamin 
speaks more specifically about the camera’s direct 
portrayal, but here I want to also include the influence 
that narrative films have had on how we relate to  
our surroundings—that is, how fiction has made  
its way into our everyday settings.
 There are moments when I feel that the  
veil between me and the world of film—and thus 
between my reality and the fictional one—is very  
thin. Moments when a place and all its objects  
can be plucked from their passive existence in  
the background and activated. It’s as if the place  
is spontaneously transformed into a scene. Every-
thing is as before, but a tension has fallen over  
existence that opens the door for something to 
 happen. It’s not necessarily the case that these  

moments make themselves visible in my works,  
and when they do, it’s not always so dramatic.  
But they remind me that a place or an object can  
be awakened from its dormancy as part of the  
stage set that makes up everyday life and come  
to the fore, and possibly begin to be charged  
with fiction.
 In John Smith’s video work The Black  
Tower (1987),2 a narrative is constructed around  
a single object that is rooted in a fixation. The film’s 
narrator, who appears as a voice-over, becomes  
fascinated by a tower with an odd black structure  
on top. He is surprised that he has never noticed  
it before, as though it’s just arisen suddenly. One  
day, the tower does not seem to be where it stood  
just a few days before, and sometimes the narrator 
thinks he can see the black structure in other places 
entirely. Gradually, he starts to get the feeling  
that the tower is following him wherever he goes,  
and the whole thing culminates in the narrator  
suffering a mental breakdown. The film is mostly  
composed of close-ups of the tower from various 
angles, which allows Smith to freely weave together  
a narrative that is like an architectural thriller.
 Smith’s film was an early inspiration for  
me, but it is his point of departure rather than the 
completed work that has interested me most. In an 
interview, he explained that he seldom has a clear 
idea of what his films are going to be about; instead, 
it is things he comes across in everyday life that 
determine the direction, and in this case Smith could 
see the tower from his bedroom window.3 In the film, 
he illuminates a passive and overlooked object by 
 ascribing fictional attributes to it. For me, the work is  
an important example of the fact that almost anything 
we find in our surroundings can be illuminated, 
brought to the fore, and animated in an artistic pro-
cess, and that it can be rooted in the kind of simple 
observation Smith made from his window.
 In films like The Black Tower, the camera has  
a unique ability. Through its framing and enlargement, 
it creates an intimacy between me and the object  
that sometimes feels far stronger than if I were to  
encounter the object in real life. I get closer to it 
because the moving image, in addition to its framing, 
activates the object and allows it to exist in an illumi-
nated state. Even if it’s standing still, it’s as though  
its essence is in motion. It opens itself up and willingly 
accepts all that the narrator ascribes to it.
 My relationship to film is, as I’ve said, not  
always visible in my work, but I believe it is closely 
linked to my way of seeing. When I fixate on an 
object, I think that sometimes there is a likeness 
between my own gaze and the camera’s focus  

Alexander Davidsson, Rehydration, 2022. Variable dimensions
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in Smith’s film. It’s a romanticising gaze that  
observes the object with real engagement. I read 
in more than is actually there. I want the object to 
breach and pass through the sphere of connotations 
and ideas in which it is usually held. This produces  
an excess of fiction that often provides material  
for my work.

*

I notice the same kinds of details in my surroundings 
that I see in films—the things that most often exist 
on the periphery. When I’m walking down the street, 
when I’m making my way through a shopping centre 
or a park, I look for what usually passes us by in  
the course of everyday life. If I visualise a person 
who’s living a life in my reality, I’m more interested  
in what surrounds them and what affects them exter-
nally than in their inner life and actions. It’s the  
objects that are always the focus of my attention.
 My search could be compared with what the 
writer Georges Perec does in the book An Attempt  
at Exhausting a Place in Paris.4 Over the course  
of three days, Perec listed absolutely everything he 
saw in front of him while sitting in a café on a busy 
street. No matter how insignificant. He witnessed  
everything from billboards to buses on their routes, 
from pigeons moving about to cars in a variety of 
colours to changing lighting conditions. The result  
is a documentation of the movements of everyday  
life, of time passing by in real time.
 I am interested in how Perec tries to extract 
something from non-events and banal objects.  
While when I look around at the surroundings of my 
daily life it is not with the same active and fervent 
searching we see in Perec’s book, my gaze moves 
and observes things in a way similar to his. There  
is something about these overlooked events and  
details that always captures my interest and con sti-
tutes the foundation of my work. Lately, I’ve either 
started or finished works based on such things as 
clothing labels, wooden stools, a security camera,  
a pair of shoes, and so forth. My process is driven  
by objects, and although I return to certain themes 
and ideas, it’s always these objects that determine 
the direction. I usually focus my attention on details 
instead of the whole, which in turn can lead me  
to more expansive thoughts and ideas.
 Some of the works I’ve produced in recent  
years have been attempts to recreate scenes or 
objects I saw out on the street. A precedent for these 
efforts was an almost torn-off poster that hung down 
from a building towards the ground like a weather- 
beaten rag. Later, when I was going to recreate  
this melancholy image, I built a metal construction 
and attached a stiff and flat-black fabric to it with  
Velcro. Then I attached another fabric on top of the 
first, which hung down to the ground, pulled down  
by its own weight.
 When the work was finished, the original  
feeling I had gotten from the source of inspiration  
had completely disappeared. It was a muted version 
of what I was really trying to get at. I was stuck in  
a materiality that went beyond the everyday world.  

It was as if the work existed in a vacuum. I realised 
later that what I’m interested in is exactly the object  
I have in front of me and not some distant repro-
duction. Readymades have therefore become  
an  increasingly important part of my practice.
 My studio may look orderly, but my process  
is far from methodical. All the objects and ideas  
I think about circulate in a constant whirlwind.  
It rarely happens that I work my way to a result  
based on a couple of limited conditions. Each work  
is instead a selection, an agglomeration, or a slight 
modification of the objects that are connected  
to this constant circulation.
 According to Marcel Duchamp, it is the artist’s 
choice that transforms an object from a commonplace 
item into a readymade artwork.5 Because a ready-
made is something that has already been manu-
factured and that I select, I don’t perceive the finished 
work as something I have created. Instead, I have 
transposed the object from one context to  another,  
producing a kind of translation between them. 
 However, I don’t try to translate the object’s original 
meaning and status in its natural context. I rather  
want to produce a conscious misinterpretation that  
will give the object a modified identity and effect.  
The work therefore does not come from me. These  
are objects I have transported, translated, and  
influenced from the outside. Each completed work  
is, for me, a duration of time that is held together  
by my choices and intentions.
 I don’t consider the objects that surround  
me in the studio to be my possessions. When they 
arrive, it’s as if they are still in transit—their existence 
there is temporary. The studio is a neutral space  
for me, in contrast to the world outside. Merely by 
existing in this transition, an object begins to detach 
itself from the position it held in its intended context. 
It then becomes unstable and sensitive to outside 
influences. It’s as though the real object is no longer 
there—only the idea or the image of it.
 The object doesn’t automatically become  
a readymade just because it has been transferred  
into a studio. My perception is that a preceding  
stage comes first, in which the object, through this 
transfer, is transformed into something that resembles 
a lifeless mock-up. Visually, it is an exact copy of  
the original, but its former meaning has temporarily 
been hollowed out. It then waits to be charged once 
again with intentions and attributions. The object 
exists in a borderland where its identity is transient, 
which means that it also has the potential  
to change shape.

*

In Stephen Bishop’s work Something to  
 Remember You By (2019),6 we are met with an  
apparently  commonplace scene that has been  
installed in the gallery. Before us we have a  
slick, minimalist, and largely empty kitchen counter 
with wall cabinets above that hold the room’s  
only light source. On the counter stands a radio  
and a sliced cake with several pieces lying  
next to it in plastic food containers.

 This minimalist installation work looks more  
like a dream sequence from a film than an actual 
kitchen. The kitchen counter, which appears to be 
more than ten metres long, seems to stretch out into 
infinity. It breaks up the walls’ spatial limitations and 
transports the viewer to a place where time seems  
to stand still. The sliced-up cake suggests that  
a party has just taken place. If it’s not immediately 
obvious that the realistic cake is actually an imitation, 
that fact is quickly revealed by the characteristic  
plastic smell encountered upon closer  examination. 
Next to the cake stands a radio that plays in a  
continuous loop. The music is a selection of easy  
and nostalgic jazz classics that suggest background 
music for a dinner party.
 The long kitchen counter, the cake’s unnatural 
materiality, and the music being played over and  
over again lead to thoughts of eternity. The work 
could be an attempt to preserve an event in a perma-
nent state, spared from the disintegrating effects  
of time. A nostalgic but also unpleasant gleam hovers 
over the installation, since a spatial translation of  
an event perhaps exposes memory’s ability to create  
a complex facade—a facade that, upon closer  
examination, reveals the artificiality of its under- 
lying construction.
 I am interested in staging that lacks a narra-
tive—when the work instead exudes an almost 
 tangible mood indicating that something either already 
has happened or is about to happen. It is a static 
sequence that awaits some future development— 
a tension that remains, in which the observer  
is left to speculate on the course of events.
 Works-as-staging become a compilation of 
props rather than art objects. Of course, the objects 
are created or selected and then placed with inten-
tion, but in such cases it is as though they pass right 
by the stage of being an artwork. They go instead 
directly to becoming props: an integrated part of the 
world that is constructed in the scene. As in Bishop’s 
installation, where the work is the whole staging,  
objects become liberated from the framing of the  
gallery and can therefore be regarded from within  
the world or the room that they have built up together. 
I’m interested in how such a staging, just like film, 
can expand the limitations of the room and effectively 
transport the observer to a place beyond the  
context of the gallery.

 I’m fascinated by how each one of us is,  
in a way, an expert on the objects that surround  
us, the objects that constitute our reality. We  
know what a knife is supposed to look like, how  
to use a camera, and what a cross symbolises.  
It seldom escapes us when an object has a defect  
or other deviant details. We often know what  
context it fits into or doesn’t, and where it’s  
actually at home.
 In the film Solaris (1972) by Andrei Tarkovsky,7 
the main character, Kris Kelvin, is tasked with  
investi gating what has happened to the crew of  
a space station that is orbiting the planet Solaris. 
Soon after arriving, he is warned that the planet  
is trying to communicate with them by creating  
a replica of someone from their memory—in  
Kelvin’s case, his late wife, Hari. He has difficulty 
deciding how to relate to this being, because  
although it is a  hallucination, he can still touch  
her. She has her own feelings and memories  
and appears to be  entirely real.
 In one scene, Hari is going to change  
clothes and asks Kelvin to undo the back of her  
dress, but when he starts to unlace it, he realises  
that the lacing doesn’t have any function at all:  
it’s only cosmetic. The dress is actually sewn  
to Hari’s body, as though she has been cast into  
it. Kelvin wants desperately to believe that she is  
real, but this detail underscores the fact that she  
was created by an extraterrestrial power that doesn’t 
know about all the precise features an object can  
have. This moment dispels the illusion Kelvin  
has been under and forces him to re-evaluate  
his reality.
 Stephen Bishop makes use of everyday  
and recognisable objects, but he modifies certain 
parameters that warp the objects’ original meaning. 
He plays on a dissonance that is also very impor- 
tant in my practice—the rift that occurs between  
the object we know and have certain expectations  
of and the modified object that is presented. Because 
it is precisely those things that are closest to us—
whose form, function, and symbolism we know so 
well—that cause the strongest dissonance when  
they have undergone a transformation.

1 Walter Benjamin, “The Work  
of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction,” in One-Way  
Street and Other Writings, trans.  
J.A. Underwood (London:  
Penguin, 2009), 251.

2 John Smith, The Black Tower,  
1987, 16 mm film, 24:00,  
available online at https://youtu. 
be/hw6exAfUWMI.

3 John Smith, “John Smith  
– The Black Tower,” interviewer 
unknown, Vimeo video, 3:57,  
posted by White Tube, 26  

February 2012, https://vimeo.
com/37463626.

4 Georges Perec, An Attempt  
at Exhausting a Place in  
Paris, trans. Marc Lowenthal  
(Cambridge, MA: Wakefield,  
2010)

5 Marcel Duchamp, “The Richard  
Mutt Case” (1917), in Art in  
Theory 1900–2000: An Anthology  
of Changing Ideas, 2nd ed.,  
ed. Charles Harrison and Paul  
Wood (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 
2003), 252.

6 I developed the description  
of this work from Steve Bishop,  
Start Over Every Morning,  
exhibition catalogue (Ghent,  
Belgium: Motto Distribution;  
Braunschweig, Germany:  
Kunstverein Braunschweig;  
Berlin: Floating Opera, 2020), 
38–48, 71–72.

7 Solaris, feature film,  
directed by Andrei Tarkovsky 
(USSR: Mosfilm, 1972).
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When I sat down with a notebook to try to remem- 
ber my first powerful experiences of seeing, I came  
to think about the little spyglass I made out of my 
cupped hands. It was on the way to school. I was 
probably no more than six years old, but the make- 
believe lens I created and adjusted with my fingers 
made the world interesting. I stopped and captured 
objects to keep in an internal memory bank. Strangely 
enough, it is the objects I zoomed in on with the spy-
glass that I remember most clearly today. There was 
a particular tree I often stopped by. It was huge and 
very old. There were squirrels living in that tree. 
 This way of looking—intensively studying the 
world—is reminiscent of my approach to painting  
today. It’s about being in a state of seeking and look- 
ing: constantly walking around with the painter’s gaze 
and collecting observations and motifs, and thinking 
about what it would be like to paint them. It could  
be anything from a spot on the tile in a corner of my 
kitchen that catches my attention to how a juxtaposi tion 
of colours arises when a shadow from the coffee  
maker falls across half of that scene. It’s about look-
ing carefully at details and hues, aiming my gaze,  
and really trying to understand what it is I’m seeing. 
My paintings are consequences of my observations  
of the visible world. 
 Just as I translate seeing into painting, writing 
about painting is a kind of translation. Painting is 
different from writing. It is hard to speak intelligibly 
and at the same time say something that has depth. 
Painting is open, and painting does not end. Painting 
is expanding. The artist Kristina Jansson describes 
painting as an “extended now,” a place of its own.  
A dizzying moment of a meeting against all odds.  
A loss of control over who is looking at whom. A sud-
den insight that none of the people in the paintings 
with whom you are now connected in your thoughts 
have ever existed. The insight of “being in a dream- 
like act of will that captures our attention. It knocks  
on the glass, it gives us pause.”3 Jansson’s descrip-
tion reflects my own fascination for the medium.  
I am also interested in the relationship between  
the observer and the work, between one work  
and another, and how they communicate with  
each other.

 I’m not trying to renew painting, or to under - 
stand it; what I’m looking for instead is something 
incomprehensible—how I can sometimes get hold  
of a colour or hue that agrees and corresponds  
directly with an internal or external picture.

Lena Cronqvist’s Visual World
Lena Cronqvist was an early inspiration for me.  
In fact, the first art book I bought was of Cronqvist’s 
collected works.4 Like me, she works with figurative 
painting, and much of what interests her also  
interests me, such as staging, self-portraits, mas-
querade, mirroring, and the eye. One of my favourite 
paintings is her Madonna (1969). She painted it  
at a time when cracks had begun to appear in the 
Swedish welfare state and when the home was  
becoming a political arena. The scene it depicts  
is similar to one of Mary and the baby Jesus as 
mother and child, but this picture gives a  disquieting 
impression: the proportions are distorted, the world 
outside is stifling and harassing, the kitchen is 
 suffocating, the block of flats outside lean in oppres-
sively. The child in the picture is suffocating its 
 mother, who is struggling to keep her life together.  
I see this work as a kind of celebration of the unglam-
orous suburban mother. What appeals to me about  
Cronqvist’s charged psychological paintings is  
that they are extremely personal but at the same  
time universal.
 I am also extremely enamoured with her suite 
of pictures called The Painter and Her Model (1984). 
Here she awakens issues by changing the commonly 
presumed gender of the painter. What new meaning 
arises through this ostensibly simple exchange of 
pronouns? The painter and her model? Cronqvist 
uses herself as a tool, focusing on herself and telling 
personal stories about what it’s like to be a person, 
while also making references to art history.5

Abend über Potsdam
Lotte Laserstein was another important artist  
for me at the time I started painting. My favourite  
of her paintings is Abend über Potsdam (Evening 
over Potsdam, 1930), and I’ve been putting it  
up and taking it down from the walls of my studio 

On Seeing 
Linnea Hilding

Linnea Hilding, Blått sken (blue light), Inre / yttre natur (Inner / outer nature), 2022.  
Oil on linen, 33 x 39 cm, 33 x 39 cm, 77 x 66 cm. Installation view, BFA exhibition, 
KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022

Linnea Hilding

“It was the sense of slippage between artist and subject  
I liked, the admission that perfect objective looking is an impos-
sible act. You can’t paint reality: you can only paint your own 
place in it, the view from your eyes, as manifested by your  
own hands.”

—Olivia Laing1

“Seeing comes before words. The child looks and recognizes 
before it can speak.”

—John Berger2
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for years. It depicts five young adults gathered  
around a long table draped in white cloth, looking  
out over the roofs of Potsdam. The remains of a  
dinner are on the table and half-empty bottles stand 
on the floor, offering evidence of a cosy gathering 
—but the mood is marked by a strange rigidity.  
No looks are being exchanged, and all the figures 
seem to have become lost in their own thoughts.  
The staging is theatrical and reminiscent of  
Leonardo da Vinci’s The Last Supper (ca. 1495).  
A feeling of melancholy and insecurity permeates  
the work. It reflects the turbulent time in which  
it was painted.6

 Laserstein painted some of the canvas on  
site and then did the portrait studies in her studio, 
transforming it into a group composition. I often  
compose my own scenes in a similar way. I regularly 
base my paintings on photographs, and to make 
these photographic models, I use my own archive  
of pictures, compose still lifes, and use live models  
as references when I put together a composition  
for a painting. I have a predilection for the composed, 
rigid, theatrical results that come from working  
in this way. I also think we find a definite internal  
gaze and a definite external gaze in Laserstein’s 
paintings, and I also want to have that in mine. 

The Mirror
In several of my works, I have been interested in 
mirroring and mirrors. The mirror has an ambivalent 
meaning that appeals to me. It serves as a metaphor 
in tropes of depiction, seeing, and beauty. Like the 
gaze, the mirror touches on issues of knowledge, 
gender, and interpretation. The theme of mirroring 
often refers to the ancient stories of Medusa and 

Narcissus. Other relevant contexts in terms of  
interpretation include Venus, the personification  
of beauty; Prudentia, the allegorical figure of self- 
awareness; and Vanitas, the symbol of vanity.7

 In my series Mirroring (2021), I paint the feeling  
of seeing and being seen. In a mirror you see your- 
self from the outside—as if you are outside your  
own body. Reflections encourage this external view  
of our appearance, giving us an outside observer’s 
perspective on ourselves. 
 In Ways of Seeing, the art critic John Berger 
writes that a woman is continuously pursued by  
the image of herself. She can walk through a room  
or cry at a funeral when a loved one has died,  
but while she’s doing it, she can’t help but imagine 
herself walking or crying. She has been taught  
since childhood to monitor herself. She will always 
take into account the surveyor and the surveyed  
within herself as two collaborating and yet distinct  
parts of her identity as a woman.8

 Is it possible to be true to oneself in a  
world that is obsessed with self-representation— 
when the gaze comes from the outside, when we  
are profiling ourselves every day and are dependent 
upon that profile? Is it possible, then, to be true to  
oneself, to switch appearances and change our-
selves? I am interested in people’s obsession  
with how they are represented, with the way we 
 spiritually and superficially want to be seen in the 
best possible light. There is something very naked  
in the sight of someone looking at themselves in  
the mirror, preening before going out, the moment 
they put on their best face. But also when the mask 
comes off—when someone is embarrassed, trips,  
loses face. 

Linnea Hilding
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of Chicago Press, 2014), 59–62.

12 Julie Curtiss, “Julie Curtiss: Visual 
Complexity,” interview by Marina 
Pérez, Metal, 22 July 2019, https://
metalmagazine.eu/bi/post/interview/
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13 With the project title for my under-
graduate exhibition, När träden får 
ögon (When the Trees Begin to 
Look Back) (2022), I want to awaken 
thoughts of delusion and paranoia, 
and the idea that things change 
appearance in the night. That the 
internal and external worlds  
become one.

 Art historian Fritz Ried writes about self- 
portraits by reflecting on what he calls the mystery  
of the self: “The self? We are so unused to imagining 
our self as something outside of us that the longer  
we look at our own image in the mirror, the more  
foreign it looks to us. The self turns into an other.”9 
We are confronted with the picture of a doppelgänger 
who looks like us but at the same time is foreign  
to us. This oscillation between the foreign and  
the familiar doesn’t happen only to an artist who’s 
painting a self-portrait; it is a commonplace effect 
known to anyone who has looked closely at  
themselves in the mirror.10

 I don’t see my Mirroring series as self- 
portraits, but rather as works in which I use myself  
as a model for a phenomenon. On the other hand,  
I am a big fan of self-portraiture—this intimate  
form of self-representation. In his book Ghost Image, 
novelist and photographer Hervé Guibert writes  
about Rembrandt’s first self-portrait, in which he looks 
like a wild dog, or perhaps more like an idiot—his 
face is in three-quarter profile, as though he’s in the 
process of spinning around in response to the painter 
shouting at him, “Turn around!” His mouth is open,  
his hair is very curly, his face is surprised and a  
little spotted, with small, dark eyes like plugs, and  
the entire upper half of his face is lost in shadow. 
Something is mad about this self-portrait: it exudes 
a kind of uncontrolled violence. Guibert’s essay 
concludes with the realisation that he sees himself 
reflected in three of Rembrandt’s fifty self-portraits.  
In this way, he locates his own self-portrait.11

Reasonable Impossibilities
One contemporary artist I like a lot is Julie Curtiss.  
She is a very humorous figurative painter who  
reworks female archetypes, symbols, and myths  
with a surrealistic undertone exploring the creepy  
aspects of human characteristics and behaviours. 
She paints with bold colours and uses feminine 
attributes, and recurring motifs in her work include 
breasts, hands, and hair—all strong aspects of  
female identity. Curtiss said in an interview  
that she is interested in how American women  

stage themselves, making versions of themselves  
that don’t seem particularly personal but more  
like personas and characters, which I find very  
interesting. She then goes on to describe how  
she views her own paintings:

My paintings are often a bit like stages,  
with a character or an object standing in front  
of a background. There is something unnatural 
about the setting. But the situation allows  
focus and is made in a way to reveal some- 
thing. I like that tension, when artificiality  
distils elements of truth.12

I can relate to this, and she further has an unnatural 
feeling in her pictures that I strive to achieve in  
my own work. In her meticulous paintings, Curtiss 
creates “reasonable impossibilities.” I want my  
representative paintings to be unbound and free  
from the external reality.
 I still get that spyglass out from time to time. 
Right now I’m zooming in on my closest surround-
ings—figures, nature, and the connections that  
are created among these. I likewise use painting  
as a tool for exploring an alternative, fictive, or  
internal world. They are not portraits of exact places 
or people; rather, they are like a state of mind, an 
atmosphere, or a type of place—something more  
universal that many people might recognise  
as familiar. 
 The motifs in my series When the Trees  
Begin to Look Back (2022)13 touch on interpersonal 
relationships and people’s psychological states in 
relation to the forest in a modern world. In one of the 
paintings, a body lies under a tree and merges with 
its large roots as they reach out. In another, a woman 
crouches down with a night-time landscape behind 
her. These works play out in the transition between  
two states, in limbo between the bright light of day 
and the dark of night, between seasons and tempera-
ture differences. I am interested in what happens in 
the mind under such conditions. In Nordic folk beliefs, 
dusk—when the sound of birdsong dies out—is the 
time when the unknown awakens.

Linnea Hilding, -2 °C, 2022. Oil on linen, 80 x 60 cm
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The Worlds We Share
Anton Kai 

I was still very young when my father’s father  
passed away. I never had the chance to have a real 
relationship with him. For this reason, I know him  
only through the stories told about him. I know him 
solely through the myths circulating among the 
 members of my family. 
 I took my grandfather’s name and made it  
my own, in an attempt to get closer to him. Maybe  
if I passed myself off as him and was called by the 
same name as he was, I might really get to know  
him. This hasn’t worked out. In any event, not  
yet. I don’t want to change it back again. Then  
I’d be admitting that I have failed. Now he is near  
me without being present. He’s in my name,  
and I am he. 
 At times, I fall into doubt about whether  
some of the things I’m doing are things I’m doing  
as myself or doing as a version of him. In a certain 
way, I haven’t gotten to know him any better,  
but instead I’ve simply changed my own persona.  
I’m actively trying to adopt his good attributes,  
and I detest those of my actions aligned with  
his bad sides. 
 In this way, we have started to share  
our story, and my memories become the memories 
about him. For me, there’s no difference between  
the memories I have that no one else can confirm  
and the memories that I share (and have in common) 
with others. But how does one handle a life and  
experiences that cannot unequivocally be said  
to be one’s own? 
 I also sometimes fall into doubt about  
whether or not my thoughts, feelings, and inner  
experiences have existed, when there is no  
way for me to have them corroborated. I cannot  
have them corroborated by others, because  
no one else has had the chance to experience  
them. At the same time, they are most often con-
tradictory. As if I could, all at once, have experien- 
ced and not have experienced them. 
 I’m constantly on the lookout for a language  
that can explain this state of affairs to others. A langua-
ge that can formulate it in the frames we have in this 
world that we share. 

 In The Uncanny, Sigmund Freud describes  
the experience of the doppelgänger in the  
following way: 

His self becomes confounded, or the foreign  
self is substituted for his own—in other words, 
by doubling, dividing and interchanging the  
self. And finally there is the constant recurrence 
of similar situations, a same face, or character- 
trait, or twist of fortune, or a same crime,  
or even a same name recurring throughout 
several consecutive generations.1 

Several of the uncanny elements that Freud  
touches upon in this text I also find in the experience  
of  photography: the doppelgänger, the automaton,  
fragmentation, and the displacement of time. 
 The photograph has the ability to show me  
a person several times in the same room. Both  
if the person photographed is in the room together 
with a photograph of themselves, and also if there 
exist several photographs of the same person.  
A not altogether natural imitation. Only a small part  
of the person who has been photographed appears  
in the photograph. The displacement of time is clear 
to see. The photograph is a remnant of a moment 
that is no more. It is in philosopher Roland Barthes’s 
Camera Lucida that I find some of the strongest 
descriptions of these experiences with photography. 
When he writes, “But today it is as if we repressed  
the profound madness of Photography: it reminds  
us of its mythic heritage only by that faint uneasiness 
which seizes me when I look at ‘myself’ on a piece  
of paper,”2 Barthes is describing the act of seeing 
himself as another and is touching briefly on  
heautoscopy: the hallucination of seeing one’s  
own body from a distance in the same space.  
That is to say, an entirely fundamental dissociation  
is connected with the act of looking at photo- 
graphy. What is happening is a divisioning  
of consciousness and identity. 
 A photograph can never reproduce reality  
at a one-to-one scale. Photography, as opposed  
to our reality, is two-dimensional and static. At no  

Anton Kai, Det er jo dig jeg ser, 2022. Silver gelatine on baryta, variable dimensions, 
30 framed photographs, 33 x 33 cm each. Detail, BFA exhibition, KHM2 Gallery, 
Malmö, 2022
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contradictions that they most often consist of appear 
obvious and can, when the artwork is operating  
optimally, make sense. 
 I admire Cahun’s ability to make use of them- 
self in their photographs, who, through performing  
a continually shifting disguise, appears excruciatingly 
honest. For me, their pictures are not about beco- 
ming somebody else but much more about exploring 
different aspects of the self and identity. I experience  
a high degree of insistence on not letting oneself  
be content with expectations and wanting to  
explore a higher potential. 
 I find a somewhat different form of disguise  
in many of Man Ray’s photographs, where the  
use of forms and objects gives rise to reflections  
and displacements in the perception of what  
I’m seeing. 
 Symbols, sculptures, and objects enter into  
an equally balanced dialogue with the people who  
are being portrayed, and this generates new layers.  
In this way, Man Ray is challenging what one sees  
in the photograph. This is a way for both the photo-
grapher and the viewer to add something of them- 
selves into the photographs, which is what I’m  
also trying to explore and enter into dialogue with.  
The challenge presented by these photographs  
constitutes a general challenge, and not a challenge 
for me alone. And, for me, this challenge in particular 
has to do with being careful to avoid dragging the 
person down to the object’s level and instead trying  
to exalt and raise the object, in order to bring  
forth new contexts. 
 I would also like to mention Duane Michals  
and his use of the serial, as well as his resistance  
to using photography to show reality as we see it. 
Instead, he reflects on existential issues like desire, 
death, the self, dreams, and alienation. Michals  
manages to touch upon on all these topics with a 
playful approach and subtle humour. This approach 
grants what is for me a large space for meditation. 
With Michals, it is never judgemental but  
always curious.
 In the physical reality that we share,  
we suppress a great many parts of ourselves.  
By addressing ourselves to the suppressed aspects 
of life, we are not only confronted with the content  
of these aspects but also forced to ask ourselves  

why they are being suppressed in the first place.  
To ask what potential there is lying within us,  
and what it is that’s holding it back.6

 I remember the first time I saw Cahun’s  
work Je tends les bras (I extend my arms, ca. 1932):  
I was immediately seized with a feeling of recogni tion. 
As if I had seen the very same living, monolithic  
stone in person but was fully aware at the same  
time that it was not possible for me to have experi-
enced this stone here on Earth. It was as if the arms 
were reaching out for me in welcome. Reaching out  
for me, but without any capability to move towards  
me. And I couldn’t get any closer to them, either, as  
if I were caught in the wrong time. What had trans pired 
was a lurching dislocation, where I’m reaching out  
my arms for the stone as I might reach towards a 
mirage. The bodily enthusiasm shows me that, here, 
there’s something at stake. That this is  important.  
As Barthes writes: 

The photograph of the missing being,  
as [Susan] Sontag says, will touch me like  
the delayed rays of a star. A sort of umbilical 
cord links the body of the photographed  
thing to my gaze: light, though impalpable,  
is here a carnal medium, a skin I share  
with anyone who has been photographed.7

I hope that, one day, we can acknowledge  
something else, or more, than the physical reality  
we share. That we can move ourselves towards  
an acknowledgement that there is more of signifi-
cance than what we can see and touch. I’m hoping  
for a breaking down of the wall that so rigidly 
holds all these worlds apart from each other. 
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Barthes, Roland. Det lyse kammer [Camera Lucida]. 
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Forlaget Politisk Revy, 2018.
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Copenhagen: Hans Reitzels Forlag A/S, 1985.
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other points in time can we observe a person frozen  
in the way we can in a photograph. And when we  
are conscious of being photographed, we often shift 
our stature and change our expression and come 
forth into being for the sake of the photograph. 
 In my eyes, what we’ve discussed so  
far does not constitute an inadequacy on the part  
of photography, or something that could stifle working 
with it. On the contrary, what I see is that the photo-
graph as a sign behaves in such a way that it, the 
photograph, can be used as a window to a different 
understanding of the world than the experience  
we ordinarily have of physical reality. That photograp-
hy can be used as a bridge between realities, just 
as photography also functions as a bridge between 
times. For me, the Unheimlichkeit (uncanniness)3  
that attaches itself to photography is very similar to 
worlds that I find in, for example, my dreams.4 Worlds 
that are well known to most people (albeit ones that 
are personal and individual). Dreams are a great  
inspiration for my work, and most often they offer  
the most immediate starting points for further  
processing of ideas and experiences.
 Barthes never took pictures with a camera,  
and he loathed being photographed—precisely the 
two photographic practices that I exercise extensively. 
However, Barthes does offer some suggestions as 
to why photography can touch us in its own peculiar 
way, and he also describes why one particular photo-
graph might touch us is such an individualised matter. 
It’s not as an expert but rather with an amateur’s 
approach that he applies his attention to photography, 
without necessarily casting any sidelong glances at 
technique or equipment, but rather with great affection 
and passion. Barthes enunciates this in an altogether 
precise way when, early on in the text, he asks:  
“What does my body know of photography?”5 

 My photography is a documentation of all  
the worlds that I inhabit. It is pictures of my dreams, 
my nightmares, my thoughts, my feelings, my  
dread, and my hopes. 
 My photography is my memories. The photo-
graphs contain a truth, in the sense that they stand  
as testimony about that which has been. Only through 
making my pictures can I be sure of the existence  
of their content. Even if the image depicted is not  
to be found in reality and has never existed in this 
physi cal world, I am, through photography, securing  
a documentation of these—for lack of better words 
—“other-real” events. Events that, for me, are  
as genuine as anything else in this world. 
 Forming the photographs is a way of establis-
hing control over my reality, while, subsequently,  
they become a testimony to the realities they depict. 
Only through the photograph can I convince myself  
of the importance of these realities and their right  
to be. Even though I’m not sure about the memory, 
and consequently am unsure about myself, I find  
a certain calm in gazing at a picture of it. This assures 
me that it did exist. That the moment has indeed 
taken place. 
 It is in this way that the inner realities I experi- 
ence become as trustworthy or real as the reality  
that we share in the physical world. 
 I find that the worlds that come to light through 
surrealism are more real, or maybe merely truer,  
than the physical reality we otherwise deal with  
so much. It’s as if these worlds of dreams and free 
association more effectively express experiences  
and thoughts. When I look at the work of surrealist  
artists—artists like Claude Cahun and Man Ray— 
I feel that I can see myself in what they have created. 
In a way, the condition of foreignness that perme-
ates the pictures is strangely familiar. It’s as if the 

Anton Kai, Det er jo dig jeg ser, 2022. Silver gelatine baryta, variable dimensions,  
30 framed photographs, 33 x 33 cm each. Installation view
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Soon You Will See It with Other Eyes
Irene Kaltenborn

Irene Kaltenborn, A portrait of a misunderstood bird, 2022. 4K film  projection, surround 
sound, 50:58 min. Installation view, BFA exhibition, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2022

Irene Kaltenborn

– What do you think the seagull really wants?  
To be set free with an injured leg and get  
the opportunity to continue its life, half-heartedly?  
Or to be spared the suffering, which is a life  
with a dysfunctional body, no?
— Oh, that was a question I wasn’t really  
prepared for.
– Who are we to decide if it will live or die?  
What responsibility do we human beings have  
over nature and life within it?
— I don’t know. There’s only one loser here,  
and that is the seagull. It probably doesn’t want  
to die, but rather continue where it left off. Without 
that leg, which probably hurts. Right now it’s  
barely attached to the rest of the body.
– But what are you going to do with it? Now that  
it sought you out?
— The way I see it, I have three alternatives:  
remove the injured foot myself, kill the bird, or  
just set it free where I found it. It will most likely  
endure a long and painful process if I let it go,  
and cutting off the foot myself is most likely a  
bad alternative as well.
– Hmm …
— It is a fucking cool seagull. It’s eating  
fish pudding from the bathroom floor right now.  
He’s a tough one, flying around chasing the crows  
if they dare to come close. But then there’s the  
foot, a sore topic; he’s trying to walk on it, but it’s  
just sticking out in the wrong angle. But if you ask  
me what it wants, well … I don’t really think he  
wants to stay in my bathroom.
– What did the vet say? Could they help “him”?
— The only alternative according to the vet is to  
put an end to his misery. Helping him for a period 
doesn’t change the fact that he most likely needs  
care for the rest of his life, and one can’t really  
keep a wild animal as a pet.
– Oh, I didn’t know that. Earlier this summer  
I took care of a small kittiwake that lived with me  
for several weeks. It had fallen out of its nest way  
too early, and I was told by a biologist that the  
parents don’t feed them anymore if they have  
“left” the nest. So it got me as a mummy instead.
— The seagull is probably the most despised bird  
on the planet—we have moved into their territory, 
swept their nests off our roofs, so they end up getting 
their names on the list of endangered species. 
Where’s the logic in that?
– There’s no logic in that.
— Right, the seagull is totally misunderstood by 
humanity!

– I totally agree—the world doesn’t function  
in a way where we can just get rid of a seagull.  
Quite recently, the seagulls won a trial against  
a municipality in Finnmark. The municipality was 
charged last year with destroying their nests in  
the middle of their nesting season. This means  
the seagulls have finally got some rights.
— It seems like something is changing, or maybe  
just more hearts are opening up to them.
– Yeah, something is happening. More and more  
are taking the side of the animals these days.  
Maybe we’re finally realising that we’re not living  
on this planet alone.
— But I’m still quite worried about how little society 
cares about the seagull I have on my bathroom  
floor. Still not enough people care about an injured 
seagull. Most just pass by.
– That’s true. 
— We aren’t even allowed to touch it or help  
it, just take it to the vet so they can give it a shot.  
He did come to me, you know—I never ran  
after him.
– I believe you, but it’s hard to understand what  
it really wants. Even if it obviously wants to get rid  
of the dysfunctional foot.
— I don’t really know why I’m calling you,  
Irene. It’s like I think you know everything there  
is to know about what’s best for the seagull,  
or can talk to them.
– I think it’s more that I see them for what they  
really are: an intelligent bird that’s just misunder- 
stood by most people.
— You’re still one of the few people who actually 
cares about and defends these birds. And still  
I don’t really know what to do: Am I supposed to  
let it live or die? Is it really me, or you, who should 
make that decision?

—Extract from a phone call with a stranger1

I’m looking all the time. I have a gaze that is  
both observing and thinking. It can’t find peace,  
and it’s looking restlessly for the neglected parts  
of the world. Fragments and details that others  
see past. The eye wants to discover those, so  
it can make them visible for existence. It will point  
out that what is perceived as noise and is unwanted 
has something beautiful in it. I have experienced  
that it is never in vain to observe something specific 
over a long period of time. For although it cannot  
be seen immediately, there is always something  
happening, something that is worth observing.

This is a story from two eyes that will share  
some of the reality they see. The text is written as  
if you are following a wandering gaze. It will step  
out of its own perspective and expand, only to come 
back again. I’m going to let it drift around freely.

From a window in a house I’ve spent a lot of time  
in, I look at a seagull’s nest sitting on the roof.  
It’s built on top of a chimney, perfectly adapted to  
the already existing construction. As if it has always 
been and should be there. With a road’s-width  
distance, we look straight into each other’s homes. 
Mine is closed with four walls and a door; the nest  
is visible. I can choose whether someone should look 
into my home or not. I often find myself looking into 
theirs, like an uninvited spectator. Yet we always  
meet each other’s eyes. They confront my gaze  
with a glance back. Their screams are the first sound 
I hear when I wake up and the last sound I let in 
through the window before I fall asleep. As oceanic 
beings, seagulls travel between different spheres,  

but also have their homes next to ours. They  
master what we cannot; they are not held down  
by gravity and they can reach the cosmos with their 
own bodies. Unlike other birds that have given  
up terrestrial life, seagulls have abandoned their 
oceanic life.

The French philosopher and mystic Simone  
Weil has a quote about the human body’s obedience 
to gravity: “Obedience to the force of gravity. The 
greatest sin.”2 Birds never commit the sin of obeying 
gravity. They barely touch that which we are  
grounded in.
 Every time I see a seagull fly over me, I am 
reminded of the weight Weil tries to describe in being 
trapped in a human body; it is always something  
that pulls you down. She writes to me, she sees me, 
and she sees right through me. I am fully trapped  
in gravity because I will never understand the feeling 
of weightlessness. Weight is the only thing I was  
born to understand.
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That which makes things fall while wings make 
 something rise.

For several years, I have unconsciously followed  
the bodily movements of the seagull. By observing 
them over time, I have noticed how the head alter-
nates between almost moving mechanically to moving 
like a reptile. Starting from my own physical self,  
it’s clear that the body is both a tool and a material 
that can reach into other forms of consciousness. 
Basically, it is an empty substance. I start from  
a performative method; the body must be empty  
to begin. I observe environments and subjects in this 
body, in what over time are transformed into physical 
embodiments. A kind of copying of someone else’s 
everyday life and patterns is gradually becoming 
natural. The movements that take place in the other 
environment store a certain knowledge inside the 
body. Afterwards, it can be difficult to distinguish  
it from what is already there. Something always  
gets stuck and stays there.
 This way of working, starting from an empty 
body, got its frame from my video work In my dream  
I was a blind seagull trying to see (2021).3 In a  
notebook, I wrote shortly after the work was made: 
My head has started to move in new ways. I put  
the camera on a tripod. The frame leaves out most  
of the body. The only thing the lens sees is the face 
and the upper part of the shoulders. The camera  
operates statically, it observes. I close my eyes.  
Waiting. Until the body and mind are empty. It is  
difficult to retell what is happening to the body.  
It goes into a trance. Afterwards, only the camera  
remembers what happened. For six minutes, the  
head mimics the movements of a seagull watching 
the world. Before I enter the other room, I am com-
pletely convinced that the gestures I am going to  
perform are not part of my own movement pattern.  
In the time that follows, I realise that what happened 
is not just an embodiment of an observation.  
I’m not trying to be the seagull by looking like  
it—I am the seagull.

It’s easier to try to understand a subject when  
you have had the same bodily experiences as it.  
Filmmaker Werner Herzog’s documentary Grizzly 
Man is a portrait of a man who wanted to mutate  
into a wild animal.4 For over ten years, Timothy  
Treadwell spent long periods in the presence of  
wild bears along with his camera. The recordings  
he made became small video diaries of his attempts 
to act like and get closer to the bears. Out there  
and hidden in the scenes he filmed, he saw some-
thing only he himself could discover.
 The world the bears live in is very different  
from the one we are in. In principle, we know  
nothing about it, because we are human. Through  
his diaries, Treadwell described the human world  
as alien. Maybe, deep down, he also knew that  
what he was doing was temporary. That the bridge 
he was trying to build between humans and animals 
would eventually collapse. Although I look at these 
film clips with a kind of distance, there is something 
very recognisable in the eyes of the man in  
Herzog’s film.

For a short period, I was also a different species.

I have left my own body to make room for someone 
else, but I have also partly remained in it to share  
it with someone new.

My film Dear Ana (2020) was made with a desire  
to step into the body of the late artist Ana Mendieta.5 
Although we never existed in the same time period, 
we have shared some of the same language. Her  
work began as short, performative films, situations 
that arose or were predetermined between herself  
and a camera. Where her body played a crucial  
role, by crossing boundaries between herself and  
the surrounding environment. She worked with 
animals and also tried to become one; she immersed 
herself in rivers, grass, and mud. To let her own  
body expand and become part of something else. 
She also wanted to step into something foreign,  
a non-human sphere.
 In my film, one body is present. Through  
various scenes in a landscape, it appears as a  
character, a specific persona and figure. The starting 
point here was not the empty body. I did not leave  
it to make room for her. The persona who  normally 
inhabits the body remained. What temporarily disap-
peared was not the subjective presence. I was  
conscious, but more in a kind of ritual than in a  
trance. A ritual that involved stepping into Mendieta’s 
movements to achieve a shared presence and  
a shared consciousness.

One text I keep coming back to is “Amateur  
versus Professional,” written by avant-garde film- 
maker and theorist Maya Deren. In the text, Deren 
writes about the benefits of being an amateur,  
the envy of all professionals, the freedom—artistically 
and physi cally. The advantage of being one. She 
writes: “The most important part of your equipment  
is yourself: your mobile body, your imaginative  
mind, and your freedom to use both. Make sure 
you use them.”6 
 Deren’s cinematic working method has inspired 
me to need only three things: a body, a mind, and  
a camera. There is rarely anyone else in my process 
and method. I live alone inside the material. It can  
be difficult to have a double existence, to be both  
in it and outside. This is perhaps where I come closest 
to a loss of all sense of reality. Being in a process  
is a bit like being in a trance—the concept of time  
and place disappears. I forget my own persona,  
I give up something to try to gain insight into some-
thing else. Sometimes changes stay; I often move  
my head with stilted movements and see birds  
everywhere.
 With the physical mobility afforded by the  
16 mm camera and herself as its operator, Deren 
pointed out that there are really no restrictions.  
When no distance exists between oneself and  
the camera, nothing gets in the way of the artistic  
vision and reality—the most important advantage  
of  operating as an amateur.7

 Deren was nevertheless very concerned  
with consciousness, how she as a filmmaker had  

Irene Kaltenborn

Irene Kaltenborn, “I hate seagulls!”, 2022–. Digital HD film, silent, 13:37 min

Irene Kaltenborn, There is only one loser, 2022. 4K film projection, mono sound,  
07:40 min
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The work Transcendence into cosmos (2020) is  
a five-minute film shown in a loop.11 It is composed  
of two scenes, where two characters exist in separate 
frames. A human and a bird. I made the work before  
I was introduced to Uexküll’s thinking, and have  
since realised that the film was a starting point  
in understanding the parallel perception of time  
and spatial worlds. But also in understanding how  
the camera can manipulate such worlds. Film has  
the unique ability to relate to two unrelated geograp-
hical spaces or events. The meditative repetition  
in  the movements of the characters puts the images 
together into one scene. Inside, in the room in the 
film, the two exist at the same time.

It is perhaps the exploration of gravity through the 
performative body that constantly draws me to the 
artist Bas Jan Ader. In his film Broken Fall (Organic) 
(1971),12 he has climbed a tree and hangs from  
one of its branches with his hands. It was always 
completely predictable that the branch would even-
tually break and he would fall into the water below. 
What makes the work is the time it takes before this 
happens. It reminds me once more of Maya Deren 
and something she wrote in one of her essays.  
How a static shot of a person balancing on one foot 
can be held longer than an image of a building not 
moving, because we know that the person balancing 
on just one leg is going to have to put the other foot 
down at some point. The longer we look, the more  
the tension increases, until the person falls and  
the action is complete.13 
 It was in those moments when Ader fell that 
gravity became master over him. Gravity was both  
his friend and enemy. He did not get away from it  
or from his own body, even though he tried. Setting 
himself up to fail is said to be what haunts his works,14 
but I believe it is rather gravity. The one who prevents 
us from getting lost in the infinite cosmos. Through  

Ader’s films, one sees the inevitable fall and heavi-
ness that Simone Weil wrote about. The whole  
weight of carrying a human body.
 In many ways, Ader tried to find what we  
believe cannot be found. He often allowed himself  
to be drawn to the edge and was no stranger to the 
world beyond the horizon. Perhaps it was the desire  
to approach an edge, the need to hunt for and find 
the very feeling of weightlessness. The feeling I have 
also searched for, which arises through the act of 
looking at a bird. In what became his last work,15 Ader 
set out in a sailboat to cross the Atlantic. Perhaps he 
wanted to confront the cosmos and let go of some  
of his earthly existence. On land he left the  
weight of himself.

Is being a human and wanting to try to enter into 
something else a denial of one’s own existence?  
Or is it an extension of it?

It is lonely to be trapped in your own body.  
I can try to step out of it temporarily by stepping  
into other forms of consciousness, perceptual  
spheres I do not belong to. Sometimes I can observe 
something in them, but I can never watch them  
from the inside. No matter how hard I try, I will  
always be confronted with the boundaries we are  
born into. The boundaries and our own Umwelt, 
which means that we can never leave our own body. 
Even though I have tried to get very close to the 
seagull’s consciousness, something in it will always 
remain hidden. I know that it is able to receive signals 
where I myself do not hear anything. Therefore,  
I can never completely become it or have a perma-
nent place in its environment. Its unique perception  
of reality will always be inaccessible. But I can  
still try to step into an inner sphere that we both 
share. It is there I have the opportunity to experience 
how my human existence can be expanded.

1 In September 2021, I was contact- 
ed by a stranger who called after 
 reading in the local newspaper  
that I was going to open a temporary 
restaurant for seagulls. This is an 
excerpt from the phone call we  
had. I never got to know, after the 
conversation, what happened to  
the seagull. 

2 Simone Weil, Gravity and Grace 
(London: Taylor & Francis, 2003), 3. 

3 Irene Kaltenborn, In my dream  
I was a blind seagull trying to see, 
2021, 4K video, 6:10.

4 Grizzly Man, documentary,  
directed by Werner Herzog  
(US: Lions Gate Films, 2005). 

5 Irene Kaltenborn, Dear Ana, 2020, 
digitised Super 8 film, 10:05. 

6 Maya Deren, “Amateur versus 
Professional,” in Essential Deren: 
Collected Writings on Film, ed. 
Bruce R. McPherson (New York: 
McPherson, 2005), 18.

7 The word “amateur” comes from 
the Latin word amator (lover) and 
defines one who does something  
for the love of the thing instead  
of financial reasons or need.  
This description and translation  
is taken from Deren, “Amateur 
versus  Professional,” 17.

8 Maya Deren, “Planning by Eye,”  
in Essential Deren, 153.

9 Jakob von Uexküll, A Foray  
Into the Worlds of Animals  
and Humans: With a Theory of  
Meaning (Minneapolis: University  
of Minnesota Press, 2010), 43. 

10 Uexküll, A Foray Into the Worlds  
of Animals and Humans, 44–45. 

11 Irene Kaltenborn, Transcendence 
into cosmos, 2020, digitised  
Super 8 film, 5:00.

12 Bas Jan Ader, Broken Fall  
(Organic), 1971, 16 mm film, 1:36.

13 Maya Deren, “Creative Cutting,”  
in Essential Deren, 141.

14 As told by Rene Daalder in his 
documentary film about the search 
for Bas Jan Ader, Here Is Always 
Somewhere Else (United States, 
Netherlands: AgitPop Media, 2007).

15 Bas Jan Ader, In Search of the 
Miraculous, 1975, unfinished 
 performance project. 
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to be completely present. Everything was planned  
by her own eye. She sketched out everything she 
wanted to see on the screen, and ideas that could  
not be visualised, could not be drawn, were rejected. 
The pictures themselves had to know where they 
wanted to go.8 For Deren, control was one of the  
most important tools; for me, it is something I would 
like to let go of. It’s in that moment when control  
is relinquished that I see a hidden world, a world  
that has always existed right in front of me.  
Where everything expresses itself as it is.

The German biologist Jakob von Uexküll writes:

We begin such a stroll on a sunny day  
before a flowering meadow in which insects 
buzz and butterflies flutter, and we make  
a bubble around each of the animals living  
in the meadow. The bubble represents each  
animal’s environment and contains all the  
features accessible to the subject. As soon  
as we enter into one such bubble, the previous 
surroundings of the subject are completely 
reconfigured. Many qualities of the colorful 
meadow vanish completely, others lose their  
coherence with one another, and new connec-
tions are created. A new world arises in  
each bubble.9

There is an illusion of a single world in which all  
living beings are located. Where all species perceive 
time and space in the same way as us.
 I was introduced to Uexküll some time ago.  
Whereas classical science saw a world that includes  
all living species hierarchically sorted from the most 
elementary forms to higher organisms, Uexküll  
assumed that a variety of different perceptual worlds 
exist simultaneously. Although these spheres did  
not always communicate with each other, they were  
as perfect and connected as one large organism.

A fly, a flower, and a bird do not move in the same 
world as we observe them in, nor do they share  
the same perception of time and place.

According to Uexküll, all living beings are trapped  
in their Umwelt, their environment. This theory  
holds that we live in and see the world from inside  
our own bubble. On that basis, the human bubble  
has to be larger than that of a bird. Even though  
birds live in the same physical environment as 
we do, they have a completely unique perception  
of reality. A seagull only perceives the world as  
a seagull can and thinks only thoughts that a seagull 
can. Do I exist in or am I just visible in their world?  
Am I outside or within their universe?

I experienced my first encounter with the  
term Umwelt in the middle of a summer vacation.  
It was also later that year that I was to become  
witness to another species colliding into my world. 
One day, I was out for a walk with my mum and  
our dog, and we happened to meet a black horse 
walking along the road. My mum lifted up our little 

dog, which can be held in one’s arms, so that its  
eyes could meet the horse’s. So the two species 
could greet each other. The dog growled, while  
the horse stood completely still and considered the  
situation. My mother tried to explain to the dog in  
words why the horse was not dangerous. From her 
bubble, the horse was nothing but a slightly larger  
animal. From the dog’s eyes, this alien creature  
could not possibly be seen in the same way. While  
I am unable to see the situation from our dog’s point  
of view, I still cannot help but imagine how it must  
have perceived the horse as an unidentifiable  
and enormous creature.

It was probably not by chance that the butterfly  
tried to approach me, as I was sitting in the passen- 
ger seat of a moving car. I do not remember seeing  
it before it crashed into the windshield, but I do 
remember thinking about how close I had been to  
a kittiwake that summer. How I had removed it from  
its universe because it could not yet fly. Where I,  
for a period of time, tried to make it part of a sphere  
it did not share. By being selected as a witness  
to the butterfly’s sudden death, I was also given its 
message. A message whose full meaning I have 
understood only in hindsight. It is not possible  
for humans to share the same universe that a bird  
or a butterfly is in. Still, sometimes it does happen 
that we meet in the common room we share— 
the earth. And it is there, in the collision of realities, 
that we can observe how we belong to different 
perceptual worlds.
 Uexküll has in many ways confirmed my 
thoughts and methods in trying to understand what 
small fragments of the human world look like from 
other species’ point of view. By entering another  
environment and observing it for such a long time  
that one becomes uncertain as to whether one is  
a human being or not, the objective space in which 
we see another living being act is affected. One  
of Uexküll’s most famous depictions of another  
environment is that of the tick:

The eyeless creature finds the way to its  
lookout with the help of a general sensitivity  
to light in the skin. The blind and deaf bandit  
becomes aware of the approach of its prey 
through the sense of smell. The odor of butyric 
acid, which is given off by the skin glands of  
all mammals, gives the tick the signal to leave 
its watch post and leap off. If it then falls onto 
something warm—which its fine sense of  
temperature will tell it—then it has reached  
its prey, the warm-blooded animal, and needs 
only use its sense of touch to find a spot as  
free of hair as possible in order to bore past  
its own head into the skin tissue of the prey.  
Now, the tick pumps a stream of warm  
blood slowly into itself.10

After reading his descriptions, the world of the  
“other” no longer seems so foreign. It’s as if I can  
also imagine what it’s like to be a tick.
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A pinhole camera is composed of a lightproof box  
with a small hole in one side, through which rays of 
light can pass. The hole is usually covered, but when 
it’s opened, a faint, projected image of the outside 
world appears on the opposite wall. The projected 
image is round and turned upside down. If we place 
a piece of photographic paper where the projected 
image is, we can make the image permanent  
with the help of chemical processes.
 Movement was a problem for early portrait 
photo graphers. Walter Benjamin writes about  
the  portraits David Octavius Hill made in Greyfriars 
churchyard in Edinburgh, Scotland. According to 
 Benjamin, that location was chosen for technical  
reasons. Early photographic plates were less light 
sensitive and required a long exposure time. The  
cemetery’s peaceful and secluded setting allowed  
the portraiture subjects to compose themselves  
in preparation for the shoot and to remain undis- 
turbed throughout its duration. This process gave  
the photographs a distinct effect: “The procedure  
itself caused the subject to focus his life in the 
moment rather than hurrying on past it; during the 
considerable period of the exposure, the subject  
(as it were) grew into the picture, in the sharpest  
contrast with appearances in a snapshot.”1 For 
 Benjamin, Hill’s photographs have a particular 
 radiance that later photographs lack.
 Another answer to the problem of movement 
was the use of a head brace. This device restricted 
the model’s movements in a more controlling way. 
It was used in photography studios and was often 
combined with appropriate furniture that provided 
further support points for the subject. In other words, 
the model was fixed in the outside world before  
being fixed in the photograph. This desire to make  
the world motionless also materialised in the devel-
opment of photography techniques. The head brace 
would soon become obsolete. In time, a snapshot 
was able to fix movement to make active scenes 
appear completely still.

 The snapshot was also a technological  
precondition for the emergence of cinema. The  
cinematographic illusion of motion is based entirely 
on the ability to fix moments and then quickly re- 
place one snapshot with another slightly different  
one, which creates the effect of movement in  
the mind of the viewer. In other words, the world  
of cinema is created from perfectly still and  
isolated snapshots that succeed one another  
in a specific sequence.
 In a snapshot, temporal aspects are seeming- 
ly eliminated. Moving objects appear to be just as  
motionless as motionless objects. There is a power  
in that—and it makes the picture seem so unified,  
so complete. But there is also something strange 
about the fact that the world can appear to be  
so still. The snapshot gives the impression that  
the fluidity of the world can be broken down  
into completely static states.
 The camera has been called an instrument  
of “fast seeing,” but it also seems to be capable  
of continuous receptivity. As long as the camera’s 
shutter is open, the photograph will capture an  
unbroken stream. That kind of exposure fixes  
a particular continuity, a temporal multiplicity in  
which what happened before is intermingled with  
what happened after. The projected image that arises 
in the interior of the camera changes in step with  
the changes in the outside world, and these changes 
are then fixed into a single picture. The preceding  
and the subsequent flow together into one  
perceptual reality.
 When I make a photograph, instead of  
imagining the picture before it is made, I want to  
be surprised by it. Instead of predictability, I’m looking 
for conditions that lead to results I can’t foresee. 
Photography has the ability to reveal what Benjamin 
would call an “optical unconscious” reality: “For it  
is another nature which speaks to the camera rather 
than to the eye: ‘other’ above all in the sense  
that a space informed by human consciousness  

Arsenij Kotlarius, Writing and erasure, 2021–2022. Silver gelatin prints, 10 x 13 cm each.  
Installation view, BFA exhibition, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2022 
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gives way to a space informed by the unconscious.”2  
That kind of reality is something I can’t foresee  
or imagine; it doesn’t appear until afterwards,  
when I’m developing the photograph.
 On several occasions, I have photographed 
roadsides at night. These pictures are exposed  
by the light of the passing cars. In relation to  
the roadside, the light from the headlights varies  
in position and intensity. As the cars pass by, the  
fluid lighting conditions are held fast on the photo-
graphic plane at the same time as they leave  
my eye. The photograph demonstrates something 
other than a flash-illuminated moment: it fixes  
lighting conditions that change from moment to  
moment and generates a simultaneity that is 
 impossible for the naked eye.
 In an essay on Eadweard Muybridge, Hollis 
Frampton writes that it did not take long before photo-
graphers began to experiment with the temporal. 
Muybridge’s early photographs of waterfalls are one 
example: the water has been exposed over a long  
period, and its details are blurry; what stands out 
instead is a “strange, ghostly substance.” Frampton 
asserts that “what is to be seen is not water itself, 
but the virtual volume it occupies during the whole 
time-interval of the exposure.”3 Muybridge’s photo-
graphs of waterfalls function as reservoirs of  
temporal events. 
 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s colour theory 
includes the following experiment: 

Let a room be made as dark as possible;  
let there be a circular opening in the window 
shutter about three inches in diameter, which 
may be closed or not at pleasure. The sun  
being suffered to shine through this on a  
white surface, let the spectator from some  
little  distance fix his eyes on this bright circle 
thus admitted. The hole being then closed,  
let him look towards the darkest part of  
the room; a circular image will now be seen  
to float before him. The middle of the circle  
will appear bright, colourless, or somewhat  
yellow, but the border will appear red. After  
a time this red, increasing towards the centre, 
covers the whole circle, and at last the bright  
central point. No sooner, however, is the  
whole circle red than the edge begins to be  
blue, and the blue gradually encroaches  
inwards on the red. When the whole is blue  
the edge becomes dark and colourless.  
The darker edge again slowly encroaches  
on the blue till the whole circle appears  
colourless.4

This experiment is conducted in a room remi- 
nis cent of a pinhole camera. Goethe describes an 
afterimage—that is, the image that remains on the 
retina in the wake of an external stimulation. The 
retina acts almost photographically in the sense  
that it holds on to the visual image, if only for a short 
time. In this moment, the present is literally coloured 
by an earlier sensation. It is no longer an object  
in the outside world that generates the impression, 
but rather the body itself.

 Early photographic emulsions were particularly 
sensitive to the sky’s blue light. That made it difficult 
to correctly expose both the sky and the ground in  
the same photograph. A highly detailed sky could be 
captured only at the price of a dark and underexposed 
ground, and, conversely, if objects on the ground 
were to be sufficiently illuminated, the sky would  
look like a flat surface with no detail. One solution  
to this problem was to create two negatives—one  
of the sky and one of the ground—and then combine 
the two in a single paper print. In this way, the sky  
and ground both could be rendered in full detail.  
Combination printing overcame photography’s tech- 
nical shortcom ing and produced a more realistic 
impression, but it was also illusory—because it  
wasn’t at all certain that the sky and ground expo-
sures had been made on the same occasion or  
even in the same place. For example, in Gustave  
Le Gray’s photographs Large Wave – Mediterranean  
Sea – N° 19 (1857) and Seascape with a Ship 
 Leaving Port (1857),5 we can see the same dramatic 
cloud formation over two different beaches. 
 Eadweard Muybridge had a collection  
of cloud photographs that he used for combination 
printing. He also made a series of cloud studies  
intended to be viewed through the stereoscope.6 
These photographs differ from most other cloud photo-
graphs of the nineteenth century because they show 
only the sky. The fact that these cloud formations 
were photographed for stereoscopic viewing shows 
that Muybridge must have seen them as interesting 
enough in themselves, in contrast to those skies 
photographed for combination printing. Stereoscopic 
photography produces paired images. When  
looking through the stereoscope, the viewer sees  
one image with one eye and another image with 
the other, which creates a three-dimensional visual 
impression. In other words, stereoscopic viewing  
produced an impression of reality in Muybridge’s 
cloud photographs. 
 In an essay on surrealist photography,  
Rosalind Krauss writes about double exposures.  
By keeping the photograph intact, the surrealists  
could get us to read it photographically—that is, in 
relation to reality.7 But by subjecting the photograph  
to two exposures, they could produce a layered  
reality. This layering inundates the snapshot’s unity 
and produces “the effect of difference, of deferral,  
of one-thing-after-another, or within another:  
of  multiples burgeoning within the same.”8 This 
transforms one of the photograph’s most powerful 
illusions—the sense of presence—into a sense  
of succession.
 My mind is fluid; it cannot hold on to a  
succession of visual images. It embodies forget-
fulness. It cannot fix impressions the way a photo-
graph can. By fixing impressions that follow one 
another in succession, the photograph acts like  
a kind of memory. However, it also seems to involve 
a kind of forgetfulness. In the blending of changing 
projected images, in a multitude of impressions,  
the photograph loses the details of specific  
individual impressions. 

1 Walter Benjamin, “Little History of 
Photography,” in Selected Writings, 
vol. 2, part 2, 1931–1934, trans. 
Rodney Livingstone (Cambridge, 
MA: Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2005), 514.

2 Benjamin, “Little History of Photo-
graphy,” 510.

3 Hollis Frampton, “Eadweard  
Muybridge: Fragments of a  
Tesseract,” in Circles of Confusion: 
Film, Photography, Video: Texts 
1968–1980 (Rochester, NY:  
Visual Studies Workshop Press, 
1983), 76.

4 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, 
Theory of Colours, trans. Charles 
Eastlake (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 1970), 16–17.

5 Gustave Le Gray, Grande lame 
– Méditerranée – N° 19, 1857, 
albumen silver print from glass 
negatives, Bibliothèque nationale  
de France, Paris; Gustave  
Le Gray, Marine, bateau quittant  
le port, 1857, albumen silver print 
from glass negatives, J. Paul  
Getty Museum, Los Angeles.

6 Eadweard Muybridge, A Study of 
Clouds, ca. 1868–71, stereographs, 

Bancroft Library, University of 
 California, Berkeley.

7 Krauss compares double exposure 
with photomontage, which unites 
diverse realities by cutting into  
the photographic surface. See 
Rosalind Krauss, “Photographic 
Conditions of Surrealism,” in  
The Originality of the Avant-Garde 
and Other Modernist Myths  
(Cambridge,  
MA: MIT Press, 1985), 106–09.

8 Krauss, “Photographic Conditions  
of Surrealism,” 109.

Arsenij Kotlarius, Writing and erasure, 2021–2022. Silver gelatin print, 10 x 13 cm 
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Ophiocordyceps unilateralis. A species of mushroom 
that sparked an avalanche of interest in the fungal 
world for me—a species of fungus more commonly 
known as the “zombie mushroom” and one of many 
parasitic fungi that instinctively manipulate and kill. 
In the case of O. unilateralis, carpenter ants are the 
target and vehicle to self-propagation. The process 
of manipulation begins with infection. A wandering 
carpenter ant foraging the rainforest floor unwittingly 
marches through an area of terrain sprinkled with 
microscopic spores from O. unilateralis—spread 
throughout by the force of gravity and wind. These 
spores then stick to the body of the ant. Unaware,  
the ant continues its foraging routine. Several days 
pass until the breach of the exoskeleton becomes  
apparent, and the spores begin to overtake the ant. 
The microscopic spores expelled by O. unilateralis 
contain enzymes capable of corroding the exo skele-
ton of the ants. The spores then begin to work their 
way into the muscle bundles of the infected target, 
ultimately taking full control over the ant’s motor  
skills. Once the infected body is completely taken 
over, the fate of the ant is fully within the fungus’s 
control, and the process of self-propagation continues 
as the fungus operates the infected vessel in search 
of higher ground. A tree in near proximity to its de-
parted nest becomes the ant’s destination. Once the 
tree is chosen, the ant continues to navigate upwards 
to a height at which both the humidity and the tem-
perature are optimal for the growth of the fungus.  
After the desired position has been achieved, the ant  
is then coerced into biting into the stem or underbelly 
of a leaf. Then it awaits its dissolution (this action is 
also referred to as the “death grip”). Following the 
ant’s death, the fungus begins to feed off the ant’s 
innards until, several days later, the mycelial network 
has decomposed and spread throughout the interior 
of the shell. The propagation process reaches its final 
phase as it projects a fruiting body out of the ant’s 
skull, its carcass now a launch pad from which the 
fungus can eject and spread its spores. Then, the  
fungus begins the process again, remorselessly, 
through an altered form of the ant’s remains.2

 It was difficult for me not to find this  information 
incredibly interesting. It presented the perfect meta-
phorical gateway into many aspects of life. A living 
organism using its instinctive capabilities of mani-
pulation for its own procreation got me thinking in  
a  multitude of peculiar directions. Initially, it brought 
me to the thought of my brother, and his struggle  
with drug addiction. How a substance completely  
took control of his standard of living, and the after-
math it left on our household. This is perhaps  
a direction I’d rather not delve further into.  

Rather, and most interestingly, O. unilateralis  
brought me into questioning the affiliations between 
the life that surrounds us and the factors of support 
and collapse that function harmoniously within  
bio logical relationships. In physicist Fritjof Capra’s 
book The Tao of Physics, he briefly and precisely 
gives insight into the ideologies of Eastern thinking. 
Within the chapter “Taoism,” I came across a passage 
regarding characteristics of my interest in these  
harmonious relationships and the dynamics  
of their nexus:

When we talk about the Taoist concept  
of change, it is important to realise that this 
change is not seen as occurring as a conse-
quence of some force, but rather as a tendency 
which is innate in all things and situations.  
The movements of the Tao are not forced  
upon it, but occur naturally and spontaneously. 
Spontaneity is the Tao’s principle of action,  
and since human conduct should be modelled 
on the operation of the Tao, spontaneity  
should also be characteristic of all  
human actions.3 

The actions of the sculptor Michael E. Smith  
are suffused with such spontaneity.4 His work  
embodies the tendency of innate, instinctive action 
portrayed through the participation of the “things”  
he uses and the “situations” he places them in.  
He uses materials in the same fashion as Ophio-
cordyceps unilateralis uses carpenter ants. Materials 
infused with their pre-existing lives, embedded  
with history and connotation, are inherently altered. 
Their forms, although recognisable, are placed  
within a new kind of embodiment and rendered into  
a launchpad for the dispersal of thought. The execu-
tion is brought about by the fact that using a ready-
made object brings with it an aura of the object’s 
history, but, once taken out of its original context,  
the object is no longer confined by or to that previous 
factual history. Rather, the “thing” is reconfigured be-
cause of and by our relationship or expectation  
of what it once functioned as. 
 O. unilateralis managed to take further control 
of my curiosity, and my exploration of mycology grew. 
Embedding a realisation of the uncanny resemblance 
between the tendril-like neurons in our brains and 
fungi’s mycelial network, which work in the same 
fashion.5 The fungus or mushroom, as we know,  
is the fruiting body of a much larger system known  
as mycelium: an expansive underground network  
of rhizomatic hyphae. Mycelium is what decomposes 
rotting wood and rejuvenates the surrounding soil  

SEQUENTIAL ~ CYCLES
Kristyan Nicholson

“Nothing individual accomplishes anything in the universe  
save in so far as it obeys and exemplifies some universal law.”

—William James1

Kristyan Nicholson, and (end), 2021. Water, glass vessel, ultrasonics, 5 x 119 cm.  
BFA exhibition, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022 
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by putting nutrients back into it. It connects trees  
to one another, working as a cable-like system  
of communication. Trees, when connected via  
mycelium, obtain the capability to warn each other  
of threats, such as termites, and transfer nutrients  
to surrounding trees in need—a direct interconnected-
ness between the animated life surrounding us.6 
 Rhizomatic systems are specific in their character-
istics. Not every system or object has the capa-
bilities of the rhizome, and therefore they are not 
rhizomatic. The relationship between individual ants 
and their  collective colonies is a perfect example 
of a rhizomatic system—a network that coalesces 
information about a shared origin together with its 
encompassing surroundings, thus altering the image 
of the bene factor and its beneficiary (and vice versa). 
The  philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari 
describe the exchange of such a rhizomatic system 
by means of the exchange between the wasp  
and the orchid:

The orchid deterritorializes by forming  
an image, a tracing of a wasp; but the wasp 
reterritorializes on that image. The wasp  
is nevertheless deterritorialized, becoming  
a piece in the orchid’s reproductive apparatus. 
But it reterritorializes the orchid by transport- 
ing its pollen. Wasp and orchid, as hetero-
geneous elements, form a rhizome. It could  
be said that the orchid imitates the wasp,  
reproducing its image in a signifying fashion  
(mimesis, mimicry, lure, etc.). But this is true 
only on the level of the strata—a parallelism  
between two strata such that a plant organi-
zation on one imitates an animal organization  
on the other. At the same time, something  
else entirely is going on: not imitation at all  
but a capture of code, surplus value of code,  
an increase in valence, a veritable becoming,  
a becoming-wasp of the orchid and a  
becoming-orchid of the wasp.7

In their essence, the wasp and the orchid are a 
cohesive relationship that can be split and dissected, 
but, despite being cut apart, they retain the figurative 
information of their independent benefactors, their 
origins, and each continuously develop. This, in turn, 
paves the way for alternative impressions of the 
 existing image of the rhizomatic  
object or system in focus. 
 Mycelium is not hard to spot when you  
know where to look and what to look for. Everywhere  
I go, whether the terrain is grey or green, my gaze  
is directed downward, sifting through every crevice, 
like an ant foraging, for the possibility of mycelial  
life. My posture reminiscent of the performance 
stance of the musicians of Dinosaur Jr. or My Bloody 
Valentine when playing live on stage, their gazes  
held downward for the majority of their set.8 I know, 
practically speaking, this posture was chosen for 
many reasons, one of which is to see the effect 
pedals used to create the ethereal sound essential 
to the raw, gritty music genre known as “shoegaze,” 
pioneered by those two bands. But I believe  

it goes deeper than just the practicalities. It encapsu-
lates an emotional posture. Hopelessness, perhaps? 
Or maybe it’s merely a manner of disconnecting  
oneself from the societal mannerisms that flow 
through the optic nerves and into the neural path-
ways. Perhaps an action closer related to avoidance, 
then? An attempt to dislocate oneself from one’s 
surroundings. It’s a dislocation I relate to—how was 
I supposed to retain any sort of an ethical under-
standing while watching the world outside of thought 
behave in a destructive manner? Looking for stable 
ground amid the storm, I averted my field of vision 
that rested on the depth of the horizon, clustered with 
distraught figures, and instinctively moved my gaze 
downward to avoid the pain. Such a gaze, held over  
a long period amid a chaotic environment, invites 
emotional states of a darker hue into the realm of 
thought. But much like the ephemeral flows of parti- 
cles and the matter that structures us, those emotional 
states begin to dissipate, change form, and open  
a realm for new patterns of thought. That gaze posi-
tioned downward, once muckily tinted, now began  
to whisper of equanimity and acceptance—influenced 
by the ideologies of Eastern thought. 
 A downward gaze is an immediate connec- 
tion to the earth beneath. A direct connection to  
the flows of energy and frequencies of the unseen 
animated life, providing sensory information for our 
conscious minds to translate. This grounding aspect 
allows one to become entirely submersed within  
one’s surroundings. A threshold for a momentary 
lapse of the ego by focusing one’s awareness  
on and into the sensory conditions that surround 
us. I also believe that how one perceives this brief 
lapse of the ego is felt within a wide array of different 
sensations and emotions only known to the person 
experiencing them, and whether the experience is 
of pleasant or unpleasant sensation is a result of the 
qualities coloured by one’s past encounters and their 
surplus that must be endured. The downward gaze,  
for me, after wearisome periods of hardship, has  
now developed into a posture of unconstraint, of  
wandering with ease, freely and fully engaged with 
my surroundings. The artist Rolf Julius encouraged 
the downward gaze in his work and lifestyle, and  
he believed it was characteristic of the nomad or  
wanderer—a trait of the removed type who places  
no hierarchy onto themselves and those who sur-
round them.9 It’s a manner of living akin to that  
of the Buddhist or Taoist practitioner. Most of Julius’s 
sculptural sound works are arranged directly on  
the floor and are intended to elicit the humble charac- 
teristics of the wandering nomad—forcing a down-
ward gaze upon the viewer and encouraging a  
recognition of the modest allure of balanced forces 
that encapsulate spontaneity. The materials he uses 
are directly connected to the earth we tread and 
address the viewer through channels of perception 
beyond pure sight. Conveying audible frequencies 
through materials such as mushrooms, rain, leaves, 
and fog, he refers to the embedded relationships  
that make us and our environment what they are.10 

Your Voice in the Wind

It’s amazing—the most subtle movements in  
my surrounding awareness seem to speak to me  
the most. It wasn’t until I actually focused on the 
outline of a tree’s mane gently dancing in a warm 
summer wind that I began to focus on the subtle 
movements of life that surround me in my everyday. 
The humble dance is performed whether we watch  
it or not. The grass swings as the branches sway.  
In a gentle, harmonious rhythm performed to the 
sound of energy with frequencies too low for us  
to hear, too subtle for us to see. 
 It’s immensely difficult to express in words  
the states of profound consciousness that seem  
to occupy my awareness on any given day. It’s as 
though I seem to watch my days unfold rather than 
unfold my day. In the moments of most attentive 

awareness, it’s as though I’m but a passenger per-
ceiving the actions that my body is just so happening 
to make. It’s a sublime feeling of connectedness.  
A connectedness to what? I’m not sure. But the reins 
seem to be out of my hands and left to the wayside  
for the horses to take me on the path they  
so please. 
 I noticed this feeling most vividly for the  
first time two years ago. I was merely riding my  
bike through the streets of Copenhagen when it hit 
me—or, rather, when I lost it. I lost what felt like a 
confined grasp on my immediate reality. My visual 
perspective seemed to shift position: it was as though 
I sat one seat further back in my skull. My peripheral 
vision widened (similar to descriptions of vertigo), 
and I became suddenly more aware of the repetitive 

Kristyan Nicholson, and (the dance), 2022. Beachgrass, recycled steel, open window, 
draft, 16 x 34 cm x variable dimension. Detail
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1 William James, The Varieties  
of Religious Experience: A Study  
in Human Nature: Being the Gifford 
Lectures on Natural Religion  
Delivered at Edinburgh in 1901–
1902 (New York: Longmans, Green, 
1902), 97. William James was born 
in New York City in 1842. He was 
a philosopher, psychologist, and 
historian who taught and lectured 
at Harvard University in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, and was the first 
educator in the country to offer a 
course in psychology. He’s known  
as a co-founder of schools of thought 
and disciplines such as radical 
psychology, radical empiricism,  
and the philosophical school known  
as pragmatism. Philosophy domi-
nated James’s thinking in the later 
years of his life. His writings and 
lectures often consisted of an array 
of disciplines, given that, from a 
philosophical standpoint, he’d often 
connect his expertise in psychology 
with his interest in religion and 
religious sensibilities. 

2 Jennifer Lu, “How a Parasitic 
Fungus Turns Ants into ‘Zombies’,” 
National Geographic, 18 April  
2019, https://www.national-
geographic.com/animals/article/
cordyceps-zombie-fungus- 
takes-over-ants.

3 Fritjof Capra, The Tao of  
Physics: An Exploration of the  
Parallels between Modern Physics 
and Eastern Mysticism (Berkeley, 
CA: Shambhala, 1975), 116.

4 Michael E. Smith is an artist born  
in 1977 in Detroit, Michigan, and 
living and working in Providence, 
Rhode Island. He works sculpturally 
with everyday materials, highlighting 
the ambivalent discourse between 
objects of cultural bounty and the 
rapid decline of these assets. Often 
working with the architecture of  
the exhibition space, he installs his 
works in a way that directly chal-
lenges a viewer with humans’ own 
conflicting contemporary materiality, 
putting us face to face with the 
“things” of our existence. 

5 Michael Marshall, “Google  
Has Mapped a Piece of Human 
Brain in the Most Detail Ever,” New 
Scientist, 7 June 2021, https://www.
newscientist.com/article/2279937-
google-has-mapped-a-piece-of-h 
uman-brain-in-the-most-detail-ever/.

6 Valentina Lagomarsino, “Exploring 
the Underground Network of  
Trees: The Nervous System of  
the Forest,” Science in the News 
(blog), Graduate School of Arts  
and Sciences, Harvard University,  
6 May 2019, https://sitn.hms. 
harvard.edu/flash/2019/exploring- 
the-underground-network- 
of-trees-the-nervous-system- 
of-the-forest/.

7 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari,  
A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism 
and Schizophrenia (London: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2013),  
10.

8 For visual reference, see “Dinosaur 
Jr - 05/12/1989 - Long Beach, 
CA - Cal State Nugget Center,” 
YouTube video, 37:17, posted by 
FreakSceneNet, 1 February 2013, 
https://youtu.be/L-yXNcTOyCY; 
and “My Bloody Valentine Live 
Amsterdam 24 February 1989,” 
YouTube video, 54:06, posted by 
fanochentero, 8 July 2012, https://
youtu.be/hxf6wQvRQ0s.

9 Eugen Blume, “Does the Eye  
Hear? Music by Rolf Julius,” in  
Nina Canell, Rolf Julius: Lautlos, 
ed. Lisa Marei Schmidt, exhibition 
catalogue (Cologne: Walther  
König, 2013), 126.

10 Rolf Julius (1939–2011) was  
a visual artist and musician who  
was based in Berlin for the later 
years of his life. Frequent trips  
to Japan expanded his under-
standing of Eastern culture and  
influenced his later works. These 
trips altered his understanding  
of space, and subsequently he  
began to con template the Western 
perspective of space, finding it  
to be a con tracted conception of 
something much more vast and 
nuanced. As a result, Julius began 
using sound as a medium to  
“open” and “engage” an expanded 
field of interpretation, contrary  
to the practices of the West.

11 James, The Varieties of Religious 
Experience, 50.

12 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The  
World of Perception (London:  
Routledge, 1962), 43.

13 Merleau-Ponty, The World  
of Perception, 43.

upward and downward motion of my legs, hauling  
my bicycle farther through the space in front of me, 
while my arms were firmly anchored to the handlebars. 
I found ease within this new sense of awareness,  
and I felt a rippling sensation of joy spread throughout 
my body as I watched myself take turns and stop  
at intersections. These experiences became all  
the more frequent, and I repeatedly fell into such  
moments of bliss at very random instances for months 
to follow. It always happened during the most banal 
occasions. The moments in my day that required  
the least amount of mental attention turned out  
to be those when I was most attentive. The action  
of pulling a glass of water towards my lips, eating  
a meal, preparing a meal. I remember having dinner 
together with my partner: we had a steady flow  
of conversation between the two of us, and all  
of a sudden, while she was partially through telling  
a story, this uncontrollable smile began spreading 
across the width of my face. Not because of what  
was being said, but because of a pure realisation  
of what was happening in front of me, to me,  
at me. I understood that I have no control over  
anything; everything simply happens.

“The whole universe of concrete objects, as  
we know them, swims, not only for such a trans- 
cen dentalist writer, but for all of us, in a wider  
and higher universe of abstract ideas, that lend  
it its significance.” 11

My sculptural work is more often than not placed 
directly on the ground we inhabit, in an attempt  
to occupy our space. For me, this creates a multitude 
of nonlinear grounding effects. It’s a system of flows 
and chain reactions that provides a justification  
for the work to simply flow with us. Much like the 
relational fluidity of our animated world, I developed 
an interest in actions and reactions within the ma-
terial field. Every component, when in dialogue with 
 another, creates a situation for change, to and by  
the other. I make decisions in my work as a co-creator, 
allowing for the participation of any sort of outcome 
to be made in tandem with the materials themselves, 
and by the manner in which they interact. It’s the 
process of interchanging states that excites me. 
Ephemeral situations that can be seen through the 
duration of the process, or as a residue or by-product 
left by the process. The components of a given work 
are intentionally paired to promote scenarios that 
encapsulate a constant flux and circulation of motion 
and energy, setting the stage for the work to progress 
into unified states of development or deterioration 
throughout its period as a collective unit. The individ-
ual materials—often recognised as “poor materials,” 
used throughout my practice—are also in constant 
circulation with my process, often reused and altered 
from work to work. Much like the manner in which 
a certain object might find a place within my studio: 
it’s been in collaboration with another object at some 
point. I tend to find my materials within the cityscape, 
and if it’s a natural material (such as moss or root 
structures), then it’s been in collaboration with the 
earth. Either way, the objects of choice have a history 

to them—they’ve fulfilled a purpose or contributed  
to a series of situations in the past, and I like to  
continue that cycle. Our associations with these  
recognisable materials become embedded in our 
brains, and, imperceptibly, like the spores of O.  
unilateralis, they peripherally influence our  
navigation within our environment. 
 Each and everything is in a constant flux of 
vibrating atoms. Matter is continuously transforming 
states, as things deteriorate, evaporate, condense, 
mould, rot, grow, melt, dissolve, or burn. The matter  
of what was still exists, albeit in other forms. Some-
times we are able to physically see the results of  
this conversion, sometimes not. An artist that excites 
and encapsulates these ideas is Nina Canell. Her work  
has a tendency to show action, reaction, or lack of  
action in subtle manners. Often working with materials 
that appear delicate, she manipulates and provokes 
scenarios of ephemeral shifts out of the relational 
dialogue between them. Thus her works provide  
an empirical materiality to the often overlooked phe - 
nomenon of the balanced exchange between frequen-
cies, matter, and particles. Themes within the realm  
of ephemerality come to the fore as her interest in  
the physical and chemical properties of her materials 
and found objects harmoniously bond together with 
their poetic undertones. Canell’s work hints towards  
a science of processual change and gives voice  
to actions of a lower amplification. The subtleties of 
sequential change that entail our balanced world are 
available for observation and are humbly performing 
their gentle dance whether we notice or not.  
There are insights to be gained by observing these 
spontaneous undercurrents of exquisite execution, 
and they can provide us with a framework for a  
balanced cohabitation with our surrounding world  
by breaking down our entrenched relationship  
to the anthropocentric mindset of modern society.  
This prospect of the perception of the interrelation-
ships between us and our surroundings is stated 
clearly in the thought of the phenomenological  
philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and here, 
through his writing, is made corporeal: “Here,  
for the first time, we come across the idea that  
rather than a mind and a body, man is a mind  
with a body, a being who can only get to the truth  
of things because its body is, as it were, embedded  
in those things.”12 He goes on to say: “This is  
not only true of space but, more generally, of all  
external objects: we can only gain access to them 
through our body. Clothed in human qualities,  
they too are a combination of mind and body.”13

Kristyan Nicholson

Kristyan Nicholson. Installation view, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
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Amanda Moberg

Horizon of the Woven Word
Amanda Moberg

Amanda Moberg. In front: The Script, 2022. Copper wire, ferrite cores, nails,  
pinewood, 210 x 210 cm. Clearness, 2022. Copper wire, nails, pinewood, 210 x 210  
cm. Behind: Magnetic Core Memory (to the lost voice), 2022. Enamelled copper wire,  
ferrite cores, nails, pinewood, 33 x 33 cm. Transmission W(e)ave, 2021. Recycled  
copper wires, nails, pinewood. 210 x 210 cm. Horizon of the Woven Word, 2022.  
Installation view, BFA exhibition, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2022 

When I try to describe my artistic practice as 
 concretely as possible, I hear myself talking about 
how important it is for me to decide on an order 
—a kind of working schedule or system for how a 
work will be executed. I work primarily with weaving. 
Mostly I work with weaving as a method—a meth- 
od for achieving an exploratory, meditative state 
through the repetition of movement. A weaving is 
fundamentally a simple and straightforward system 
based on two sets of threads that are schematically 
embedded in what can be described as an XY  
matrix. I often use the most basic type of weave, 
called plain weave, which involves threading the  
weft thread (X) over the warp thread (Y) and then  
under the next one—over and under, over and under, 
in a repetitive motion. A weave can be considered  
a set of rules for the threads, the purpose of which  
is to bind together a surface or structure. How  
we perceive the final weaving depends on, among 
other things, the space between the threads. In a  
tight weave, it’s as though the threads are embedded 
and almost fused into a surface. In a loose weave,  
the threads are allowed to move freely, and the inter-
sections between them are therefore unpredictable. 
Like me, the threads are allowed to act randomly 
within the orderly system. For, in weaving, I become 
part of its system. But what does it mean to be  
a subject in a system? 
 Physicist and philosopher David Bohm  
and physicist F. David Peat believe that the definition 
of “order” is rooted in the ability to perceive similarities 
and differences. To ascribe order only to the object 
or the subject, they assert, is far too limited. Bohm 
and Peat instead hold that there is order in both or in 
neither. At the same time, there is something beyond 
all this. Order can most closely be described as a 
dynamic process involving a subject, an object, and 
a cycle of perception and communication that links 
them together and establishes relationships between 
them. However, Bohm and Peat believe that no 
matter how we define what order is, it’s not like that. 
The concept of order, they assert, therefore becomes 
more than what we ascribe to it, and order also has  
the potential to be developed in an infinite number  
of ways.1 In a weaving, the dynamic process that 
Bohm and Peat describe becomes a ritual between 
me and the material I’m working with. Thus, in  
the act of weaving, I always transcend the system  
I establish. The weaving always becomes more  
than a system of threads. Every weft becomes  
a horizon of movement—a line in a comprehen- 
sive essay on life.

 The ancient view of writing as a new tech- 
nology and its connection to weaving has become  
an important point of departure in my work. In ancient 
Greece, women wove on vertical looms with stones 
as weights to keep the warp yarns stretched tight.  
The weaving occurred in the home, which was  
considered women’s domain. In his collection of es-
says Myrstigar (Ant trails), poet and philologist Jesper 
Svenbro describes how the conception of writing as  
a kind of weaving can be traced back to texts from  
ancient Greece up until the Late Latin era (sixth cen-
tury CE). The Latin word textus means both textile and  
text. In Greek, the word hýfos has the same double 
meaning.2 In The Craft of Zeus, a book Svenbro 
co-authored with historian John Scheid, I read about 
how the metaphor of weaving and writing not only 
seems to be connected with the written word but also 
appears to have functioned as a metaphor for the 
creation of all kinds of language texts, including song, 
speeches, and riddles. The authors describe how  
“the metaphor of verbal weaving seems to convey  
a distant truth, the lexical memory of which has been 
maintained by Indo-European languages.”3

 Thus, the link between weaving and writing 
is very old. Weaving is older, even, than the traces 
archaeologists have found of writing. The oldest 
evidence of linen fibres believed to have been used 
in textiles is estimated to be more than 30,000 years 
old, identified by archaeologists in a cave in Georgia.4 
In the Czech Republic, found fragments of a woven 
structure, left as an impression in clay, are estimated 
to be about 24,870 to 26,980 years old.5 In the US 
state of Florida, a burial site was found with over  
160 bodies and associated textile finds preserved  
in oxygen-poor peat moss during the excavation of  
a swamp. These textiles are unusually well preserved 
given their age (the oldest estimated at about 7000 
years old), and they are described as highly complex 
in their execution. The fabrics comprise at least  
five complicated weaving techniques, and research-
ers believe that they were woven on fixed frames 
—a working method to which I have reason to  
return to later on.6

 It wasn’t until the year 800 BCE that the  
Greeks adopted and developed the Semitic alphabet, 
which Svenbro describes as an epoch-making event. 
This system of writing was initially based entirely  
on consonants, and the Greeks reworked it by intro-
ducing vowels for the first time, thus making writing 
more consistent than ever before.7 Unfortunately, 
we have few original sources that relay the ancient 
Greeks’ own thinking about the writing of this early 
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period; we can only admire in retrospect the  
technical progress they made in written language. 
From the sources we do have, though, which come 
from a couple of centuries later, it’s clear that writing 
was viewed then very differently from the way we 
perceive it today. Written text was regarded simply  
as incomplete. The letters can be described as mate-
rial signs that establish the absence of the voice.  
That writing holds meaning in itself was seen as  
an illusion. Thus, the written word did not represent 
the spoken word, but rather served as a means of 
producing it. The reader was expected to comple-
ment the writing by using their voice, through reading 
aloud, in order for the text to be complete.8

 In Plato’s Phaedrus, Socrates and Phaedrus 
discuss whether it’s even appropriate to make use  
of writing. Socrates holds that writing, like  painting, 
claims to be alive, but if the observer poses a ques-
tion to the work, both are met with “a ceremonial 
silence.”9 Thus, the problem with the written word 
seems to be that it can’t give a response to the read-
er’s or listener’s reactions. Nor does the text have 
control over who it appeals to, and, like art, it can’t 
independently defend itself against misinterpretations. 
In this way, writing leads to an imbalance of power 
between the involved parties. “You’d think they  
were speaking as if they [the writings] had some  
understanding,” Socrates explains, “but if you ques-
tion anything that has been said because you want  
to learn more, it continues to signify just that very 
same thing forever.”10 Today, we see art and poetry, 
on the contrary, as means through which to approach 
that which cannot be expressed in words. But for 
most of antiquity, writing was seen as mute  
compared to the spoken word.
 In a Hellenic poem that Svenbro quotes  
in Myrstigar, this view of writing is connected with 
weaving. The poet seems to have interpreted writing 
as a weaving: a spider web captures the voice and 
kills it.11 The ancient poem presents itself as hýfos 
leptón, which means both “subtle text” and “fine 
weave.” Svenbro’s reading is that the poet’s voice 
has become ensnared in the poem’s metaphorical 
weaving.12 The text needs to be heard for it to have 
meaning, just as the significance of musical notes 
depends on their being played. The poets of that  
era, therefore, regarded the written word as soulless 
and lifeless. According to Svenbro, for them, the voice 
becomes the instrument that allows the ear to deci - 
pher a particular sequence of letters.13 The act of 
transcribing a live speech into written form, then, is 
considered as taking its “spirit,” and therefore killing  
it. The readers of a text are able to give the word  
new life, but without the reader, the written word is 
made up of dead letters. The poem therefore becomes 
a tomb for the dead voice, silent and static.
 In other words, the letters can be said to 
simultaneously bring on death and constitute a kind 
of memorialising monument to “the word.” If weaving 
and text can be regarded as analogous, as we see  
in the Greek language, then we should be able to not 
only weave together a text but also read a weaving  
as a text. A text that cannot be verbalised. Raised  
up vertically in the room with the warp weighed down  

by stones. A monument. A tomb that will never be 
opened within the boundaries of society’s given 
constructs. A silent text made up of interconnected 
materials, rhythm, repetition, knowledge, and time. 
Women’s time and knowledge. In this analogy, the 
weaving becomes a locked and closed-up structure.  
A fixed surface that must be read in a radically  
different way if it is to be opened.

*

Stripped copper wires have provided a new  
direction in my art. I am told that the recycled copper 
came from a decommissioned factory in Malmö.  
Each wire was made up of thin strands of cop-
per twined together to make a thicker whole. The 
 uninsulated copper varied in hue from bright pinkish 
orange to dark purple from oxidation. Darker in the 
middle of the wire and brighter towards the edges. 
Subtle nuances of physical forces. Heat. Waves.  
Particles. I like the thought of working with a material 
that has already “lived” its own active life before  
coming into my hands—activity that, over time, has  
left traces in the material. The patina of elusive  
electrodes. Shifting energy. Traces of time.
 I wove my first weavings of copper on a verti-
cally placed frame. Two by two metres. Two nails  
per centimetre. I wanted to weave in a format larger 
than I am. A format that would be physically challeng-
ing. Where I would have to stretch out my body to 
reach the whole frame. I wanted to weave in a format 
that would take a long time and be demanding.  
I also felt the need to get away from the standard 
rectangular format of the counterbalance loom. I  
wanted to get away from textile references. Away 
from mass-produced bolts of fabric. I wanted to  
get into something new. 
 When I weave on a counterbalance loom,  
the warp runs vertically in relation to me. Every weft 
thread then becomes a time horizon in the weave.  
I build up layer upon layer to form a whole. From  
left to right, like the written page. Then right to left.  
In my first copper weaving, which I gave the title  
W (2021), I turned the warp so that it was instead 
horizontal to me. Rotating the weaving means  
that the pattern of movement in the act of weaving 
becomes different. I was longing for a bodily and  
sensory change. This rotation caused every weft 
thread to become like a downstroke in time. Every 
thread a manifestation of a bodily ritual on the  
warp’s two-metre-long timeline. I wove by crouching 
down to the floor and standing up onto my toes  
and then down again to the floor in a highly time- 
consuming and slow ceremony. One thread from  
the left of the timeline and then the next from the  
right until these time markers met in the middle.  
Each thread was twined tightly with the preceding  
one to form nodes in the weave. I imagined them  
as a text that needed to be deciphered. In the warp, 
the twined marker nodes distributed themselves 
 irregularly across the surface, but in the weft, the 
nodes decided to take on a regular pattern and 
together formed the letter “W.”

Amanda Moberg, Transmission W(e)ave. 2021. Recycled copper wires, nails, pinewood
210 x 210 cm. Detail
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 Weaving can feel like losing your voice.  
It’s such a demanding process for both mind and 
body that, when the weaving is finally finished,  
there’s nothing left to say—it’s all been put into  
the weaving. In Greek, they say that “the voice pours 
forth.” The voice is regarded as an outflow of words 
that pours from the body as a vital stream.14 For  
me, that animated stream continues into the weaving, 
through the body, and into the system in a rhythmic 
wave. It was in the simplest of weaving systems that  
I found that rhythm. In that rhythm lies the connection 
with language. The body’s pulse and movement.  
The electrical impulses of the nerves and the brain.  
In that rhythm lies inspiration. Rhythm and imagination 
and sensation. Rhythm is time—a time that both  
flows slowly and rushes forward. Weaving demands  
a lot of time, but it also offers time for contemplation.  
It took a year and a half to complete W. I could work 
on the piece only on occasions when I was receptive 
to getting into that meditative state. When I lose  
focus on the weaving, I make mistakes.
 What appeared, quite unintentionally, when  
the weaving was complete was the letter “W.”15  
How should I interpret that? As a sign rooted in the 
power of meditation? As a coincidence? Is it even 
worth mentioning? The letter “W” was written into  
the woven structure, and I have nothing to say about 
its existence. The symbol is there without me having 
asked for it. Even if I don’t talk about it, it’s still there. 
The sign exists in the material. The symbol “W” is  
used internationally as a unit of power output: watts. 
Power output is described as energy or work per  
unit of time. Energy per unit of time. Energy in me.  
In the wire. I feel in my skin how the copper wires 
hold power. These wires are animated in my hands 
and seek out a current of their own in the weave.  
I feel how the power is conducted between my body 
and the weaving through electrostatic discharges. 
Crackling shocks. Electromagnetic pulses. The  
material has a will of its own. Weaving with copper  
is a torment. Hands full of sores and black with filth 
and oxides. Body dozy with the scent that permeates 
the room when the oil from my fingers mixes with  
the metal. When I get to the end of a weaving, I never 
want to do it again; and yet that is exactly all I want.
 Novelist and playwright Marguerite Duras  
describes the artistic process in her book Writing, 
saying that to write is to be confronted with 

all the unknown in oneself, in one’s head,  
in one’s body. Writing is not even a reflection, 
but a kind of faculty one has, that exists to  
one side of oneself, parallel to oneself: another 
person who appears and comes forward,  
invisible, gifted with thought and anger, and  
who sometimes, through his own actions,  
risks losing his life.16

It’s about intuition, about associations. More  
than anything, it’s about language. This infinite  
order. The language that involves everything we 
know, but that nevertheless never seems to suffice. 
From the point of view of early antiquity, weaving  
became the tomb of the word, a memorial site that  

can be awakened back into life only by an  
observer. The weaving becomes a tactile memory  
for the viewer of the work. The body seems to  
recognise a woven structure just from the sight  
of the material. The viewer can read the weaving  
as it awakens sensations, but they will never  
learn to experience the art of weaving themselves.  
In this way, a gap always stretches between  
the artist and the one viewing the work.
 The artist Agnes Martin believes that both  
the artist and the viewer of a work of art are forced  
to take into account their personal conceptions  
of inspiration and perfection in order to interpret  
a work.17 For Martin, it seems that inspiration could 
be described as an analogy for life—the life, or the 
energy, that arises in the artist, and that by extension 
exists in a well-executed work of art. “When I say  
that it is alive, it is inspired,” she writes in an essay  
on her thoughts about inspiration and the search  
for a sensual beauty.18 According to her, the role  
of the artist is to learn to recognise inspiration and  
to represent it. Martin’s art has become an important 
source for me in terms of my own belief in simplifying 
execution in order to achieve a deeper and complex 
whole. In an interview, Martin once described how 
she waits for inspiration to come: she claims an empty 
mind is required to be able to do exactly what inspi-
ration requires. Inspiration came to her in the form  
of finished images that she then scaled up with the 
help of mathematical calculations. She explained:  
“I was sitting and waiting for some inspiration about 
innocence, and into my mind there came a grid … 
and the lines. … They were innocent—they looked 
like innocence.”19 In the same interview, Martin 
recounted how she devoted herself to painting every 
day, but it took her a full twenty years to achieve a 
fully developed abstract painting. She took inspiration 
from traditions such as Taoism and Zen Buddhism.20 
In the late 1960s, she chose to leave her artist’s life 
in New York to lead a simpler life of solitude in New 
Mexico. It was in this isolation and through these 
teachings, among other things, that Martin learned  
how to empty her mind.21 Her paintings have a certain 
calm, and they hold strong spiritual values that  
help position the observer in the intended emotional 
state. Her work can be seen as visualisations of pure 
feelings. Pure states of joy, love, and innocence. 
 The grid serves as an important composition  
and metaphor in several of Martin’s paintings. Similar 
to my own way of working, Martin adopts certain 
limitations to which she submits. She starts with just  
a few formats and almost always in square propor-
tions. She describes her thinking about the painting’s 
format and composition in one of her writings: 

My formats are square, but the grids are  
never entirely square; they’re rectangular, … 
which creates a kind of contradiction, a disso-
nance, although I didn’t intend to do it in that  
way. When I think of the square surface  
with rectangles, it lightens the weight of the 
square, undermines its power.22 

What Martin describes is what also happens  
in a weaving. Although the threads are stretched  
according to the same spacing in both the warp  
and the weft, the spaces between the threads  
never become square. The material in the  
weaving seems to have its own agency.
 For me, the material is always a co-creator  
in my works, which marks a clear difference between 
Martin’s art and my own. The path to achieving a 
meditative state in weaving separates me from other 
people, but it never leaves me alone. The complexity 
of the material reminds me that I find myself in  
a world of constant motion—a rhythm of order and 
chaos in which the material and I work both with  
and against each other. A constant interplay. Every 
act of weaving is an exchange of energy between 
bodies, in which the wires guide me through the 
meditation. Through this concentration, and through 
reaching towards something I cannot yet describe  
in words. Thus, the weavings always become a 
 manifestation of the symbiosis that exists between  
me and the material I’m working with. An intuitive  
and tactile symbiosis. “If you knew something about 
what you’re going to write about before you do it, 
before you write, you would never write. It wouldn’t  
be worth the effort,” says Marguerite Duras.23  
The same thing may be said about visual art. If  
we can imagine the outcome before we get started, 
then it’s not worth the effort. It is in the unknown  
that intuition exists. In the incomprehensible. 

*

I weave a memory card from copper wires  
and magnets, where the word can be both captured 
forever and disappear for all time. A voice of electrical 
impulses. Magnetic currents. A cipher of zeros and 
ones. The memory can be programmed, but the  
act of reading—it destroys the memory. When  
the word is read, it is lost. The voice is transcribed, 
deciphered, decoded, read, and it disappears.  
A solitary pulse awakens the word to life.  
The same pulse kills it.
 I’m weaving a technological fossil. A passing 
knowledge. An outdated technology in an era of 
solutions that are hard to comprehend. A technical 
apparatus whose purpose is to store memory.  
Store information that is later dissolved. Information 
that will be remembered and lost. I still wonder:  
Why do people so seldom talk about weaving  
as an important technological innovation?

 In the 1950s, weaving developed from  
being a metaphor for writing to being a concrete, 
writeable product. Women hired from the local  
textile mill wove, by hand, the first memory cards 
used in the earliest computers. These memory  
weavings were used in computers for the next  
twenty years.24 Magnetic-core memories and the 
core-rope memories. Two kinds of weaving made  
of enamelled copper and electromagnetic cores.  
In the United States, these memories were developed 
by NASA and others. With the help of handwoven 
memory cards, man made it all the way to the  
moon and back.25 And these were woven on fixed 
frames, similar in function to the ones Indige-
nous Peoples in the Americas had been using for 
 thousands of years. An XY matrix in which each 
intersection in the weaving is marked with a core.  
A core whose magnetic current can be directed  
with electrical impulses. Each magnetic core,  
written as 1 or 0. A mathematical language that  
also has its origins in weaving.26

 For Socrates, writing was the medium  
that leads people away from experiential learning.27  
In our day, we try to imagine the consequences that 
the continued development of artificial intelligence 
might bring about in society, and the continued 
 propagation of algorithms. The result of rapid tech-
nological development has been that much of our 
time’s information has once again become  immaterial 
in character. We humans have made ourselves  
increasingly dependent upon external mechanisms  
to be able to interpret information—information  
that exists but that we cannot perceive or experience 
only with our own minds. The computer must  
interpret the words for us.
 Technology today is closed in its structure,  
which distinguishes it from weaving’s exposed  
system of threads. It was this same openness in 
 construction that intrigued me when I saw pictures  
of a magnetic-core memory for the first time.  
My memory weaving is a copy of a diagram I found  
on the internet. I wove it on a simple fixed wooden 
frame. It is a text without words. A memory of  
a  memory. A replica of ancient progress. I gave  
it a coding diagram alongside its structure. Its own 
language interpreting mine. A hope that, someday,  
the word will be allowed to exist inside its  
own tomb.
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I’m standing in the entrance, the first stop on this 
building tour. It’s a simple, bare and oblong room.  
In one window, which faces west, the sun seems  
to be resting on the treetops on its way down below 
the horizon. The rays of the sun bathe the room  
in a warm yellow, almost red, light.

*

It is no coincidence that the showing begins here,  
in a space that faces west, because somewhere  
the end has to end and the beginning start.  
According to philosopher Hans Ruin, it is through 
death that humankind has acquired our under-
standing of the past. Death has given us a historical 
con sciousness, a cultural memory, because in the 
handling of our dead, it’s hard for us to avoid the 
insight that our history and culture come to us from 
people who are now deceased, and that they extend 
as far back in time as people have existed. This  
trail of bodies and graves leads us back in time.1

 In this essay, I want to illuminate some of  
the links between photography, memory, and death.  
To that end, I will primarily make use of works  
of philosophy, literary fiction, and art history.

* * *

I walk through the entire building to the east side  
and into a blindingly bright room. The light is so  
bright that it’s hard to determine if it’s coming from  
an artificial or a natural source, and in the background 
Hank Williams’s country gospel song “I Saw the  
Light” is playing on a repeating loop at the same  
time as the Angry Samoans’ “Lights Out.”

*

In Western thought, light (and its receptor,  
the eye) has long been equated with the Truth.  
The earliest example is Plato’s allegory of the cave,  
in which the philosopher king leaves the darkness  
of the cave and its shadow figures to find the  
sun’s natural and true light. As soon as his eyes  
have become accustomed to the blinding light of  
day, he can clearly see that existence in the cave  
is fake and artificial.2 (Hank Williams: “I saw the light,  
I saw the light / No more darkness, no more night”3) 
The same parable is found in the Judeo-Christian 
faith, where light is so strongly associated with  
the Absolute, God, that the first thing He says  
is, “Let there be light.”4 (Hank Williams: “Just like  
a blind man, I wandered along / Worries and fears  
I claimed for my own / Then like the blind man  
that God gave back his sight”) The light-truth  
metaphor even survived the secular Enlightenment,  
but with one important difference: now man holds  
the torch. No longer was it God’s light that illuminates 
people and gives them a chance to achieve insight 
and thereby walk the narrow path. Now it is man  
who illuminates the surrounding world through his 
experiments: “The truth does not reveal itself; it must 
be revealed.”5 (Hank Williams: “Now I’m so happy,  
no sorrow in sight / … I saw the light”)

 As with all metaphors, it’s not a given that  
light represents truth. There are always slippages, 
even contradictions. Take, for example, the Swedish 
word bländverk, which translates as “delusion”  
but has the literal meaning of “a light so blindingly 
bright that we’re unable to understand what we see.” 
(Angry Samoans: “There’s nothing more you can 
leave behind / So forget about seeing, get into  
your mind / Everything looks better when the world 
is black / Grab a fork, make the first attack”6) This 
recalls philosopher Georges Bataille, who, as is  
his wont, turns everything upside down. Like Plato,  
he pairs seeing with the sun, but instead of seeing  
the sun’s natural light as a salvation and a gateway  
to the ideal world, Bataille sees a violent ball of  
fire that, though it may make life possible, also kills 
that same life with its brutal rays.7 (Angry Samoans: 
“Don’t worry much, just let it rip, today your eyeballs 
do the lights out trip / Lights out! / Put a pen in  
your hand, poke your eyes out”)
 It is at this breaking point between truth and 
uncertainty that I want to locate my artistic practice. 
What is shown? What is hidden? What can we  
know and not know? It’s a matter of epistemology 
whereby I use art as a method in lieu of the research-
er’s experiment, the philosopher’s reasoning, or the 
priest’s faith. Art’s claim to knowledge may be limited 
in the context of science, but I don’t see that as a  
disadvantage; it just opens up more room for interpre-
tation. It’s the meaning, not the truth, that I’m after.  
It may be that there is a truth out there somewhere, 
but I’m sceptical that I’m ever going to gain access  
to it, or that I’ll ever even be able to understand  
it, if I do.

* * *

I enter the next room after a long series of winding, 
labyrinthine corridors. The space is dimly lit, and  
it takes a moment before I become accustomed to  
the darkness and can start to distinguish the contours 
of objects standing on pedestals all around the 
 surprisingly large space. Spotlights brighten sporad-
ically, illuminating one object at a time. I distinctly 
recognise certain objects, while others I can hardly 
form a picture of in my mind before the light  
moves on to something else.

*

Memory is a remarkable phenomenon. In memory,  
in my consciousness, I can return to past events. 
Sometimes it’s enough that I want to remember and 
do so; other times, I can’t recall the memory. In some 
cases, memories I’m not ready for come over me. 
Memory is like a kind of mental time machine.
 Recalling or remembering, transporting one’s 
consciousness from the present into the mind and 
calling forth images of what once was. Personally,  
I’m enamoured with the English word “remember.”  
If we separate the prefix from the root word, we  
get “re-” and “member.” It conveys the sense that  
you want to bring back something that has gotten 
lost, something as intimately important as a body 

part, and to reincorporate this member. Forgetting 
then becomes like a kind of phantom pain—a tangible 
absence. For what would I be without my memory?  
It tells me where I come from, who I was yesterday 
and the day before that. Memory locates me in a 
 time-space, and without that ability, I would be lost, 
both chronologically and spatially. I can only imagine 
what it would be like to lose the capacity for memory, 
but I can guess that it would produce the feeling of 
having been yanked out of time, or, as one patient  
of the psychiatrist Alois Alzheimer said: “I have,  
as it were, lost myself.”8

 Memory has a sibling: forgetting. It is generally 
regarded as the reverse side of memory, something 
that rules everywhere that memory is not. Similar  
to the play of light and shadow, to return to our 
 metaphor from earlier. Forgetting is often described 
as the result of a failed memory, but in fact forgetting 
is actually an important function of memory.9 This  
is illustrated particularly well in Jorge Luis Borges’s 
short story “Funes the Memorious,”10 which is about  
a man who has a horse-riding accident that makes  
it impossible for him to forget. He is able to exactly  
remember all information he has ever encountered, 
but that prevents him from living, because all he  
can do is remember—he is unable to create new 
memories. Memory is important, as I noted before, 
but it must also leave room for a future, for oppor-
tunities for new memories to be created. As the  
art historian Geoffrey Batchen puts it:

For memory is always in a state of ruin;  
to remember something is already to have  
ruined it, to have displaced it from its moment  
of origin. Memory is caught in a conundrum 
—the passing of time that makes memory  
possible and necessary is also what makes 
memory fade and die.11

There’s an anecdote about former US president  
Ronald Reagan recalling on several occasions  
a medal of honour he awarded to a soldier who  
had shown great courage in battle. The fact is,  
the awarding of that medal never took place;  
in fact, the soldier’s story is the same as the final 
scene in the movie Wing and a Prayer.12 In other 
words, Reagan had assimilated the film sequence 
into his memory, where it was transformed into  
a story about a real soldier, which formed the  
basis for an imagined medal ceremony.13

 I myself have memories from my childhood  
that must be imagined. In them I see myself from the 
outside, which ought to mean I didn’t really experience 
these things, but instead they were either told to  
me or the memory is based on photographs. In this 
way, my memories are shared with others, and in 
some cases it can be hard to determine whose mem-
ory it actually is.14 This interpersonal aspect means 
points of contact exist where personal and cultural 
memory meet. Take nostalgia, for example, which has 
a memory aspect paired with a strong desire to be 
transported back to the time and place of the memory, 
to repeat the unrepeatable. This feeling is experi-
enced individually, but it can also be shared.15

 It can seem frightening both to forget  
the ones we know and love and for ourselves to  
be forgotten when we die. However, all we can say  
is that this is just part of memory, both personal and 
shared. Forgetting may drive off dear memories,  
but it also makes room for new ones. I would there-
fore like to propose that we can also see forgetting 
as a bright light—along with its dark shadows.  
In the forgetful depth of my origin, the distance to  
my great-grandmother’s mother is about the same  
as to the first trilobite. That is what makes looking  
back so meaningful: it opens the door to enormous 
ignorance of my own past, but at the same time,  
this means that I share parts of my origins with all  
other creatures, living and dead. I live in shared 
 ignorance together with all of the now-living.

* * *

My eyes hardly have time to get used to the bright 
stairwell I’m climbing before I sneak into the next 
room. In here it’s dark again. The room is circular  
and lit only by the light coming through a small hole. 
From that hole, the light shines on the wall opposite, 
where it forms an upside-down picture. The picture  
is changing at regular intervals, as though the  
room is rotating.

*

In the camera, we have an idealised image of  
seeing and memory. The lens captures everything  
it “sees,” and it “remembers” it with the help of  
film. Photography has become a way to transport  
the observer to a time and place in which the  
observer could not actually have been present.  
Crime scenes are photographed to provide evidence 
for criminal prosecutions. Journalism, both in print  
and online, is richly illustrated with pictures, and 
 although in both cases those images may be manipu-
lated, most people nevertheless believe the correct-
ness of photography,16 or as philosopher Roland 
Barthes writes: “Photography never lies: or rather,  
it can lie as to the meaning of the thing, being by 
nature tendentious, never as to its existence.”17

 Memory, unlike photography, is full of holes.  
A photograph captures everything in a given space 
and time; memory captures only what is important  
for the person who has the memory—time and  
space are not as essential or as interconnected.  
For the photograph, memory is fragmentary, be- 
cause the photograph cannot contain the meaning 
that a memory can. For memory, a photograph  
is just a jumble of details, most of which are  
meaningless rubbish.18

 The connection between memory and photo-
graphy is so strong that even drawings of memories 
are made in sepia-toned monochromes. At the  
conclusion of Sven Nordqvist’s children’s book 
Hattjakten (The Hat Hunt),19 a grandfather is sitting 
in a meadow after having fallen out of a motorcycle 
sidecar. Sitting in the grass, he begins to reflect  
on the objects he has collected during the course of 
the day. They happen to be the same objects  
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he exchanged with a friend for a hedgehog when  
he was a little boy. The exchange is illustrated  
in sepia tones in a photographic style, even though 
the event was probably never photographed. Not  
only can we bring back memories with manipulated 
photographs, it is also possible, apparently, to  
recall memories as photographs.
 In spite of photography’s strong status as  
a bearer of memories, there is plenty of criticism  
of this quality in the literature. Some believe that  
a photograph replaces our own internal memory 
—what historian Pierre Nora calls “alienated  
memories.”20 For example, Barthes writes, “Not  
only is the Photograph never, in essence, a memory, 
… but it actually blocks memory, quickly becomes  
a counter-memory.”21 Art historian Geoffrey Batchen 
believes that a photograph gives a general idea  
of a person’s outward appearance but is not 
 appropriate for depicting other aspects such  
as body language and voice.22

 But the photograph isn’t always the one  
with the upper hand. Memory’s creativity has the 
ability to overpower even a photograph’s “objectivity.” 
Essayist and philosopher Susan Sontag mentions  
a photograph taken before the Spanish Civil  
War of a woman with a child in her lap looking  
up to the sky. After the war, the picture was inter-
preted as showing her anxiously searching the sky  
for bombers. The photograph was thus allowed  
to travel ahead in time several years and given  
a new meaning.23

 Feminist poet and playwright Hélène Cixous 
suggests that she perhaps writes to be able to see,24 
and I would say that I use my practice to do the  
same. Am I preserving memories when I activate  
the shutter on the camera? It is not really possible  
to answer with any certainty (often I have a  better 
memory of what happened behind the camera  
than in front of it). But, in fact, such certainty is not 
essential, since the resulting picture is not what it 
depicts anyway. As I see it, the photograph has the 
same relationship to the subject it depicts that I,  
as a sentient being, have to myself and the world 
around me. Everything is there, but I am uncertain  
if I can say anything concrete about it. Art thus  
becomes a method for constantly reminding me  
about what I don’t know.

* * *

In one corner of the room stands a large stone  
casket. The lid is carved with pictures in a pattern  
of human figures that repeat again and again around 
its sides. I slide the lid to the side and see that 
the inside of the casket is also covered in pictures:  
a collection of roughly carved figures stand in front  
of an open box, from which light shines on the  
group. Behind the box stands a lone figure.  
The head of the figure seems to be covered  
by a hood or cloth.

*

The ancient Egyptians built tombs and placed  
their dead in sarcophagi, the insides of which they  
inscribed with hieroglyphs. Unlike spoken words, 
these writings could continue to communicate  
with the dead long after the tomb was sealed.  
They speak not only to the one buried within, but 
also to me, the now-living. The burial remains were 
“reawakened” by archaeologists so that today I  
can connect them with the memory of something  
from three thousand years ago.25

 The camera is also a kind of sarcophagus  
(from the Greek word for “meat-eater”). It captures 
and depicts a moment, thereby lifting it out of the 
course of events. The picture now belongs only to  
the past: the moment it describes will not be changed. 
The “person” captured in a photograph is dead even 
though the subject may live on. Barthes believes  
that we confuse the Real with the Living when  
we look at a photograph, and that’s why they are  
so useful as mementos.26 I photograph a person  
in hopes that the photograph will, at some later  
occasion, keep them (their memory) alive. Batchen  
writes: “Our fascination with photographs is based  
not on truth, but on desire (our own desire to tran s-
cend death) and on faith (in photography’s ability  
to deliver this end, in the face of all the evidence  
to the contrary).”27 Just as the sarcophagus “eats up” 
the body, the photographic process consumes the  
life in a  person and freezes it in a little box. The photo-
graph also sends the subject, or rather its symbolic 
representation, into the future, not entirely unlike  
the hieroglyphs on the inside of the casket.

* * *

I follow the spiral staircase down, inward and  
finally arrive at a little door. When I open it, I’m  
blinded by the bright light, and it takes a moment 
before I see that I’ve arrived in a gigantic, wedge-
shaped hall. It’s not possible to see the far end  
of the huge space because it’s hidden by squares  
and rectangles suspended from the ceiling. I round 
the first rectangle and then understand that what  
I’ve been looking at is the backs of portraits hung 
from above. As I get further into the hall, I think  
I can see that the portraits are getting younger  
and younger. It begins with paintings, dark and 
cracked with age, and a hundred metres later they 
have been replaced by grainy photographs. At  
the back of the hall, I find a photograph of myself.  
What am I doing here, and who are all these  
other people?

*

Phenomena like seeing (as in distinguishing true  
and false), memory and forgetting, and life and  
death and their links to photography are also appli- 
cable to family photographs. The connection here  
is possibly even more apparent, because it’s some-
thing so many have experienced. It’s quite common  
to have a photo album at home with pictures from  
our childhood, of older relatives no longer living,  
and perhaps a glimpse of our parents in their  
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Top: Karl Pettersson. Installation view, KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
Bottom: Karl Pettersson. Photograph from series Ljusläckage (gårdagen sipprar  
in i mitt vardagsrum), 2021–2022. Silver gelatin photographs, 22 x 17 cm
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youth that doesn’t agree at all with the image we  
have of them now. Family photographs are repre-
sentational. Usually it’s not the difficulties of family  
life we see in these photographs, but rather the  
nicer moments. Gender and literary scholar  Marianne 
Hirsch writes that family photographs “can more 
easily show us what we wish our family to be, and 
therefore what, most frequently, it is not.”28 This  
can be problematic, but it also opens the door 
to an approach based on meaning instead of truth, 
which in turn leads to a more pragmatic viewpoint 
than one based in principle. I know that the pictures  
in my family’s photo album are only frozen moments 
that can’t possibly explain the complex process  
I call my family. On the other hand, I believe these 
pictures can be charged with meaning to say some-
thing about the place that I come from. I think about 
Barthes in Camera Lucida, where, after his mother’s 
death, he feverishly searches for her among his  
photos. She is there in the pictures, but none of them 
are able to capture her. Despite this, and despite  
the fact that he devotes much of the book to under-
scoring the unreality of photography, in the end  
he finds his mother in a photograph from when she 
was a child that, while it does not resurrect her,  
does comfort him.
 Family photographs have a role to play not  
just on the individual level but also on the shared  
one. As a pictorial genre, they were long ignored  
in the context of art photography and the history  
of photography as a whole. These everyday pictures 
are full of clichés, taken by people who may be able 
to operate a camera but seldom have any ambition 
other than to capture the people at a birthday party, 
the first day of school, a holiday sunset.29 But it is  
also the conventions in these photographs that give 
them their social and cultural weight.30 I can open  
a photo album and recognise my own memories  
in others’ because our lives, like the photographs,  
are conventional. The casting and set design may  
be different, but the situations are similar and create  
a kind of shared memory that has individual points  
of entry (not unlike nostalgia). This becomes clear  
in Ralph Eugene Meatyard’s work The Family Album 
of Lucybelle Crater (ca. 1970–72). In this series of 
photos, Meatyard’s wife, Madelyn McKinney, poses  
in a rubber mask with the face of an older woman. 
Next to her, Meatyard places himself, a relative,  
or someone else close to him, each wearing a trans-
lucent mask that distorts their features in a way that 
makes them all look alike, even though their faces  
are still visible through the masks. Hirsch writes: 

On some level, we are each affiliated with  
this “family” and represented by it—each  
of us could be, each of us is, Lucybelle Crater. 
What we recognize, with a smile, is a sense  
of human familial interconnection in which  
the family is suffocating and grotesque, and,  
at the same time, touching and engaging  
even in its erasure of individuality and  
expression.31

I don’t mean to claim that family photographs’ lack  
of originality makes them universal, but they are  
general enough to make them interesting as a kind  
of model to emulate. They do not pretend to be 
unique. They call originality into question—all these 
people all around the world taking more or less the 
same pictures. It might seem vulgar, in the original 
sense of the word, but, from my perspective, that  
isn’t negative. Originality arises only when you  
differentiate an expression from its surroundings. 
Even if I were to succeed in producing a photograph  
that made a widespread impact, the creation of that  
photograph would, in large part, be built on some-
thing outside myself—anything from technology  
to cultural variations, and especially my own experi-
ence as shaped by the people around me. Instead  
of seeing other people’s works as original, and there-
fore unapproachable, I try to see them as part of the 
cultural web in which I too am woven. Their work thus 
becomes accessible for me to use in my own creative 
process. This is in no way an original thought, but  
I think it’s important to point out. I think about Cixous’s 
recurring play on the French verb voler, which has  
the dual meaning of “to steal” and “to fly.”32

* * *

Now I’m back at the entrance again, and  
the building tour is over. The front door is wide  
open, and I can see the light out there on the  
other side.
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When I paint, my purpose is to arrive at a truth,  
but it’s only rarely that I can express that truth clearly. 
So, a reservation when I’m writing about my paintings 
is that I’m never quite sure what lies behind. Some-
times, the truths I think I’ve learned turn out to be 
self-contradictory or shallow when I think twice about 
them, or they require goodwill from the spectator  
to connect them to my paintings. The harder I think, 
the more I find myself in doubt, and the more I feel  
like a five-year-old who draws when I feel like it  
and steals from other artists without even realising. 
That what I say about my works is imprecise at  
best—and, at worst, bullshit to give a false sense  
of depth. In any case, I don’t think when I’m painting; 
first I do the picture, then I think about its meaning. 
Still, there are things I’ve learned from looking  
at the world and from looking at the works of others 
that have taken root, and so it determines the  
way I experience things and the meaning I see  
in making art.
 The three painters who have meant the most  
to me are Pierre Bonnard, Lucian Freud, and Vilhelm 
Hammershøi. All three are more or less classical  
artists who were hard to miss on the public library’s 
art shelves when I was a law student who drew  
a lot and wanted to learn more about art. Maybe it’s 
because they were the first to mean something to 
me that they are still the most important when I think 
about it now. Moreover, Bonnard and Hammershøi 
hung as posters in my family’s home, so they are 
interwoven with my childhood memories, even though 
my perception of them have changed a lot since. 
When I compare the three artists, common features 
become obvious, even though their expressions  
each pull in their own directions.
 With Bonnard, there’s a vibrating symbiosis  
of colour. It would be an ambiguous compliment  
to call his work “beautifying,” but it contains no ugly 
things, just beautiful landscapes and interiors where 
nature, people, and objects seem to glide  together. 
For instance, you can stare at the enormous garden 
painting L’Eté (Summer, 1917) a long time before  
you notice all seven people in the garden, even 
though none of them are hiding. Bonnard liked to 
paint from memory, and at first glance there is some- 
thing unrealistic about his world, as if you are in a 
dream. But on closer inspection, the paintings aren’t 
unrealistic as much as personally sensed. You recog- 
nise things from real life you’ve only noticed uncon-
sciously: for example, the strong colours in a shadow. 
At a Bonnard show, I was struck by how real the light 
seemed when I took a few steps away from pictures, 
which from close range looked like a collection 
of random blobs. It has been said Bonnard made 

 corrections on his paintings on the sly while they  
were being exhibited, and Pablo Picasso derided 
Bonnard for being so insecure that he kept on staring 
and adding colours instead of simply choosing one.1 
However, when I first became interested in painting 
and colour, Bonnard’s works seemed magical in  
their indeterminacy, and it is precisely the uncertainty 
and complexity that is the core of his magic. The 
world is nuanced and bizarre before you rationalise 
your impressions. And it takes a huge amount of  
concentration to paint from your original experience 
and not use the base of generally assumed colours 
and shapes, and not introduce figures in accordance 
with the conventional hierarchy, where people always 
come first. For instance, in Le petit déjeuner chambre 
(The breakfast room, 1930), the eye is first caught  
by some breakfast platters on a table, then you see 
the view to the garden through a window, and finally 
we notice a woman who is cropped in the edge of  
the painting and almost merges with the background. 
At first, this prioritisation seems strange: if you your- 
self were to step into that room, the first thing you’d 
notice would be another person. But this is the way 
in which the picture is made intimate. The woman  
is someone Bonnard knows well, so the first thing  
he himself notices is the arrangement on the table. 
The way the platters are painted leads the viewer  
on a detour in order to perceive them correctly. When  
I first saw the work, the cream jug looked like an 
astronaut figurine, the brioche a heap of large pearls, 
the egg cup an abstract sculpture, the baguette  
a piece of yellow coral. When you finally perceive 
them, it is not as generic dishes but as something  
at the same time essential and unique.
 Lucian Freud is in many ways the opposite  
of Bonnard. His strokes are brutal and precise, while 
Bonnard’s are timid and chaotic. His backgrounds 
are matte and greyish brown, and the shiny-skinned 
people stand out sharply. The wrinkles and shadows 
on the portrayed people make their bodies and  
faces look like squeezed-together chunks of flesh—
an effect amplified by vigorous textures. Whereas 
Bonnard’s gaze is set on the total perspective, where 
all things stand forth independent of distance, Freud 
zooms in. Some would say the hideous is overstated 
in his subjects’ flabby cheeks and listless eyes, and  
in the beat-up surroundings. To me, Freud’s attraction 
is his eye for the things most would overlook or 
repress, and in the fresh liveliness he renders them 
in. In those of his paintings without people, a great 
poetry is found in the rendition of plants and domestic 
installations. The work Two Japanese Wrestlers  
by a Sink (1983–87) depicts a sink and two running 
faucets attached to a tile wall. A couple of the tiles  

Between Chaos and the Generic
Jens Alfred Raahauge

Jens Alfred Raahauge

Jens Alfred Raahuge, The hour of the wolf, 2022. Oil on canvas,  125 x 105 cm. 
BFA exhibition, KHM2 Gallery, Malmö, 2022 

Jens Alfred Raahuge, Bed 1, 2022. Oil on canvas, 125 x 100 cm

Im
ag

es
 c

ou
rt

es
y 

of
 Y

ou
ng

ja
e 

Li
h



351350BFA 3 Jens Alfred Raahauge

are cracked, and the faucets’ pipes are  inelegantly 
routed along the wall. At the top of the painting 
appears the lower half of a postcard with two sumo 
wrestlers, which seems to have been jammed into  
the corner of a windowsill. At first, this is a trivial sight 
that you’d turn away from as soon as you’d washed 
your hands—pure function, with a half-hearted  
attempt at decoration—but the intense attention  
with which it is painted makes it come alive as a  
world of its own and stops your gaze from wandering 
off in search of something more interesting. You  
feel the light come in through the merely suggested 
window above the sink. Almost all colours on the pal-
ette have been used to paint the bottom of the sink,  
but you don’t notice until further inspection, because 
the colours have been balanced so assuredly in ac- 
cordance with the impression of grimy porcelain and 
the incidence of light. The white texture in the water 
flowing from the upper faucet makes the unevenness 
of the stream and its sound against the porcelain 
almost more distinct than in real life. In contrast to 
Bonnard’s etheric sexuality, Freud has a direct physi-
cality. The postcard of the sumo wrestlers is placed 
so that the faucets appear where the wrestlers’ groins 
would be. It’s the same kind of crude humour as  
in Naked Girl with Egg (1980–81), where he shows  
a naked woman next to a hardboiled egg split in 
two, so that the parts of the egg match the woman’s 
breasts and lead the mind towards fertility.
 My favourite portrait by Freud, Portrait of  
John Deakin (1964), depicts the head of a man in 
front of a light background. The man’s mouth droops 
down to one side in the same direction as his gaze 
and general bearing. The face is painted with violent 
wide strokes, leaving clear traces of the brush’s stiff 
hairs, and the hues range from greyish green to bright 
red without tinted transitions. The coarse means 
create a dynamic that vitalises the face’s flesh and 
coarse features—the boxer’s nose, the big ears, the 
Adam’s apple—and at the same time poses a con-
trast to the gentleness in the subject’s absent-minded 
gaze. John Deakin was a photographer and part of 
the same artist circle as Freud. The fact that the two 
knew each other well comes as a surprise, consider-
ing the portrait. The same goes for Freud’s much  
later portrait of David Hockney, where Freud’s painter 
colleague looks like a sweating stranger on the bus. 
The lack of connection with the eyes is character-
istic of Freud’s work (and is different from his early 
portraits, which feature smooth faces with large, shiny 
eyes). In Freud’s mature and well-known paintings, 
the people’s gazes resemble those of animals: intense, 
but without clear communication. Nevertheless, this 
expression matches the one you make before you 
discover that the goofy person at the other end of 
the room is your own reflection. That is to say, your 
expression when you’re not being contemplated  
and not playing a social role: the diametrical opposite 
expression of the one portrait models generally  
wear, but the expression we all have most of the time. 
With his portraits, Freud quickly switched to painting 
entire bodies based on the notion that there’s no 
particular reason to focus on the face. In this way, 
all is levelled in his pictures: the thigh is a body part 

on equal footing with the head, the dog is a creature 
on equal footing with the human (see, for example, 
Double Portrait, 1985–86), and so on. This approach 
is something that is at the same time disconcerting 
and refreshing.
 Different again is Vilhelm Hammershøi, whose 
distinct style is neither beautifying nor brutalising  
and does not differ a lot from conventional realism. 
The strokes are small and systematic, and the colour 
scale is limited. Most of Hammershøi’s paintings  
depict his apartment, which, thanks to its spartan 
decor, is reminiscent of a Copenhagen apartment  
of today. At times, a woman turns up. Whereas  
in Bonnard’s above-described painting we find  
a sensual connection to the woman and the meal 
to gather around, this woman always has her back 
turned and her concentration fastened on things  
we can’t see, and in the clinically clean home we  
find hardly any tell-tale signs of lived life. The sun 
plays a complementary leading role, with its rays 
streaking through the room’s floating dust particles 
and playing on the walls. Just like the woman’s  
face, you never actually see the sun. Even when 
you see the window that its light is coming through, 
it’s only the shadow-coated wall of the neighbour’s 
home that’s visible. In Hammershøi’s outdoor  
paintings, it is either dark or overcast. The painter’s 
small strokes move in different directions in a faintly 
grainy pattern, and in the scraped cracks between  
the strokes, you sense more intense colours than  
the dark and blue-grey hues on the surface. This con- 
tributes to an ambience of entropy and the feeling  
of things being pent-up. There is imbalance, but never 
confrontation, because the threat remains masked. 
These are not inviting images but rather ghostly 
scenes in which you yourself are the ghost gliding 
around and contemplating the world, unable to reach 
any redemption. Hammershøi’s most famous work is 
Interiør, ung kvinde bagfra (Interior with young woman  
seen from the back, 1903–04): a woman with the 
back of her neck exposed holds a platter under her 
left arm. You often see that work as a poster in  Danish 
homes, and my family had it too. When I saw that  
picture as a kid, the room with its turned-away woman,  
its large and fragile porcelain bowl, and its minimal-
ism, it seemed like a boring picture of the boring  
lives of adults. When later my eyes were opened  
to Hammershøi, I came to feel that this work’s great-
ness lies precisely in it being a boring picture of the 
boring lives of adults. Several famous painters from 
art history deal with isolation and anxiety (Edvard 
Munch, Mark Rothko, Francis Bacon, et al. ), but  
they describe the borderland of nervous breakdown, 
and their styles’ savageness appeals to one’s sense 
of adventure and makes the impression easier to 
swallow. In both his style and motifs, Hammershøi 
has a stand-offishness that makes you think of a reg-
ular life that is probably not so well described in art, 
inasmuch as artists—notwithstanding bouts of poverty 
and anxiety—tend to live freely and do not have the 
same experiences as bureaucratic salary-earners. 
The feeling Hammershøi strikes in me is a functional 
dread, like the worry one has on a Sunday afternoon 
before the week starts all over again—a feeling  
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for instance, Bonnard paints his breakfast as he  
does, it is paradoxical that it feels truer than simpler 
representations. A commercial bakery would no  
doubt prefer a long ellipse filled with three slanting 
lines to represent a baguette. From a point of rational-
ity, rapid mass communication is ideal; accordingly,  
it seems obvious that the most simplified shape  
is the truest. Bonnard, however, shows and awakens  
an ability to be astonished at the world and simulta-
neously understand it as something other than merely 
a collection of generic objects with diverse functions. 
Bonnard is dealing with strong impressions linked 
to banal events. Primarily the non-generic and con-
cretely sensed things that fill one’s consciousness,  
but the things you quickly forget. That these impres-
sions are essential is something that I have caught 
sight of by reading Remembrance of Things Past, 
where Marcel Proust writes: “Moreover, I realized that 
life can be considered commonplace in spite of its 
appearing so beautiful at particular moments because 
in the former case one judges and underrates  
it on quite other grounds than itself, upon images 
which have no life in them.”4

 What we have here is a fifty-page inner  
monologue that the first-person narrator relates in 
the novel’s seventh and final volume, as he moves 
through a courtyard and a library and is waiting to  
be let in to a ball. He’s thinking very explicitly about 
some fresh sensory impressions, which lead him  
to understand how one actually perceives the world 
and how one’s true experience can be triggered  
by and released spiritually through art. Proust’s first- 
person narrator is, of course, preoccupied with the 
work of art that he himself yearns to create. This 
section of the book is the conclusion of his reflec- 
tions, which, via the flavour of a cookie, allow him to 
recreate a scene from his upbringing, which is the 
first volume’s famous premise. With language as his 
vehicle, the narrator recreates his life from childhood 
and onwards through the novel’s seven volumes.  
In this way, Proust’s work is different from mine,  
since I neither write nor engage myself particularly 
with my childhood. Nevertheless, Proust’s reflections 
are important to me because they express certain 
things about art and perception. His fundamental 
thesis is that one’s most important experiences  
of the world are sensory impressions, but that these  
are repressed from one’s memory because they  
don’t rationally play any role in one’s life. However,  
if later in life a person, by coincidence, happens  
to meet with an equivalent sensory impression, the 
original experience can be revived in that person’s 
mind. And insofar as beauty in Proust’s world is  
enjoyed through the imagination, the experiences  
are not beautiful at first, since the imagination is  
always directed towards that which is absent; but  
in the second encounter, the first impression retro-
actively becomes beautiful, since the imagination  
now creates rather than undermines it. The being  
that is awakened in these impressions “can only  
be nourished on the essence of things and finds in 
them alone its subsistence and its delight.”5

 For Proust, the overriding objective is the  
equalisation of present and past, where future and 
death have no roles to play. The special thing  
about his process is that he uses the spontaneous 
memory of his earlier emotional experiences  
to recall, with all the power of his memory, every  
specific  circumstance that has been stored  
up in the impression.
 However, when I first read that fifty-page 
 passage in the final volume, I was moved because  
the repetition of forgotten impressions also covered 
the feeling that I have described above, where 
 repressed sensory impressions return via a work  
of art and are felt to be beautiful even if they were 
 initially disappointing and banal. I found myself   
thinking that “the essential properties of things”6  
can often be recreated in a work of art that,  
in this way, can provoke the accidental repetition.  
On the interpretation of sensory impressions  
via art, Proust writes moreover: 

The truths which the intelligence appre- 
hends through direct and clear vision  
in the daylight world are less profound and  
less necessary than those which life has 
 communicated to us unconsciously through  
an intuition which is material only in so  
far as it reaches us through our senses  
and the spirit of which we elicit.7

In order to elicit them, one must “deduce [one’s]  
sensation from its obscurity and convert it into  
an intellectual equivalent. And what other means  
[are] open to [us] than the creation of a work of  
art?”8 According to Proust, the work of art is created 
within the artist without any act of will, after which  
it needs to be elicited with the help of instinct.
 Another book that influenced me is The  
Pale King (2011) by David Foster Wallace. Wallace 
was an American writer who was trying, in the 1990s 
and 2000s, to stage a showdown with postmodern-
ism’s irony and superficiality. Nevertheless, he made 
use of postmodernism’s form: while Proust is consis-
tent in style and point of view, Wallace’s books are  
a jumble of voices, footnotes, styles, and breaks  
in the “fourth wall.” An avant-gardist style that does 
not always meet his errand, which is otherwise not 
so far from Proust’s: a sincere rendering of what it 
means to be human. Wallace’s premise in The Pale 
King is that, in sync with the automation of manual 
labour, people will become increasingly employed 
in bureaucratic jobs, where the most formidable 
opponent is boredom. Despite eleven years of work, 
Wallace was unable to complete his book, which  
was supposed to have been twice as long. In 2008, 
while he was suffering from depression, he placed  
the  manuscript in a spot where it would be found, and 
then committed suicide. The book revolves around 
employees working at a tax office in the United 
States, and certain passages enumerate the end- 
less data that these characters must wade through. 
These sections are not convincing precisely because 
they are generic. However, the book also contains 
some of the most vivid passages I have ever read, 

of empty disempowerment; a lack of ability to  
establish deeper bonds with the people around  
you. Fixed frames whose demand for maintenance 
makes them just as much a cage as a facility.
 The most obvious trait the three painters share  
is a preoccupation with the intimate and domestic. 
Each of them, in his own way, portrays situations 
where no narrative or interaction seems to be  
happening—folks who are so much in their private 
spheres that they are neither speaking nor posing. 
The world as it most frequently is. People minding  
their own business. Freud, who unlike the other  
two portrayed many people, has said that his works 
are purely autobiographical and come from people 
and places that he knows well and cares for.2  
The different expressions in the painters’ pictures 
reflect their different temperaments and ways  
of experiencing the world.
 My own first paintings were pretty much all  
interiors of my apartment. My window faced north-
west, and one day the light fell in and grazed some 
shiny frames standing against the wall. This made  
the whole room appear differently and made me  
want to paint it. All my paintings depict something 
I myself have experienced without me arranging  
the motif. I adhere to a kind of democratic principle 
about finding motifs anywhere at all: the more modest 
the place, the better. But I don’t try to coerce motifs  
to come forth. My best paintings originate where  
a specific combination of light, distance, and objects 
gave an otherwise dull place a sense of something 
special, which I try to investigate in the painting. I  
use my imagination in the interpretation rather than  
in the choice of motif. To paint the familiar that I myself 
have experienced is also an anchor in a world that 
I rarely completely understand and which I’m often 
carried away by. I’m trying to maintain a perception  
of life between chaos and the generic. To quote a  
short poem by the surrealist Paul Éluard: “I say what  
I see / what I know / what is true.”3 I’m not trying  
to twist or contort my experience. If the experience 
contains minute details that a spectator will hardly  
be able to decipher, I include them too. In fact, I often 
think my experience embodies a feeling that reality  
is an orientation or obstacle course.
 Colours interest me in themselves. The  
work of all three painters mentioned above displays  
a virtuosity, so you get surprised about how many 
different colours can find a natural place in the same 
painting without the whole thing collapsing. With  
Bonnard, the individual colour loses its original iden-
tity because of the multitude’s reciprocal effects.  
With Freud and Hammershøi, there is a natural  
freedom from prejudice against using unorthodox 
colours in orthodox ways. It feels as if a world is 
 being  created anew in their paintings, whereupon  
you become aware that all the colours you notice  
in the works are actually to be found all around you, 
without you ever having realised this before.
 The works of all three inspire me to be fasci-
nated by surroundings that used to appear unimport-
ant and lifeless. It’s typically the aspects of their  
styles that deviate from the classically realistic that 
capture my attention. At the same time, the motifs’ 

lack of natural magnificence is something that makes 
the depictions interesting. These are pictures that  
give me a sensation I’ve had before in my own reality 
but without realising it, and when this feeling is 
 enhanced via the painting, it feels beautiful.
 When I was little, I was scared by the thought 
that sooner or later everything was going to be wiped 
out. For some reason, it felt especially alarming  
that this also went for all the insignificant things—
straw, weeds, cardboard. That large and prominent 
things were exposed seemed obvious, in much the 
same way that it’s billionaires and presidents who 
need bodyguards. However, it was strange to imagine 
that nature was also plotting assassinations against 
all the unimportant things that you’d suppose could 
exist forever in anonymity. As I got older and stopped 
thinking about these kinds of things, the unimport-
ant things became merely unimportant. Generic, 
because however short-lived they were, they would 
be replaced by something similar. On the other hand, 
I don’t think back on the sense of dread I felt in my 
childhood as something awful, as it sprang forth from 
a sensibility that has been worn down since. When 
I was a child, the whole world was poetic and every 
day was a more intense experience than any work  
of art I’ve seen as an adult, but still I didn’t know what 
poetry was, and I couldn’t express how I saw the 
world because I was unable to contemplate myself. 
Through experience, you become unified with your 
surroundings, and so, later on, I could contemplate 
both myself and the division between my view of 
things and that which is generally accepted. When  
in my life I’ve been nervous in anticipation of defining 
events, this nervousness may not have been because 
I was afraid of failing but rather because the world 
would lose poetry—and I, by becoming more inde-
pendent, would feel things less intensely. It becomes 
easier to do things on your own, but the world gets 
smaller. On what basis do you then experience  
the poetry in the world? Memories? Or the remaining 
childish impressions that flow up and get knocked 
down by rationality before they manage to affect your 
judgement? The sensuality that is foreign to reason 
supposedly stays with you, even though you con-
stantly think that you finally have become too grown 
up to harbour illusions. But reality and habit increas-
ingly steer your views and tailor your expectations 
about reality, so that you quickly become accustomed 
to anything whatsoever—even to things that initially 
seemed unattainably attractive. Your physical reality 
turns into routines and things so banal that you get 
bored or grow frustrated or else completely ignore 
them. However, your surroundings still affect the 
sensual life that reason has repressed.
 The painters whom I’ve mentioned have made  
an impression on me because they reawakened  
a sense of intensity and strangeness in things that  
I had found unimportant for a long time. An impres-
sion that feels beautiful and true. The vision of things 
that you become accustomed to with experience  
corresponds not to your true vision but rather to  
habits that you need to learn in order to function  
normally in the world. You look around and assess 
things according to a rational objective. When,  
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where trivial scenes are described over a multitude  
of pages, with extreme attention paid to every detail 
and impression. In one of Wallace’s surviving notes, 
one character in the book, Drinion, is defined as

Happy. Ability to pay attention. It turns out  
that bliss—a second-by-second joy and  gratitude 
at the gift of being alive, conscious—lies on  
the other side of crushing, crushing boredom. 
Pay close attention to the most tedious thing  
you can find (Tax Returns, Televised Golf)  
and, in waves, a boredom like you’ve never 
known will wash over you and just about kill  
you. Ride these out, and it’s like stepping from  
black and white into colour. Like water after  
days in the desert. Instant bliss in every atom.9

It is ironic that the passages in the book that live  
up to this goal are generally seen through another 
character who is a trembling nervous wreck. In  
The Pale King, those who have trivial but necessary 
jobs are described as heroes. In its most successful 

1 Julian Barnes, “Bonnard: Marthe, 
Marthe, Marthe, Marthe,” in Keeping 
an Eye Open (London: Jonathan 
Cape, 2015), 147–48.

2 Lucian Freud, Lucian Freud  
on Paper (London: Jonathan Cape, 
2008).

3 In the original French: “Je dis  
ce que je vois / Ce que je sais /  
Ce qui est vrai.” 

4 Marcel Proust, Time Regained, 
trans. Stephen Hudson (Naxos 
Classics ebook, 2017). Originally 
published 1913–27.

5 Proust, Time Regained. It continues: 
“How many times in the course  
of my life reality had disappointed 
me because the moment when I  
perceived it, my imagination, which 
was my only means of enjoying 
beauty, could not be applied by  
virtue of the inevitable law which 

only allows us to imagine that  
which is absent. And now suddenly 
the effect of this hard law had  
become neutralized, held in sus-
pense by a marvelous expedient  
of nature which had caused a 
 sensation to flash to me—sound  
of a spoon and of a hammer,  
uneven paving-stones—simultane-
ously in the past which permitted  
my imagination to grasp it and  
in the present in which the shock 
to my senses caused by the noise 
had effected a contact between 
the dreams of the imagination and 
that of which they are habitually 
deprived, namely, the idea of exis-
tence—and thanks to that stratagem 
had permitted that being within  
me to secure, to isolate and  
to render static for the duration  
of a lightning flash that which  

it can never wholly grasp, a fraction 
of Time in its pure essence. When, 
with such a shudder of happiness,  
I heard the sound common,  
at once, to the spoon touching  
the plate, to the hammer striking  
the wheel, to the unevenness of  
the paving-stones in the courtyard  
of the Guermantes’ mansion  
and the Baptistery of St. Mark’s,  
it was because that being within  
me can only be nourished on  
the essence of things and finds  
in them alone its subsistence  
and its delight.”

6 Proust, Time Regained.
7 Proust, Time Regained.
8 Proust, Time Regained.
9 David Foster Wallace, The Pale  

King (London: Penguin Books 
2012), 548.

passages, the book imbues depth and animation  
to phenomena so banal that one doesn’t even  
notice them. I became touched by the book’s  
capacity to bring things to life through worrying  
and everyday routines—that is to say, without  
bringing forth dramatic scenes—which is a feeling 
that reminds me of the sensation I feel when  
looking at Hammershøi’s paintings.
 The idea of reconciling with the sad, boring, 
disappointing, banal, and tiring is the fundamental 
project in my art. My art is not a window from which  
to crawl out and escape everyday life; rather, it’s  
a window to see your own reality. It’s an attempt to  
pull off the blanket of cliché and practical assumptions 
that cause things to appear generic. I think part  
of the impression of beauty that I’m trying to evoke  
is a sense of compassion for everything and every-
one, individually. Perhaps a sense of compassion  
not only in relation to death, but also in relation  
to the two effacing extremes of chaos and genericity, 
between which every single person’s and every  
single object’s concrete identity is situated.

Jens Alfred Raahauge

The Current of Forgetting 
Alice Ryne

Alice Ryne

Alice Ryne, Itu, 2022. Short film, 22:40 min. Installation view, BFA exhibition,  
KHM1 Gallery, Malmö, 2022
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The way I remember it, I went to crayfish parties  
at different relatives’ homes almost every year as  
a child. My clearest memories from these occasions, 
however, are not about the parties but about the trip 
home. Sitting quietly in the back seat of my mum  
and dad’s car in the middle of the night, whizzing 
along on a gravel road through what felt like an infinite 
blue-black spruce forest somewhere in Västergötland 
county. Or was it in Småland? In any case, it didn’t 
make any difference where we were on the map  
to an eight-year-old who didn’t need to give a thought  
to navigating or making decisions. Each time I sat 
there hypnotised in the darkness, concentrating  
my gaze on the edge of the forest the whole time, 
forehead leaning against the cool glass of the  
window, squinting into the dusk.
 Sometimes I’d see a fox. Sometimes I thought 
maybe I’d seen a fox, but the car was so fast that  
I didn’t have time to be sure. Most of the time,  
I didn’t see anything special, but there were always  
momentary glimpses of shapes, dancing shadows,  
and movements before they disappeared down  
the road. The blurry border in among the trees,  
in front of the car and behind it, was visible the 
whole time—the line where the light from the head-
lights ended abruptly, where everything became  
a completely dark and unknown vastness where 
absolutely anything could exist.

“It is as if the imagination were confronted with  
its own limit, forced to strain to its utmost, experienc- 
ing a violence which stretches it to the extremity  
of its power.” 1

In the autumn of 2017, I attended the Venice  
Biennale. On the last day, I stood so long looking  
at Vajiko Chachkhiani’s piece Living Dog Among 
Dead Lions (2017) that I missed the majority of  
what I had planned to see. The work was a complete 
little wooden house from the Georgian countryside 
that had been relocated into a dark corner of the  
exhibition pavilion. Visitors were not allowed to go 
inside the old house, but you could stand on your  
toes and peek through the windows and the  veranda, 
and you could see that it was furnished with old 
wooden furniture and lamps that glowed softly 
in the dimly lit interior.
 The absence of those who once owned  
the house and its furniture, the people who had  
lived there, acted like a vacuum in the rooms.  
But it was something more than this that kept me 
standing there so long: from the ceilings throughout 
the house, water poured down as if it were raining 
hard inside. The rain went on hour after hour,  

day in and day out. The water reached every  
corner, but ill-fitting plastic sheets covered the  
wood floors and some of the furniture, as though  
to protect against the damp and the threat  
of rot—to prevent, or at least delay, the slow  
washing away of it all.
 I stood there silently and watched as every- 
thing, infinitely slowly but inevitably, was nevertheless 
worn down and washed away. At one and the same 
time, I was in Venice, at an unknown place in the 
Georgian countryside, and in a little room deep inside 
myself whose door had now been opened wide  
by the encounter with this work.
 The film director Andrei Tarkovsky writes that  
the artistic picture gives us the opportunity to commu-
nicate with the eternal. The picture’s foremost task,  
he asserts, is to strive towards the infinite, to make  
us aware of the eternal.2 For Tarkovsky, who was  
an Orthodox Christian, this is of course about his 
faith, about God. When I read this for the first time,  
I had just come home from Venice and thought in- 
stead about the room whose door had been opened 
by Living Dog Among Dead Lions. I thought that  
eternity is what you stand eye to eye with when  
you open the door to it: the fact of transience, the 
infinite number of questions we’ll never be able  
to answer, all the mysteries and everything forgotten, 
perpetual throughout time. A dizzying, immeasur- 
able expanse, terrifying and irresistible.

“(Thursday) The film has arrived in the mail, by the 
way. We looked through all the material on Monday 
and soon I need to get started with the editing.  
I can’t decide which take I think was best. I think 
maybe I’ll actually use all of them, one after another. 
Let her run off forever, over the hills and down  
into the sky.” 3

For several years, a book about Christian Boltanski 
has lain open in my studio to the pages with pictures  
of his Inventories (1973–91). The museological  
form that Boltanski often used is what first drew  
my attention to the work. The tidy, systematised 
arrangement of personal effects, the railing around  
his Inventory of Objects Belonging to a Young Woman 
of Charleston (1992), the painstaking correctness  
and meticulousness in the handling of something  
so incomprehensible and impossible to take 
in as death, triggered me immediately as soon  
as I saw it. It was moving in its ostensibly unsenti-
mental  execution, dry in a way that felt like a lie,  
a façade or a shield.
 This creating of distance makes me think of  
the mechanism that I suspect comes out in people 

Alice Ryne

who deal with the sorrow of a loved one’s death  
by immersing themselves in finding practical solutions 
to the funeral, the burial, the cleaning up of the  
estate, and so forth. I immediately wanted to copy  
this mode of being, to borrow it to use in my own  
work. Whole characters and scenes emerge from 
thinking about this pragmatic, meticulous grieving.  
I let the book lie open as a reminder before the  
start of each new project.
 This sober meticulousness, tricking yourself  
into believing that you have an iota of control in  
the confrontation with loss, absence, and forgetting, 
reminds me of well-organised old photo albums  
and journals. I too have taken pictures of everything 
and kept a journal every day since primary school.  
As a seven-year-old, I drew maps of school  

corridors and diagrammed where everyone  
in the class was sitting every time we were given  
new seating assignments. I have always been,  
and continue to be, deathly afraid of forgetting.  
I’ve been thinking about all the important or sweet 
things that have ever happened and been said  
in history no longer remembered by anyone and 
that no one could ever rediscover—that thought 
has been burning a hole in my head.
 As frightened as I am of forgetting, I’m  
equally frightened of being forgotten. The helpless-
ness in the face of the passing of time, in the face  
of death, is there on the periphery of my vision  
at all times—the threat of being forgotten and  
thereby of ceasing to exist.

Alice Ryne, Itu, 2022. Film stills. Short film, 22:40 min
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359358BFA 3

“(Monday) Continued today on the little painting  
of the sloping attic ceiling. Added to it a more proper 
shadow at the back, behind the last rafter. I think  
it’s finished now.” 4 

The journal, the mobile-phone camera, every  
hard disk and box of junk in different storage rooms, 
all are different, vain attempts to guarantee that there 
is proof in the world that I really exist, or perhaps  
even proof for tomorrow that I have existed, proof  
of all I’ve done.
 Whenever someone asks me why I keep a 
journal, I usually answer that I keep a journal so that  
I can read it myself and remember my life, so that  
I can hold on to some version of my memories. This  
is true. I imagine that I’m preserving myself and my  
experiences by trying to deposit my memories outside 
my own mortal body and outside my unreliable  
memory so that I can stick around a little longer.  
But, to be honest, there has probably always been  
another equally important, but shamefully disre-
garded, reason: sooner or later, it has to be read by 
someone else. People commonly make comments 
about “immortalising” things by taking pictures of 
them, about how photographs “freeze” something  
in time and so forth—as though pictures are some-
thing other than a very narrow representation of  
the moments they claim to “capture,” and as though 
pictures are generally around for eternity, or, if we’re 
being honest, even for a particularly long time. As 
though every type of attempt to immortalise and save 
is not entirely futile. I’m no different myself. Tricking 
myself intentionally, paddling stubbornly against  
the current of forgetting.
 Perhaps the goal is not really to save the whole 
actual moment but rather the wonderfully reassuring 
feeling it elicits, for the moment, for having saved  
it, whether or not that’s true. In short, a brief deferral 
of anguish. The realisation of the inadequacy, of  
all I didn’t capture in my pictures or notes and never 
could have captured, comes only later, when I return 
to them. Suddenly they seem instead like evidence 
of all that could not be captured. Like an unfinished 
sketch, “testify[ing] to time’s relentless melt.”5

 What I do when I film, paint, photograph,  
or draw is not the same as what I do in my journal  
or with my mobile-phone camera. Neither my  
every day life nor my relationships have any visible  
or conscious place there. I want to get away from  
the autobiographical and the individual, to try to  
be an anonymous silhouette when I’m talking about  
the  subjects that are actually closest to the most  
fragile parts of my self. Therefore, I often dreamily 
strive for the most “neutral” presentation possible  
in my pictures—to try to let universal, impersonal 
settings and figures, anonymous silhouettes,  
and half-obscured faces take as much of the  
stage as I can give them.
 I want to hide all that is my own, everything 
specific to me, behind a romantic Rückenfigur— 
a figure with its back turned towards the observer  
that both inspires empathy and remains mysterious. 
At the same time, I do realise that I cannot possi- 
bly achieve actual “neutrality,” and that I have  

little chance of being perceived as unspecific and  
neutral, of being seen as a representative of humanity 
in general rather than of a particular group. With  
this in the back of my mind, I nevertheless strive for 
the degree of anonymity or universality that I believe 
I can actually achieve simply by avoiding the most 
obviously personal, the individualities I’m able  
to discern. I believe that choice makes a big  
difference in the final result.
 Thus, my works are not primarily extensions 
of my journal or my tendency to hold on to things, 
although they are strongly connected. They are about 
that behaviour and the constantly aching fear behind 
it. My artworks say something about my writing, my 
snapshots, and my collecting by speaking about  
my futile attempts to immortalise, to be remembered, 
and to understand—about getting lost as I try  
to navigate as best I can through the unknown.  
The pictures, the sequences of images, the sounds, 
and the objects that constitute my works are  
methods of taking a step back, a kind of macro 
zooming out. 
 When I film the beams of light from torches  
out in the darkness, paint moving boxes and rubbish 
bags in a messy attic storage room, or photograph  
the pitch-black opening of a rabbit hole in a sunny 
green hill, it is a way of devoting myself to and think-
ing about these topics in a language that is, for me, 
in many ways more accessible than the languages 
of words, which it interacts with and complements. 
Hours of direct attention dedicated to the frightening, 
the “too big” and unknown, is built into the process, 
into the time it takes me to create my pictures  
and narratives.
 The space that is carved out by time,  
as I see it, is left in or around the finished works, 
becoming a place to which you can return. In them, 
helplessness and fear take on a form that can  
be confronted and touched. In them, I dare to  
let the awareness of uncertainty and disorientation  
exist and be exposed, which is otherwise seldom 
allowed. Because at the same time that I’m chasing 
this serious and existential aspect, and believe  
it to be important, I am also afraid of it—afraid 
of being too serious, too earnest, too heavy. Afraid  
of embarrassing myself. It is a vulnerable position.  
It’s hard for me to not always laugh it off and make 
light of it, hard to stop trying to always be entertaining 
and self-deprecating. “Being sincere without being  
absurd,”6 daring to be serious without running for 
cover behind humour, is instinctively challenging  
for me at all times—even here, in this essay.
 The good thing about humour, about “laughing 
it off,” is not only that it works so very well as a shield 
against the heavy, serious, and forbidden, but also 
that, thanks to this protection it provides, it is also  
a perfect way to coax yourself to unwittingly confront 
the serious—to let it sneak up on you, to come closer 
to it than you otherwise would have dared to do. 
 It’s like sneaking a peek at something through  
a mirror instead of looking straight at it. Being lured  
to come close while feeling safe behind an illusion  
of distance. Humour is therefore also one of the 
 primary tools in my practice and a central feature  

1 Gilles Deleuze, Kant’s Critical 
Philosophy: The Doctrine of the 
Faculties, trans. Hugh Tomilson 
and Barbara Habberjam (London: 
Athlone, 1984), 50.

2 Andrei Tarkovsky, Sculpting in  
Time: Reflections on the Cinema, 
trans. Kitty Hunter-Blair (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1989).

3 Excerpt from my journal.
4 Excerpt from my journal.

5 Susan Sontag, On Photography 
(New York: Rosetta Books,  
2005), 11.

6 Charles Baudelaire, The Painter 
of Modern Life and Other Essays, 
trans. Jonathan Mayne (London: 
Phaidon, 1995), 9.

7 This is the series’ tagline.  
See “Vi förändrar oss,” SVT, https:// 
www.svtplay.se/vi-forandrar-oss. 

8 Ruben Östlund, “Ruben Ostlund’s 
The Square Lands in the New 
Avant-Garde of European Comedy,” 
interview by Mark Olsen, Los Ange-
les Times, 16 November 2017.

9 Henri Bergson, Laughter:  
An Essay on the Meaning of the 
Comic, trans. Cloudesley Brereton 
and Fred Rothwell (Mineola,  
NY: Dover Publications, 2005).

10 Jörg Heiser,”Curb Your Romanti-
cism: Bas Jan Ader’s Slapstick,” 
in The Artist’s Joke, ed. Jennifer 
Higgie, Documents of Contem- 
porary Art (London: Whitechapel 
Gallery; Cambridge, MA:  
MIT Press, 2007).

of the practices of many of the artists in whom I find 
inspiration for my work. On the Sveriges Television 
website, Mårten Nilsson’s odd little TV series Vi förän-
drar oss (We’re Different Now, 2014) is described  
as “humour without jokes.”7 That description, in all  
its simplicity, puts a finger directly on the sombre, 
absurd humour of many of Nilsson’s series and films 
and also delimits that highly specific part of the genre 
of comedy that I’m most interested in adopting and 
working with. Nilsson’s works always have something 
secretive about them. They are always incredibly 
cryptic. All the way through, from beginning to end, 
you get the feeling you’ve missed some pivotal infor-
mation in the narrative. There are no explanations,  
no punch lines, and therefore no emotional handrail  
at all. You tiptoe from confused questioning to odd  
rec ognition, then to being entertained, then moved, 
then uncomfortable and reflective, back to enter-
tained, and on and on again. It reminds me of some-
thing I read in an interview with the director Ruben 
Östlund, about how he loves it when he realises  
he has succeeded in creating a scene that, in just  
a few seconds, shifts from a situation that makes  
the audience laugh to one where laughing feels  
completely forbidden.8

 How refreshing it is when each audience  
member is forced to choose when and how to react 
instead of being subjected to an obvious and predict-
able choice already made for them. According to  
the philosopher Henri Bergson, laughter requires us  
to temporarily shut down other feelings. Feelings such 
as compassion, anxiety, fear, or sympathy for the 
person or thing we’re laughing at cannot exist simul-
taneously with the laughter.9 Being in this temporary 
shutdown and then being repeatedly pulled back  
in to all the other feelings is a difficult and strange 
balancing act, and it is just that oscillation I want  
to be able to produce with my own work.
 I think several of Roy Andersson’s films do 
something similar. With his characteristically slow  
absurdity and exaggerated, stylised, washed-outness, 
his films provoke the audience to laugh and smile  
at the same time as they are heavy and serious.  
The most important key to this in both Andersson’s 
and Nilsson’s films is perhaps in the transition  

from one scene to another, between the different 
events, where a sudden exponential increase  
in the gravity of the situation occurs. When the  
lines are said, when nothing new happens in  
the action, and when the audience’s laughter starts  
to wane, the scene often continues on anyway  
for several interminable seconds. There is no escape 
from the discomfort through the haste we expect  
in comedies; we are forced to confront it and sit  
with it. These extra seconds, this little prolongation,  
is something I always have in the back of my head 
when I’m writing a script, when I’m filming, and  
perhaps most of all when I’m sitting in the editing 
room. I measure the timing very carefully. It’s like 
when you’re with someone, and after a moment  
of silence in the conversation, you both start talking 
again at the same time, because both of you are  
painfully aware of precisely when the silence starts  
to become unbearable. In conversation, I don’t dare 
to do anything but start talking. But in the editing 
room, I draw it out instead, letting the silence  
get even worse.
 In completely different ways, Bas Jan Ader  
has become an important example for me of how  
you can coax forth gravity with humour, particularly  
in his Falling (1970–71) films, in which the artist’s 
self-inflicted violence against his own dignity and  
his own body references slapstick comedy, and  
yet is very different from it.
 As the art critic Jörg Heiser so aptly puts it,  
Ader’s acting in the films is “without acrobatic gro-
tesqueness in his movements or facial expressions.”10 
There is an earnestness and a seriousness in his 
execution and feel, “a romanticist strain in the comical 
mishaps” that triggers compassion and discomfort, 
revealing the heavy gravity of the situation when  
it suddenly appears, clear and painful, in contrast  
to the comic. Ader was an early introduction for  
me to the game of using art to combine physical  
comedy’s defusing self-deprecation with earnestness 
and an admission of and exposure to fear and grief. 
His melancholy slapstick has directly influenced  
my own films, particularly my acting in them and  
how I relate to my own body.

Alice Ryne
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Felix Oscar Christiansson

Felix Oscar Christiansson

Felix Oscar Christiansson, Att gripa efter darrande föremål i vardagsrummet, 2022.  
Oil on wooden board

Felix Oscar Christiansson, Den bekymrade tranan mellan tistelväxt och ljusstake, 2022.  
Oil on canvas 

Felix Oscar Christiansson, En trähand under albeträdet i skuggan av den torkade 
buketten, 2022. Oil on canvas 
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Cecilie Mark Hansen

Cecilie Mark Hansen

Cecilie Mark Hansen, Natlig Verve, 2021. Clay, plant soil, polyester, fluorescent 
 pigment, 40 x  45 x 30 cm 
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Pernille Emilia Kjær

Pernille Emilia Kjær

Pernille Emilia Kjær, Loss of human form (Orifice), 2022. Metal handle, kombucha 
SCOBY, latex, cable harness, 18 x 69 x 78 cm  
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Fredrika Lindeberg

Fredrika Lindeberg

Fredrika Lindeberg, Beginning (The Vacated Space), 2022. Acrylic on cotton,  
155 x 190 cm  

Fredrika Lindeberg, Convergence (The Vacated Space), 2022. Acrylic on cotton,  
150 x 190 cm
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Billie Meiniche

Billie Meiniche

Billie Meiniche, Jeg bliver helt enorm (I become so very), 2021. Silk dresses,  
hay, thread, 227 x 140 x 70 cm
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Astta Nellie Nielsen

Astta Nellie Nielsen

Astta Nellie Nielsen, Vendute 1, vedute (af italiensk veduta, syn, udsigt), 2022. 
Glazed stonewear, iron and viscose

En membran mellem det rum jeg træder ind i, som det private og så den verden jeg ser 
udenfor. Et semi transparent skjold for omverden.
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Maria Nadia Nour Nielsen

Maria Nadia Nour Nielsen

Maria Nadia Nour Nielsen, Previously on… , 2022. Performance 
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Jonathan Bue Plauborg Rasmussen

Jonathan Bue Plauborg Rasmussen

Jonathan Bue Plauborg Rasmussen, Metrocard, 2022. Silkscreen and watercolor,  
70 x 100 cm
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Sigrid Soomus

Sigrid Soomus

Sigrid Soomus, Rå omfamning / Raw embrace, 2022. Steel, 55 x 85 x 270 cm
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Marcus Wallström

Marcus Wallström

Marcus Wallström, Turning point, 2021. Charcoal on paper (lit with natural light through 
a window), 76 x 206 cm
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Vigga Heisselberg Wæhrens

Vigga Heisselberg Wæhrens

Vigga Heisselberg Wæhrens, Otte Timers Søvn (Eight Hours of Sleep), 2022.  
Film still. 16 mm film, 7:02 min

Im
ag

e 
co

ur
te

sy
 o

f 
th

e 
ar

tis
t



385384BFA 2

Hannes Östlund

Hannes Östlund

Hannes Östlund, Studio, 2022. Installation and performance, mixed media
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Zsófia Boda 

Zsófia Boda 

Zsófia Boda, SoftAI, 2022. Fragment of digital work
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Andrea Sitara Gran 

Andrea Sitara Gran 

Andrea Sitara Gran, Little house on wheels, 2022. Stills from leg 1.  
Video installation, 3:20 min. Stills from leg 2. Video installation, 2:46 min

Andrea Sitara Gran, Little house on wheels, 2022. Video stills.  
Video installation, 17:03 min
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Siri Hammarén

Siri Hammarén

Siri Hammarén, Huset minns, det jag inte vet, 2022. Scanned 16 mm, 4:53 min loop 
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Solvej Heise Jakobsen

Solvej Heise Jakobsen

Solvej Heise Jakobsen, Emptying a dishwasher (episode 1–3), 2022. Video still. Digital 
video with sound, 14:04 min
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Isis Lindskog

Isis Lindskog

Isis Lindskog, Fragments of being (separate paintings are untitled), 2021.  
Charchoal on raw cotton canvas
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Malthe Jos Lundquist 

Malthe Jos Lundquist 

Malthe Jos Lundquist, En Flettet Start Uden Ende (A Braided Beginning with No End), 
2022.  Aluminium mat, bricks. 70 x 40 cm

Left: Malthe Jos Lundquist, En Flettet Seng (A Braided Bed), 2021. Dried grass mat, 
dog. 70 cm 
Right: Malthe Jos Lundquist, En Flettet Ende (A Braided End), 2022. Fireplace, dried 
grass mat. Performance at Stejlepladsen, Copenhagen
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Sturla Magnusson

Sturla Magnusson

Sturla Magnússon, Tree stump 1, 2, 3, 4 & 5 , 2022. Birch, bronze, plaster, silicone  
and plastic

Sturla Magnússon, Doesn’t Ring a Bell, 2022Ash, Beech, cherry, oak,  
mahogany, pine, walnut and silicone
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Sebastian Gabriel Nord

Sebastian Gabriel Nord

Sebastian Gabriel Nord, Treverk, 2021. AI-produced video-loop, projector, rice paper, 
locally salvaged branch, polyester thread and upcycled carabiner, variabel dimensions
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405404BFA 1

Jelena Pajic

Jelena Pajic

February, 2022
My father talking about the beginning of Yugoslav Wars

“I was 31, the age you are now, believing everything that a young person would. I was hopeful,
and I trusted myself to be able to deal with what was coming my way.
I studied and worked diligently.
I respected my parents and my seniors.
I was a loyal and honest friend.
I wonder now what good it did me.”

Jelena Pajic, Portrait of my father, Reflecting on the Yugoslav Wars, 2018 (created). 
Digital photograph, 10 x10cm
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407406BFA 1

Chiara Salmini, Four stages of a sunset and beings, 2022. Series of 4, oil, grid vellum 
paper, 65 lb, drawing paper, 24 x 34,5 cm

Chiara Salmini

Chiara Salmini

Im
ag

es
 c

ou
rt

es
y 

of
 th

e 
ar

tis
t



409408BFA 1

Friedel Weiser

Friedel Weiser

Ton, Tone, Clay
Clay from stream, deposited on walls.
Spun and braided seaweed thread suspending bronze bells.
Held by moraine clay.
Ceramic cavities.

Friedel Weiser, Excerpts from installation, 2022. Clay, bronze, seaweed, wood, warp 
thread, variabel dimensions
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413412PHD 

The proposed aim of this PhD research  
is to work on and work through two large  
and multifaceted art projects that are currently 
in progress, namely Fierté Nationale and  
Summer Thoughts. In different ways, these  
two projects engage with little-explored  
fissures within the larger fractures of a modern 
history that runs from fascism and Nazism  
in the 1930s through World War II and the 
new political world order that emerged from 
it, to the birth of Israel and the Palestinian  
conflict, the Cold War, and decolonisation  
and neocolonisation processes. While they 
originate in the past, the projects resonate  
in the contemporary global context Fierté 
Nationale focuses on the complex material, 
symbolic, and ideological meaning and history 
of the FAL rifle, including how the rifle was 
used on both sides of the ideological spectrum 
during the Cold War and the connections  
between the Belgian weapons industry  
based in Wallonia and those in South Africa 

and Israel, among other things. Summer 
Thoughts takes the tapestries of the Malmö-
born Norwegian artist Hannah Ryggen  
as a starting point for an exploration of  
fascism in the 1930s and in present-day  
Scandinavia, Europe, and beyond.

These two projects are based on historical  
and theoretical research, and driven by pro-
cesses through which archives and materials, 
bodies and language, stories and time are 
appropriated, deconstructed, and transformed 
into objects/subjects of thought and experi-
ence through a methodology that enacts  
what I would like to call “an anthropophagy 
of history”: a methodology of devouring  
and spitting out interiorised traumas  
and memories, transformed into bodily  
and verbal prayers of and for the living  
and the dead.

—Sven Augustijnen on his PhD project

Archival Procedures, Unresolved Processes:  
An Anthropophagy of History
Sven Augustijnen 

Sven Augustijnen

BIO Sven Augustijnen lives and works in Brussels. His films, publications, and installations  
on political, historical, and social themes constantly challenge the genre of the documentary,  
reflecting a wider interest in historiography and a predilection for the nature of storytelling: “History  
is by no means a natural phenomenon. The way we use stories, images, and fiction to construct  
reality and history fascinates me.” He had solo shows at WIELS Contemporary Art Centre, Brussels;  
de Appel, Amsterdam; Malmö Konsthall; Vox – Centre de l’image contemporaine, Montreal; Center  
for Curatorial Studies, Bard College, Annandale-on-Hudson, NY; and Kunsthal Aarhus, Denmark.  
Recent group shows include Congoville, Middelheim Museum Antwerp; Southern Constellations:  
The Poetics of the Non-Aligned, Moderna galerija, Ljubljana; Monoculture, M HKA – Museum  
of Contemporary Art Antwerp; The Unfinished Conversation, Power Plant, Toronto; Gestures and  
Archives of the Present, Genealogies of the Future, Taipei Biennial; and Living Together, Kunsthalle 
Wien. Augustijnen is represented by Jan Mot, Brussels, and is a founding member of Auguste  
Orts, Brussels. 
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Sven Augustijnen, AWB 082-3317 7922, 2012. Bike and bags of “makala” (charcoal).
Installation view, TRACK, SMAK – Municipal Museum of Contemporary Art, Ghent, 2012



415414PHD 

The research question at the centre of my 
work is: How does pre-enactment function 
as a way of creating visions of alternative 
reality? I focus on pre-enactment as a method 
of political imagination that mixes historical 
events with speculative futures to enable 
future memories.
 In this context, I am developing  
the project Or La’Goyim (Hebrew for Light  
to the Nations). Its conceptual background  
is the current situation of Earth heating up 
—climate change, wars, and economic crises 
are competing as causes of civilisation’s 
demise. While nation states have historically 
taken some action to provide safety and a  
better future, particularly after the catastrophes 
of the first half of the twentieth century, their 
attempts have fallen short. A radical solution 
is needed—it is time for the great escape! 
 My Homeland, the state of Israel,  
is at the zenith of technology and  innovation. 
Dubbed High-Tech Nation, Israel is embark- 
ing on an incredible endeavour: the construc-
tion of an immense generation ship called 
Or La’Goyim . The generation ship will carry 
those chosen according to specific criteria, 
which aim to assure the continuous survival 
of the Jewish people, and embark on a jour-
ney to a new and safe promised land. 

 Or La’Goyim is an invitation to participate 
in the future. Like Noah’s ark, it will grant 
safety and security to those willing to imagine 
an escape from an inevitable doom and 
 embrace the concept of the wandering Jew  
as a universal principle. 
 Another important goal of this project  
is to explore and define the elements that 
make up the pre-enactment framework,  
by examining themes such as the influence  
of a specific sociopolitical context on art;  
the notion of ambiguity and how it can be 
used to activate an audience; change and 
 temporality; separation of form from ideology 
and transgression of symbols; collective 
 memory; and utopian visions. 
 The Institute of Pre-enactment aims  
to empower artists and the arts to develop 
their agency through the unique ability to 
rethink society’s building blocks and recon-
figure them according to an unrestrained 
political imagination. The project delivers  
a cathartic effect to the participants by 
enabling a sincere conversation on existing 
techniques of vision and the untapped  
power of change.

—Yael Bartana on her PhD project

The Institute of Pre-enactment
The Generation Ship Or La’Goyim 
An Exercise in Political Imagination
Yael Bartana

Yael Bartana

BIO Yael Bartana, an artist born in Israel, 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 
fissured line between the sociological and the imagination. Over the past twenty years, Bartana has dealt 
with some of the dark dreams of the collective unconscious and reactivated the collective imagination, 
dissecting group identities and (an-)aesthetic means of persuasion. In her films, installations, photo-
graphs, 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 around the world 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. 
 Selected solo exhibitions: Two Minutes to Midnight, Cecilia Hillstrom Gallery, Stockholm, 
2022; Malka Germania, Claire Trevor School of the Arts, University of California, Irvine, 2022; Redemption 
Now, Jewish Museum Berlin, 2021; Cast Off, Fondazione Modena Arti Visive, 2019–20; And Europe Will  
Be Stunned, Philadelphia Museum of Art, 2018; If you will it, it is not a dream Secession, Vienna, 2012; 
Tel Aviv Museum of Art, 2012; Moderna Museet, Malmö, 2010; and MoMA PS1, New York, 2008. Selected 
group exhibitions: Witch Hunt, Hammer Museum, Los Angeles, 2021; São Paulo Art Biennial, 2014, 2010, 
2006; Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam, 2015; Berlin Biennale for Contemporary Art, 2012; documenta 12, 
Kassel, Germany, 2007; Istanbul Biennial, 2005;and  Manifesta 4, Frankfurt, 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 art work of the twenty-first century by the Guardian newspaper in 2019. 

Yael Bartana, Malka Germania, 2021. Installation view, Jewish Museum Berlin, 2021

Courtesy of  Annet Gelink Gallery, Amsterdam; Sommer Contemporary Art, Tel Aviv; Galleria Raffaella 
Cortese, Milano; Petzel Gallery, New York; and Capitain Petzel, Berlin
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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 increasingly 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  
accelerated world of “cultural industries,”  
or whether it might paradoxically be under-
stood as an institution that has enabled  
the systems it opposes. The PhD is based 
on the development of a reflexive analytical 
approach, with the aim to come to an in- 
depth understanding of today’s phenomena 
within what seems to be an increasingly  
professionalised art world that functions  
under dictates of performance and produc-
tivity, based on instrumentalised modes  
of enquiry and experimentation. 

—Jürgen Bock on his PhD project

Revisiting through the Lens of an Art School 
Jürgen Bock

 Jürgen Bock

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, France, 2012, and Johann Jacobs Museum, Zurich, 2014; and Parting  
with the Bonus of Youth—Maumaus as Object (with Simon Thompson), Galeria Avenida da Indía,  
Lisbon Municipal Galleries, 2019. 
 Over 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 participants 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, Ana Jotta, 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 inter na-
tional 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. 

Jürgen Bock, New course announcement poster MauMaus Photography School, spring 
1995. Photocopy, 29,7 x 42,0 cm
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The Opposite of Voice-Over interrogates  
methods and practices for speech acts and 
strategies of self-representation in film  
and video in relation to the politics of  
representation of communities excluded  
from citizen membership.
 Departing from my practice and  
research on topics related to imperial and 
colonial continuums and the politics of  
memory of anticolonial struggle and inter-
national 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 Italian poet and film- 
maker Pier Paolo Pasolini and his proposal  
for a “cinema of poetry.” With the cinema 
of poetry, Pasolini envisioned a “technic of 
equality” based on a cinematic “free indirect 
speech,” allowing multiple voices to share  
a common platform.
 My research investigates the emanci-
patory potential of a cinema of poetry  
for speech acts, forms of self-representation, 
and strategies of public visibility of members 
of communities rendered invisible by  
the nation-state model.

—Bouchra Khalili on her PhD project

The Opposite of Voice-Over
Bouchra Khalili

BIO Bouchra Khalili is a Moroccan-born visual artist. She graduated with a degree in film  
theory and history at the Université Sorbonne Nouvelle, Paris, and in visual arts at the École nationale 
supérieure d’arts de Paris-Cergy.
 Encompassing film, video, installation, photography, printmaking, and editorial and  
discursive platforms, Khalili’s practice explores imperial and colonial continuums as epitomised by 
 contemporary forced illegal migrations and the politics of memory of anticolonial struggles and interna-
tional solidarity. At the intersection of history and micro-narratives, her work investigates questions  
of self-representation, autonomous agency, and forms of resistance of communities rendered invisible  
by the nation-state   model. Her practice is deeply informed by the legacy of post-independence avant- 
gardes and the tradition of performative strategies of storytelling and knowledge transmission in  
North Africa.
 Khalili’s work has been the subject of numerous solo exhibitions, including at Bildmuseet, 
Umea, Sweden; Museum of Fine Arts, Boston; Museum Folkwang, Essen, Germany; Jeu de Paume,  
Paris; Secession, Vienna; and Museum of Modern Art, New York. She also participated in several  
international exhibitions such as at documenta 14, Kassel, Germany, and Athens; the 55th Venice  
Biennale; 18th Biennale of Sydney; and 10th Sharjah Biennial, among others.
 A long-time educator, Khalili is also a co-founder of the Cinémathèque de Tanger, northern 
Morocco’s first cultural centre dedicated to the preservation and promotion of film culture in the region.

Bouchra Khalili

Bouchra Khalili, Twenty-Two Hours, 2018. Film installation. Installation view,  
Stories within stories, Bildmuseet, 2022 

Bouchra Khalili, The Typographer, 2019. 16 mm film, video transfer, The Radical Ally, 2019.  
Artist’s publication on blueback prints, 36 posters. Installation view,  Stories within stories, 
Bildmuseet, 2022 
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CUnT-SPLICING THOUGHT-FORMS — 
Promiscuous 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 its core. It proposes the 
term “cunt-splicing”—a reference to ropework 
and the so-called cunt splice (a.k.a. cut splice) 
knot. A tool to conceptualise the 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. This dissertation 
argues that cunt-splicing thought-forms  
differ from New Age concepts such as those 
found in quantum mysticism, which tend  
to reduce the fluid complexities of physics to 
fixed metaphors for spiritual truths. Feminist 
theorist Karen Barad’s notion 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 North 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-through-
with. Equally important, this dissertation  
uses tantric technologies that stem from  
my lived engagement with kundalini and 
tantric practices. Approaching artworks  
as entangled fields to think-through-with,  
the text is pulled by the weightiness of situat- 
ed knowledge 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 
galvanise excited states—and the  
perversion inherent in both quantum  
and tantric systems? 
And how can these paradoxical states  
be activated in art making—and to  
what end? 

The first knot, background radiation, 
 introduces the phenomenon of excited states  
and the quantum-tantric domain of cunt- 
splicing. The second knot has Gravitational 
Ripples (the Swedish memorial honouring  

www.cunt-splice.agency
Lea Porsager

Lea Porsager, STRIPPED, 2021. Installation view, Kunsthal Charlottenborg,  
Copenhagen, 2021
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BIO Lea Porsager graduated from the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, Copenhagen,  
and the Städelschule, Frankfurt am Main, in 2010. Porsager holds a PhD from the Malmö Art Academy 
and Lund University (2021). 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 Kunsthal Charlottenborg, Copenhagen, 2021; 
 Moderna Museet, Stockholm, 2020–21; FuturDome, Milano, 2020; Museum of Contemporary Art, 
 Roskilde, 2019; Nils Stærk, Copenhagen, 2016; Brandts, Odense, 2016; Göttingen Kunstverein, 2015; 
Overgaden, Copenhagen, 2015; Künstlerhaus Bethanien, Berlin, 2015; Henie Onstad Kunstsenter, 
 Høvikodden, 2013; and Emily Harvey Foundation, New York, 2013. 
  Porsager was selected for a CERN Honorary Mention for the Collide International  
Award in 2018. In 2012, Porsager participated in dOCUMENTA (13), in 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. 
Porsager’s earthwork and memorial Gravitational Ripples was inaugurated in June 2018 in Stockholm, 
Sweden, commemorating the Swedish lives lost in the 2004 tsunami in Southeast Asia. 

the lives lost in the Indian Ocean tsunami in  
2004, installed 2018) at its core. This sensitive 
fieldwork speaks to the bending of space- 
time itself, investigating the concept of waves 
in relation to excited states. The third knot  
is rooted in works revolving around the  
neutrino particle. Propelled by my stay 
at CERN, the European Organization for 
 Nuclear Research, as well as conversations 
with scientists from CERN and the Niels  
Bohr Institute in Copenhagen, the work  
contains references to the historical records  
of physicist Wolfgang Pauli. The fourth  
knot looks at some of the string-figures that  
are woven into cunt-splicing, functioning  
as an additional cord between the first knot 
and the sixth. The fifth knot spins around  
the exhibition STRIPPED (2020–21) at 
Moderna Museet, Stockholm, and Kunsthal 

Charlottenborg, Copenhagen. STRIPPED 
can be viewed as an agitated and erogenous 
meditation on excited and exhausted states, 
colliding different concepts relating to energy, 
knowledge, and spirituality. The sixth and 
concluding knot proposes that an irreverent, 
double-tongued play has the potential to 
boost excited states in artistic practices. Much 
like un/holy instances of glossolalia that  
blurt out multitudes of bizarre revelations, 
excitation is an elevation of energy, a perverse 
and transformative process of radiation and 
decay. A cuntopology of spooky sensitisations 
and hardcore intimacies. In art-making 
practices, an excited state is never done or 
undone. As such, cunt-splicing thought-forms 
can best be thought of as vessels of outra-
geous intimacies—a joining of spheric  
and fleshy matters. 

—Lea Porsager on her PhD project
www.cunt-splice.agency

Lea Porsager
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The title Mis Remembered Bones comes  
from an essay that artist and photographer 
Luigi Ghirri wrote in the 1970s in which he 
uses J.G. Ballard’s short story “The Drowned 
Giant” to talk about a rip in time. In this 
collection about photography, Ghirri mis- 
remembers a carcass that washed up on  
an Atlantic shore as a whale, when, in fact,  
it was a giant human. These mis-remembered 
bones serve as an imaginary being we can  
use to elucidate our own relationship towards 
structure and image. Bones are the things  
that we dig up to find out about our evolu- 
tion and the structure that stops us falling 
 into a mass of body parts. Photographs are 
the external image of us that makes us seem 
whole. My research moves between this 
 inside and outside perspective, inspired  
by an imagined giant skeleton.
 The imagined image can be the space  
of the example, the case study, the metaphor, 
the hallucination, the dream, the nation  
state, the utopia, or the ghost. Particular  
to these spaces is their dependence on  

a material that doesn’t ever materialise.  
These spaces reflect on desire, on how images 
communicate, and on our relationship to 
fictitious materials. 
 The permanence of imaginary  
material that outlasts its use is a way to  
think about meaning and its relationship  
to form. We can think that the imagined  
space is a space of pure ideology—but  
then what is the nature of the material that 
constructs it? Does it have a relationship  
to computer-generated imagery—which  
also attempts to co-opt the material world 
without ever constructing it? Conscious- 
ness both shapes and is shaped by images;  
so, then, what is the relationship between  
consciousness and the imaginary? 
 Avoiding signature styles has kept  
these questions present in my practice 
—knowing the power of the image to over- 
ride that which it was intended for, and 
knowing, too, that if the work were to settle 
into a recognisable form, then that itself  
might become its meaning. 
 
— Emily Wardill on her PhD project

Mis Remembered Bones: The Imagined Image
Emily Wardill

Emily Wardill

BIO Emily Wardill’s practice spans film, video, sculpture, performance, photography, and 
 installation. It is an ongoing enquiry into the imagined image—what it is, what it has been used for,  
and how it leaves indelible motes and shrapnel behind it. This has taken her from examples of entropy 
to case studies on risk detailing fires attributed to paranormal activity. Her practice has travelled from 
psychoanalytical case studies on negative hallucination to memory palaces and their relationship  
to colourless vision. From stained glass as an early device to communicate with the illiterate, right  
up to the filmic technique of “day for night”—reversing it to reflect on technological vision, performed 
gender, and imagined utopias.
 Wardill’s work has been exhibited at Secession, Vienna; Gulbenkian Project Spaces,  
Lisbon; SMK – National Gallery of Denmark, Copenhagen; de Appel, Amsterdam; MIT List Visual  
Arts Center, Cambrdige, MA; Institute of Contemporary Arts, London; XYZ collective, Tokyo; Biennale  
de  l’Image en Mouvement, Geneva; Serpentine Gallery, London; Hayward Gallery, London; mumok  
– Museum moderner Kunst Stiftung Ludwig Wien; and Museum of Contemporary Art, North Miami,  
FL. She has shown in the Berlinale’s Forum Expanded and the New York and London Film festivals.  
Her work was awarded the Jarman Award in 2010, the Philip Leverhulme Award in 2011, and the  
EMAF Award in 2021. She participated in the 54th Venice Biennale and the 19th Biennale of Sydney. 
 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 Art Institute  
of Chicago; National Art School, Sydney; Städelschule, Frankfurt am Main; Goldsmiths, University  
of London; and California College of the Arts, San Francisco.

Left: Emily Wardill, The Pips, 2010. Video installation. Rialto 6, Lisbon, 2022 
Right: Emily Wardill, Sick Serena and Dregs and Wreck and Wreck, 2008. 16 mm film  
Installation. 54th Venice Biennale, Venice, 2011

Emily Wardill, Night for day, 2020. Video installation. Installation view, Secession,  
Vienna, 2020
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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 wellreputed 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 wellequipped 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 twentyfour hours a day throughout the year. 

Malmö Art Academy was set up in 1995 by Lund University. Its study programmes were  
offered in the former Mellersta Förstads skolan 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 inter 
disciplinary and international. The Academy became the first school in Sweden to actively avoid  
the socalled  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 super visors  
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 inter national 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 oneyear Master’s programme in 2001  
and later as a twoyear 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. 

About Malmö Art Academy
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Maj Hasager   Rector

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 dialogically 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 Konst hall; 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; AlHoash Gallery,  
Jerusalem; AlKahf 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 alKalima 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   Professor of Fine Arts

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 performance and fabulations, and fictional 
 institutions. The work is an interaction, a relation between thinking theory and makingperforming practice,  
and it often results in a book object or piece of printed matter: a diagram encompassing “worlds, materiality,  
study, spirit.”

Gfader is Codirector 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 inter 
nationally 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 confer ences (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 timeimages,  
including performance.

Joachim Koester   Professor of Fine Arts

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; Kest nergesellschaft, Hanover; Institut  

d’art contemporain, Villeurbanne, France; MIT List Visual Arts Center, Cambridge, MA; Kunsthal Charlottenborg, 
Copen hagen; 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 Konst
museum; Sammlung Hoffmann, Berlin; Museum of Fine Arts, Houston; MACS – GrandHornu, 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   Professor of Visual Art and Knowledge Systems; 
    Supervisor for the Doctoral Programme

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 knowhow and  
nohow, textiles, xenosonics and xenoepistemics—“thinking the other and other ways of thinking,” cultural  
translation, “dirty cosmopolitanism,” 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); “NickyNacky to BungaBunga: 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; “‘Sillymotocraft /  
Cinematograph’: Towards eGutenberg: On Finnegans Wake” (2019); and “Diversity Fever: Notes Towards  
an Epidemiological Map,” South as a State of Mind, no. 11 (2019) 

He was a cocurator 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 cocurator of Farewell  
to  Postcolonialism, 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 Inter national Biennial for Contemporary 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, EuroArt  
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 “Repristinating 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.
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Gertrud Sandqvist  Professor of Art Theory and the History of Ideas; 
    Supervisor for the Doctoral Programme 

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 Hallands- 
åsen at Ravinen Konsthall, Båstad, held in the autumn of 2021. In 2010, she was the cocurator of the  
Moderna utställningen at Moderna Museet, Stockholm. She cocurated, 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 contemporary 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.

Fredrik Værslev   Professor of Fine Arts

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   
Konst hall, 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 Nasjonal museet, 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 artistrun 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 shop- 
keeper’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   Professor of Fine Arts

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 Contemporary Arts, London, 2008; Hayward  
Gallery, London; Witte de With, Rotterdam; mumok, Vienna; and Museum of Contemporary 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; Saastamoinen 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 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.

Alejandro Cesarco  Professor of Fine Arts 

Alejandro Cesarco is a Uruguayan artist based in New York.

Recent solo exhibitions include A Solo Exhibition, Kunstinstituut 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, Minneapolis, 2015;  
Loyalties and Betrayals, Murray Guy, New York, 2015; Secondary Revision, Frac ÎledeFrance/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 nonprofit arts organisation  
Art Resources Transfer, New York.

Maria Hedlund   Senior Lecturer in Fine Arts

Maria Hedlund is a Swedish artist based in Berlin. She graduated 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. 

Per Olof Persson   Senior Lecturer in Fine Arts

PO 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, PO 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  
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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  Junior Lecturer in Fine Arts

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.

Lih was a recipient of the Beckers Art Award, Stockholm; Robert Rauschenberg Foundation Archives  
Research Grant and Residency, New York; Swedish National Arts Grants Committee International Artist  
Studio Programme, Stockholm; and Mercedes Benz Art Foundation, Seoul.

Rosa Barba  External Visiting Lecturer in Fine Arts

Rosa Barba, an Italianborn artist who lives and works in Berlin, engages with the medium of film through a 
 sculptural approach. In her works, Barba creates installations and sitespecific interventions to analyse the ways  
film articulates space, placing the work and the viewer in a new relationship. Questions of composition, physi 
cality of form, and plasticity play an important role for the artist, as she examines the industry of cinema and its 
staging visàvis gesture, genre, information, and documents. Barba’s film works are situated between experimental 
docu mentary and fictional narrative. They often focus on natural landscapes and manmade interventions  
into the environment and explore the relationships between historical records, personal anecdotes, and filmic 
represen tation, creating spaces of memory and uncertainty. Pushing the cinematic experience beyond the  
boundaries of the generic setting of the black box, her sitespecific installations create perform ative 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 Organi 
sation 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 National galerie, Berlin (upcoming); Cukrarna, 
Ljubljana (upcoming); 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 Contemporary 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 Publish
ing, 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   External Visiting Lecturer in Fine Arts

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 nineyear 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. 

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 Contem
porary Art, Antwerp; Musée de Marrakech; Institute of Contemporary Arts Singapore; Bag Factory, Johannes 
burg; Shanghai Art Museum; Palau de la Virreina—La Capella, Barcelona; Centro Arte Moderna a Contemporanea  
Della Spezia, Italy; Museo de Arte Contemporáneo, Buenos Aires; Witte de With, Rotterdam; EMST—National  
Museum of Con temporary Art, Athens; Jewish Cultural Quarter, Amsterdam; and Lunds Konsthall, among  
many others.

Matts Leiderstam   Researcher and External Visiting Lecturer in Fine Arts

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 ampli fication of the uses of the  
grid in the context of a quantum shift in our time of today’s planetaryscale computing—in a culture dominated  
by the mediations of the screen. 

Selected solo exhibitions include Tomelilla Konsthall; Wilfried Lentz, Rotterdam; AndréhnSchiptjenko, Stockholm; 
Kunsthalle Düsseldorf; Grazer Kunst verein; 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 șoara, Romania, 2019; Tensta Konst hall, Stockholm; 
11th Shanghai Biennale; National Gallery Prague; Henie Onstad Kunstsenter, Høvik odden, 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   External Visiting Lecturer in Fine Arts

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). 
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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 Konst hall; Berlinische Gallerie, Berlin; Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, Lisbon; Brandts  
Kunsthallen, Odense, Denmark; Trondheim Kunstmuseum, Norway; LOGE, Berlin; Musée d’Art Moderne  
GrandDuc 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 NordrheinWestfalen, Düsseldorf; Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden; Württemberg 
ischer 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. 

Nina Roos   External Visiting Lecturer in Fine Arts

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 Contemporary 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 internationally, 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.

Marie Muracciole  External Visiting Lecturer in Fine Arts

Marie Muracciole is an art critic, writer, and independent curator based in Beirut and Paris. 

Since February 2014, she has been the director and the curator at Beirut Art Center. Her publications include:   
With, about Jeff Weber in Serial Grey, (Carré d’art de Nîmes), 2021, Lights, Camera, Movement, Film Praxis in  
the Work of Zineb Sedira in Zineb Sedira (Sharjah Foundation), 2018, Transports (Prière de toucher) in PierreLin 
Renié, D’autres jours/On Other Days, 2017, Contrecourants: à propos d’Allan Sekula et d’Aerospace, in Jeux  
sérieux, (HEAD), 2015, Something New About Plants, Genealogy Tree, in Yto Barrada (JPRingier), 2013; A Love 
 Story, Transportations, in Amar Kanwar: Evidence (Fotomuseum Winterthur/Steidl), 2012; Memory’s body.   
“Retrospective” by Xavier Le Roy, in Texte Zur Kunst, 2011/12; It Is Your First Mirage Sophie, on Guy de Cointet, 
Texte zur Kunst n°82, 2011; Tomorrow Never Knows, Peter Roehr, in 20/27 n°5, 2010. She is the French editor  
of Écrits sur la photographie, Allan Sekula, éditions de l’ENSBA, Paris, 2013. She published Photography  
at Work: Allan Sekula, 2017, Beirut Art Center, and Knots’n Dust ; Francis Alys, 2019, Beirut Art Center, with  
Michael Taussig.

Michael Portnoy  External Visiting Lecturer in Fine Arts

Michael Portnoy (b. 1971, Washington, DC, USA) is a New Yorkbased artist. 

Coming from a  background in dance and standup comedy, his performance based work employs a variety  
of media: from participatory installations to sculpture, painting, writing, theater, video and curation. Portnoy is largely 
concerned with manipulating language and behavior as a tool for worldbending—either in his “Rela tional Stalin
ist” game structures in which confusion, complication, and ambiguity are used to stretch participants’ speech 
and movement; or his quest to “improve” existing breeds of art through reengineering. He has presented inter
nationally in  museums, art galleries, theatres and music halls, including recently Steirischer Herbst, Graz, Austria 
(2019 & 2018); Witte de With, Rotterdam, the  Netherlands (2016); the Centre  Pompidou, Paris, France (2015); 
Stedelijk  Museum, Amsterdam, the Netherlands (2014); Cricoteka, Krakow, Poland (2014); Palais de Tokyo, Paris, 
France (2013); KW Institute for Contemporary Art, Berlin, Germany (2013); The Kitchen, New York, USA (2013); 
 dOCUMENTA 13, Kassel, Germany (2012); 11th Baltic Triennial (cocurator), Vilnius, Lithuania (2012); and the  
Taipei Biennial, Taipei, Taiwan (2010).
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Programme Descriptions

Programme Descriptions

Programmes

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.

Bachelor’s Programme in Fine Arts— BFA

The threeyear 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 twoyear Master of Fine Arts programme at the Academy or for Master’s programmes at other   
institutions.

Master’s Programme in Fine Arts— MFA

The Master’s programme in Fine Arts is a twoyear 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 teacherled  
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 recog nised 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.

Master’s Programme in Fine Arts in Artistic Research—MFA 

The Master’s programme in Fine Arts in Artistic Research (MFAAR) is a twoyear fulltime  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 programmespecific 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 allencompassing 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  con ducted in English. Students  
who pass their degree  project are awarded a Master of Fine Arts in Artistic  Research (120 ECTS credits).

Admission requirements, selection process, and tuition fees

Find more information about admission requirements, the selection process, and tuition fees at  
www.khm.lu.se/en/education/programmes.

PhD Programme in Fine Arts—PhD

The fouryear Doctoral programme in Fine Arts for practising artists and curators is the first of its kind.  
Sweden’s first Doctors of Fine Arts gradu ated 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 knowledge 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 cours es (60 ECTS credits) and a documented artistic research project  
(180 ECTS credits).

Admission requirements, application process, funding and financing

Read more about PhD studies at Lund University at www.lunduniversity.lu.se/admissions/phdstudies.
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Analysing Your Own Artistic Work
Optional MFA-level course 
Credits:  7.5
Teacher:  Gertrud Sandqvist 

Participants:  Lukas Andersson
   Therese Bülow
   Ivan Nylander 
   Oleg Matrokhin
   Amund Öhrnell
   Viktor Strand 

Panta Rei: On Conceptions of the World,  
Mysticism, and Quantum Physics
Optional MFA-level course
Credits:  15
Teachers: Stephan Møller 
  Gertrud Sandqvist

Participants:  Kristyan Nicholson 
   Ana Beatriz Miguel Neto 
   Amanda Moberg 
   Clara Mosconi 
   Rosita Kær 
   Therese Bülow 
   Hjördís Gréta Guðmundsdóttir
   Fredrika Lindeberg 
   Arsenij Kotlarius 
   Daniele Di Girolamo 
   Enzo Medeiros 
   Rebecca Jansson 
   Anton Kai 
   Rebecca Larsson 
   Erlend Rødsten
   Carin Alegre Castegren
   Oscar Eriksson Furunes
   Sebastian Gabriel Nord 

Course Descriptions Autumn Semester 2021

MFA Courses

This course offers a model for analysing  
your own work and training in analysing images.  
Students analyse works by other students and  
listen when their own work is analysed by the  
others. The course serves as an introduction  
to the analytical component of the MFA exam. 

The course offers close analysis of the students’ 
work in group seminars. The method is simple,  
and it aims at giving students tools for thorough  
analysis of individual works and an understanding  
of how viewers understand their work. If it is  
relevant and if the participants wish, we will also  
read image theory that might be applicable  
to the students’ work. 

“New materialism,” a concept mainly inspired by  
the feminist and quantum physicist Karen Barad’s 
work Meeting the Universe Halfway (Duke University, 
2007), has been read and discussed among artists 
over the past ten years. Among other things, Lea 
Porsager’s doctoral thesis, being undertaken at the 
Art Academy, is strongly inspired by Barad.

What does Barad actually write about? And what  
about the writings of her principal reference, nuclear 
physicist Niels Bohr? How does this relate to,  
for example, what physicist Fritjof Capra posited  
fortyfive years ago in The Tao of Physics?

We will read about and discuss conceptions of  
the world in a broad sense and at a detailed level.  
We will go far back in time, to Heraclitus and the 
Vedas, Eastern mysticism, Sufism, Meister Eckhart, 
and William Blake. 

We will look at how Barad and Bohr discuss  
the role and descriptive potential of language in the 
conception of the world that stems from quantum 
physics. In connection with this, we will predominately 
read philosopher Edmund Husserl, but also Georg  
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel.

If there is time, we will also take a close look  
at Gottfried  Wilhelm Leibniz’s “monads” and their 
 relation to Buddhism.

The course concludes with our participation at  
Lea Porsager’s defence of her doctoral thesis, titled 
CUnT-SPLICING THOUGHT-FORMS—Promiscuous 
Play with Quantum Physics and Spirituality.

Course Descriptions

The Weight of Vision:  
Choreographing the Gaze
Optional MFA-level course
Credits:  9
Teacher:  Marie Muracciole

Participants:  Stacey de Voe 
   Niels Munk Plum
   Amin Zouiten 
   Grälls Johan Kvarnström 
   Sara Andreasson
   Emil Sandström

“The body isn’t a thing, it’s a situation; it’s our  
grasp on the world and our sketch of our project.”  
—Simone de Beauvoir

Choreography, according to artist and molecular  
biologist Xavier Le Roy, is a set of artificially  
staged actions and/or situations.

This seminar’s mission is to explore how  
choreography, as a constructed artistic gesture,  
builds a “body” at every stage of its development.  
The investigation will imply many others: What  
kinds of situations—and what kinds of projects 
—does choreography engage? What worlds  
does it grasp, and how? How has it in fluenced  
visual arts, either directly or indirectly, and how  
do interactions between these two domains  
feed redefinitions of artistic gesture?

The Lab
Optional BFA-level course 
Credits:  2 
Teacher:  Emily Wardill

Participants: Sara Andreasson
   Niels Munk Plum
   Maria Nadia Nielsen
   Sebastian Gabriel Nord
   Hillevi Högström
   Emil Sandström
   Vilhelm Christensen
   Ana Breatriz Miguel Neto
   Zoe Zaucker
   Billie Meiniche
   Bárbara Sánchez Barroso

BFA Courses

From the myth of Dionysus to that of Icarus,  
from different bodily practices to a renewed ecology  
of relation, gravity as a foundation to vision is not  
only diversely enacted, it is also staged. This quality  
of being staged extends to the different worlds we  
deal with (or not) in life, through gestures as well  
as representations, always to be understood as  
implicating social realities and political situations. 
How is the body thought of? This is a question  
that will drive us to ask: How does the body think?  
Together with other bodies or by itself? With aware
ness or not? We will reflect on the fact that the 
seminar is taking place at a time when a virus travels 
through our bodies at a global scale, drastically 
changing power relationships, lives, behaviours,  
and the very sense of visibility itself.

A main thread in the seminar follows the ways in  
which visual art engages with gravity and how these 
engagements transform into a politics of the body:  
into a body project. As gravity translates into weight 
and its manipulation serves as a tool for balance,  
it will be used here to “lift” many different things.  
It will be used to understand the building of con
sciousness (of the “situation”) and the unconscious 
states that are constitutive of this building. It will 
engage the notion of eroticism as an experience  
that brings us into the world.

The Lab is a space where students are encouraged  
to present work in an intimate setting so that they 
might receive feedback from their peers. Presen
tations can be of studio practice or of the work  
of another  artist that may be important to highlight  
or explore. They can be sketches for a project in  
development or a finished piece that needs feedback. 
The work and its presentation can use canonised 
forms of presen tation (the Power Point, the artist’s 
talk, the film screening) or it can be much more ex
perimental (performative, improvisatory, or involving 
working with others to develop your ideas).

What is important is to use the space for yourself,  
to develop your work, to create cointerests with  
your fellow students, and to forge connections with 
others through your own creativity. The Lab is a 
space for students to try things out, to dare to fail, 
and to help each other grow. 

For their presentation, each person gets ninety  
minutes to divide up however they wish. That could 
mean that you present for ten minutes and have 
eighty minutes of discussion, or that you present for 
eighty minutes and have ten minutes of discussion 
(or any other division of time that suits your needs). 

Each Lab includes four presentations, so that  
we can concentrate equally on each participant. 
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Behavioural Theatre Utopia
Optional BFA-level course 
Credits:  9
Teacher:  Michael Portnoy

Participants:  Mette Riise Kristensen
   Hjördís Gréta Gudmundsdottir
   Billie Meiniche

This course is a collaboration between the  
Art Academy and the Theatre Academy

This threeweek course is a joint production  
between students from the Art Academy and the 
Conceptual Theatre course at the Theatre Academy. 
Together we will create an eveninglength show  
that functions as a speculative voyage through differ 
ent possible worlds, with each providing a glimpse 
into a particular aspect of behaviour (social, political, 
philosophical, cultural, scientific, etc.) in each of 
these futures. The working process involves group 
exercises and improvisations, as well as solo work.   
We will look at how everyday behaviours can be 
improved or complicated to a ridiculous or even 
 disastrous degree. The group will decide on all formal 
and conceptual features of the performance. As a 
whole, the show will comprise an anthology of idio
syncratic visions, styles, and approaches to theatrical 
world building and ways to reimagine the present. 

Power trip:  
Practical guide to think outside the brain
Optional BFA-level course
Credits:  6 
Teacher:  Kira Nova 

Participants: Fredrika Lindeberg
   Marcus Wallström
   Alice Ryne  
   Rebecca Jansson
   Rosita Kær
   Mette Riise Kristensen
   Linnea Hilding
   Billie Meiniche

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 defini tion based 
on my renderings of philosopher Hannah Arendt:  
In ancient Greek times, the idiot was considered 
the one who lived in their own household and was 
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 itself are sacrosanct. In fact, owning  
a piece of the private sphere was the condition  
sine qua non for participating in public life. In this 
instance, the idiot is neither lost in public affairs  
nor locked in privacy.

I personally find the position of an idiot to be some
thing in between that of a trickster and a shaman,  
a wise woman and a preacher; someone who func
tions within and outside the borders of society. This 
is, of course, a philosophical position, while in our 
course we will be learning lots of physical techniques 
that will hopefully lay pathways to becoming an 
idiot—humour, just like vitamin C and D, should be 
taken daily, preferably before breakfast.

Structure: This course is designed with an aim  
to provide tools for the artists to move from  mental 
work to creative. We will use techniques from  
theatre and dance training, Eastern bio energetics, 
and applied kinesiology. The course consists of  
three parts: 1) video and audio classes; 2) individual 
oneonone Zoom sessions; 3. group chats.

Video and Audio Classes: Video classes are half
hour highenergy sessions to physically dive into 
vivid imagination. We will use such training traditions 
as Japanese Butoh and other dance and movement 
methodologies. Audio classes are a collection of 
attentiontraining techniques. 

Individual One-on-One Zoom Sessions: Think  
of these as studio visits in motion! We will address 
your most current creative issues, briefly discussing 
and then immediately exploring them in a deeper 
state through a sequence of movements working 
with the limbic system (subconscious). Truly moving 
ideas always come from “nowhere”—that is the 
space where we will be learning to go. 

Group Chats: Real learning happens in a collective. 
That is what the Latinderived word “university” 
means: “union of scholars and teachers.” Our group 
chat is our laboratory of senses, where we daily 
check in with each other and relay our states.  
We will collectively create a taxonomy of senses: 
translating what different sensations in the  
body communicate to us.

Plastic
Optional BFA-level course
Credits:  3
Teachers: David Nilson
  P-O Persson

Antal studenter/ 
Number of students: 4

Participants: Cecilie Mark Hansen
   Sara Andreasson
   Grälls Johan Kvarnström

The course in handling plastics gives knowledge  
in laminating and casting of plastics, plus basic  
information about the safety prescriptions in  
the workshop. After finishing the course, you will  
get a “driver’s license” that permits you to work  
in the workshop on your own.

Two-day Introduction to Analogue Photography
Optional BFA-level course
Teacher:  Maria Hedlund

Participants: Andrea Sitara Gran
   Ana Beatriz Miguel Neto
   Sigrid Soomus
   Fredrika Lindeberg

This course covers cameras, studio equipment,  
and film developing and printing. 

Course Descriptions
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Economy and Law for Artists
Mandatory for BFA2 and  
MFAAR students
Credits:  7.5
Teacher:  Katarina Renman Claesson

Participants: Felix Christiansson
   Cecilie Hansen
    Jørgensen 
   Linnéa Hilding
   Billie Cecilie Meiniche
   Sigrid Soomus
   Jonathan Rasmussen
   Marcus Wallström
   Vigga heisselberg Wæhrens
   Hannes Östlund
   Maria Nadia Nielsen
   Djoana Gueorguieva 
   Mette Riise Kristensen
   Oleg Matrokihin
   Sanna Jarl-Hansson
   Bárbara Sánchez Barroso
   Vala T. Foltyn

After completing the course, students will have  
a basic understanding of economic and legal issues, 
including fundamental concepts and the impact  
that economic and legal issues may have on their 
future activities.

Students will understand the impact that intellectual 
property rights may have for both protecting their 
own works and the possibilities for being inspired by 
others. The course also covers the effects of different 
types of agreements, including how agreements 
can be a part of the creative process. Furthermore, 
students will under stand the difference between 
different kinds of associations and financial basics 
(budgeting, VAT, etc.) for small firms.

Ceramics
Optional BFA-level course
Credits:  6
Teacher:  Karin Auran Frankenstein

Participants: Maria Nadia Nielsen
   Jonathan Bue
   Linnea Hilding
   Zoe Zaucker
   Mette Riise Kristensen
   Isis Lindskog
   Friedel Weiser
 

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 workshops  
over four weeks. The content includes teaching, 
shorter exercises, and individual work and individual 
tutoring during the creation process. We will work 
with stoneware and stoneware glazes. 

16 mm Film: The Fundamentals
Optional BFA-level course
Credits:  6
Teachers: Joachim Koester 
  Sophie Ljungblom  
  Youngjae Lih

Participants: Hannes Östlund
   Vigga Wæhrens
   Djoana Gueorguieva
   Anton Kai
   Andrea Sitara Gran
   Siri Hammarén
   Alice Ryne 
   Amin Zouiten
   Bárbara Sánchez Barroso

This course is an introduction to the fundamental 
skills involved in making 16 mm film. Students  
will learn how to use a 16 mm camera, how to 
measure and set up lights, and 16 mm film editing, 
including cutting and splicing the film and using  
a Steenbeck editing table.

In the first part of the course, we will go through  
a series of handson exercises with the camera in 
the studio and on location. The exercises will be 
structured as scenes, which will become a collabo
ratively made film. Additionally, each student will  
be given three films and the opportunity to shoot  
a film of their own and receive technical and 
 artistic feedback on it.

In the second part of the course, students  
will be introduced to working on the Steenbeck  
editing table, through both collective and individual 
exer cises. Students will edit the collaboratively  
made film material and then edit their  
individual films.

As part of the course, we will also discuss media  
theory and media archaeology (the history of 
 images and film in relation to new digital media)  
as well as how to manage a production with  
a tight deadline.

Finally, to conclude the course we will premiere  
our films at Panora, a cinema in Malmö.

Course Descriptions

Introduction to 3D Modelling  
and Printing: Practical 3D Course
Optional BFA-level course 
Credits:  3
Teacher:  Youngjae Lih

Participants: Solvej Heise Jakobsen
   Andrea Sitara Gran
   Sturla Magnusson
   Chiara Salmini
   Felix Christiansson
   Vigga Heisselberg

Co3D printing is a method of creation that requires 
only some basic computer skills and a few rules  
of thumb. This class will allow students to discover 
for themselves the potential and limitations of  
3D printing through an intensive design project.  
This course, therefore, is an excellent option  
for someone who lacks skill or a fully equipped  
workshop but who wants to formulate a basic  
prototype of their idea, artistic creation, or invention 
and to have access to supportive tools for other 
manufacturing methods.

Students will gain knowledge and skills related to  
3D printing technologies; learn basic object scanning 
skills; learn how to select material and equipment 
and develop a product; understand the various  
software tools, processes, and techniques for  
digital manufacturing; and use these techniques  
for various applications.

Topics covered: example showcase; design and 
printing process overview; short history of digital 
manufacturing; design for 3D printing; modelling: 
working with meshes; modelling: scanning  
tools; modelling: editing scanned files; modelling: 
fixing scan bugs; printing: workflow; printing:  
calibration; printing: selecting printing material.
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Introduction to Analogue Photography:  
Practical Photography Course
Optional BFA-level course 
Credits:  3
Teacher:  Youngjae Lih

Participants: Ana Beatriz Miguel Neto 
   Jelena Pajic 
   Siri Hammarén 
   Sturla Magnússon 
   Bárbara Sánchez Barroso

This course gives knowledge in basic black 
andwhite photo graphy skills such as darkroom 
development and printing, plus basic information  
on the safety prescriptions and regulations in  
the workshop. After finishing the course, students 
will be able to develop and print their own analogue 
materials. Students are expected to take notes, 
review the videos, and practise the instructions  
given in class. It is students’ responsibility to  
look deeper into the  subjects that we will touch  
upon in class.

Topics covered are analogue and digital camera  
settings, exposure metering, and depth of field; 
blackandwhite film processing and paper develop
ment; contact sheets and enlarging; test strips  
and print controls; contrast filters; dodging and 
burning; photographic retouching; print evaluation; 
scanning analogue film.

A Beginner’s Guide to Sound Art
Optional BFA-level course 
Credits:  3
Teacher:  Mathias Kristersson

Participants: Alexander Davidsson
   Solvej Heise Jakobsen
   Irene Kaltenborn
   Malthe Jos Lundquist
   Sturla Magnusson 
   Ana Beatriz Miguel Neto 
   Kristyan Nicholson
   Jelena Pajic

This course is a brief introduction to sound.  
We will go through the recording process, including 
using microphones and recording equipment,  
how to edit sound in REAPER, and how to display  
it in a gallery setting. We will also cover some  
of the most crucial works in the history of sound  
art, such as those by Alvin Lucier, Steve Reich,  
and John Cage.

Foundation Course:  
Moulding Form—Plaster and Alginate
Optional BFA-level course 
Credits:  3
Teachers: P-O Persson
  Marc Rizell

Participants: Chiara Salmini
   Solvej Heise Jakobsen
   Rosita Kær
   Sara Andreasson
   Malthe Jos Lundquist
   Zsófia Boda
 

The course provides basic knowledge in the  
production and application of moulds. A mould  
is a prerequisite for the production of pieces,  
casts, and cireperdue casting (lostwax casting).

Upon completion of the course, students will 
possess good  knowledge of how to produce pieces 
in wax, including casting in bronze and aluminium. 
During the course, students will use moulds they 
have produced themselves for casting in wax  
and plaster.

The course also provides an introduction to using 
alginate (brown seaweed). Alginate is a highly usable 
material and, as it enables fast and exact results,  
it is suitable for applications such as body castings.

Teaching is mainly conducted in practical sessions 
with con tinuous supervision. After the initial technical 
review, students may apply the knowledge to their 
own projects.

Foundation Course: Painting
Optional BFA-level course 
Credits:  3
Teachers: Fredrik Værslev 
  Lena Johansson

Participants: Chiara Salmini 
   Vilhelm Christensen 
   Andrea Sitara Gran
   Sebastian Gabriel Nord 
   Friedel Weiser 
   Isis Lindskog 

Painting, with its long symbolic history, has one  
of, if not the most, central positions in art history.  
The relevance of painting as a medium has constantly 
been discussed and questioned, yet remains  
topical for new generations of artists.

Through discussions and practical exercises,  
the course introduces and illuminates the context  
of painting, in part historically but mainly in its 
contemporary status. The course includes material 
 exercises in oil, acrylic, tempera, spray paint, tex 
tiles, and digital printing as well as basic knowledge 
in priming and stretching canvas on frames  
and panels.

In the mornings, we will focus on material  
exercises, and in the afternoons, we will engage  
in indepth discussions related to the exercises.

Course Descriptions
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Some Tools of the Trade—the business  
and (self) organization of being an artist
Credits  15
Teachers: Joachim Koester
  Maj Hasager 
Guests:  Lars Bang Larsen
  Rhea Dall
  Maria Bregnbak
  Maria Ramouk
  Dagmar Kestner
  Simona Dumitriu & 
  Tawanda Appiah 
  Max Ockborn &  
  Francis Patrick Brady 

Participants: Oscar Eriksson Furunes
   Hjördis Gréta Guðmundsdóttir
   Djoana Emilova Gueorguieva
   Linnea Hilding
   Solvej Jakobsen
   Mette Riise Kristensen
   Grälls Johan Kvarnström
   Rosita Kær
   Billie Cecilie Meiniche
   Ana Beatriz Miguel Neto
   Marcus Wallström
   Vigga Heisselberg Wæhrens

MFA Courses

Some Tools of the Trade—the business and  
(self) organization of being an artist is a series  
of sessions with Maj Hasager and Joachim Koester.  
We will look into dealing with artistic logistics,  
practical skills and challenges when being an artist 
and how to organize or self organize as an artist 
—the what, where and how.

The sessions will be rooted in the participants’  
interests, concerns and questions, and be a  
mix of discussions, exercises, excursions and  
invited guest lecturers.

Join us for a discussion on the many ways of an  
artist; whether we choose to work inside or outside 
“the system,” distribution of works is essential.  
Hopefully, through a better understanding of our  
possibilities, we can discover new ways of develop
ing this specific aspect of our practices.

This year the course will culminate in a week 
long session at Städelschule in Frankfurt where 
Malmö Art academy is invited to participate in  
Gasthof 2022, a recreation of a legendary event  
that took place at Städelschule in 2001. For a week, 
art students from all over the world will engage  
in spontaneous activities and exchanges,  cooking, 
living and sleeping at Städelschule. It will be  
a chance to commune and exchange, but also  
to define what questions and issues are important: 
what kind of art projects to do at a time of major  
global changes, how to live and contribute as  
artist, in the present and future.

Sculpture course:  
Plaster and  ceramics 
—the cast-moulded object 
Optional BFA level course
Credits  6
Teacher:  Gabriel Karlsson

Participants: Siri Hammarén
   Anton Lindemann Moesgaard
   Isis Lindskog
   Amanda Moberg
   Sebastian Gabriel Nord
   Sigrid Soomus

Taking practical work in the plaster and ceramics 
workshop as our starting point, we will investigate 
how the process and the craft can be used as  
a  framework to understand and create an object.  
The course focuses on sculpture and what happens 
at the intersection between process, form and 
content. We will experiment with different casting 
techniques and with various materials, focusing  
on plaster and clay. Each participant will bring their 
own practice into the workshop with the aim of  
finding a common discourse on what an object  
is and what it can be.

Becoming animal….
On the decentralised position  
of human beings in contemporary  
and quasi-contemporary thought 
Optional BFA-level course
Credits  15
Teachers: Stephan Møller
  Gertrud Sandqvist  
  Bárbara Sánchez Barroso 

Participants: Sara Andreasson
   Zsófia Boda
   Therese Bülow
   Felix Oscar Christiansson
   Oscar Eriksson Furunes
   Andrea Sitara Gran
   Djoana Emilova Gueorguieva
   Cecilie Mark Hansen
   Rebecca Jansson
   Pernille Emilia Kjær 
   Irene Kaltenborn
   Fredrika Lindeberg
   Clara Sindal Mosconi
   Maria Nadia Nielsen
   Jelena Pajic
   Chiara Salmini
   Hannes Östlund

Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari were ahead  
of their time. One plateau in A Thousand Plateaus  
is called 1730: Becoming-intense, Becoming- 
Animal, Becoming ….

Felix Guattari’s Three Ecologies, based on Gregory 
Bateson’s ideas, Bateson’s Mind and Nature, and 
Steps to an Ecology of Mind will be key elements,  
as well as Rosi Braidotti’s critique of Deleuze/ 
Guattari in Of Bugs and Women: Irigaray and  
Deleuze on the Becoming Woman and Clarice 
Lispector’s The Passion according to G.H.

Through Bárbara Sánchez Barrosoʼs films, we  
will discuss Donna Haraway’s ideas. We will also 
examine Georges Bataille’s ideas about animals  
and eco nomics, as well as Peter Singer’s  
Animal Liberation.

We will naturally also study the pioneer of  
biophilosophy, Jakob von Uexküll, and his Foray  
into the World of Animals and Humans, as well  
as Luce Irigaray’s Animal Compassion.

Moulding:  
Bronze/Aluminum/Silicone
Optional BFA-level course 
Credits  12
Teachers: P-O Persson 
  Robert Cassland

Participants: Cecilie Mark Hansen
   Pernille Emilia Kjær 
   Malthe Jos Lundquist
   Sturla Magnusson
   Clara Sindal Mosconi
   Sebastian Gabriel Nord
   Friedel Weiser

The course will provide basic knowledge in  
silicone and cireperdue casting. With the help  
of mould and silicone the students will produce 
objects/moulds in wax that they will cast  
bronze/aluminum in.

Spring Semester 2022
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Welding
Optional BFA-level course
Credits:  6
Teachers: P-O Persson
  Ariel Alaniz

Participants: Sigrid Soomus
   Astta Nielsen
   Billie Meiniche
   Pernille Emilia Kjær 
   Rebecca Larsson
   Karl Pettersson

Through this course students gain knowledge 
about different welding techniques such as mig  
and gaswelding as well as information about  
the safety regulations for the various techniques. 
After the course, participants receive a “driver’s 
licence” that allows them to work on their own  
with the welding equipment.

BFA Courses
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Film and video course
Optional BFA-level course
Credits:  6
Teacher:  Henrik Lund Jørgensen

Participants: Vilhelm Christensen
   Felix Oscar Christiansson
   Cecilie Mark Hansen
   Ana Beatriz Miguel Neto
   Maria Nadia Nielsen
   Sebastian Gabriel Nord
   Lisa Obereder
   Sigrid Soomus

The course is intended for all students and  
requires no prior knowledge of filming or video 
editing. Course participants are to have prepared  
an idea on which to work during the course. This 
could be part of their ongoing artistic practice  
or something new that course participants  
wish to investigate. The workshop will focus on  
idea development. I will present a method and  
how it can be applied in work on moving images.  
The method has a flexible structure and functions  
in interaction between input and practical work 
based on the student’s idea.

The method development starts from how one  
can work with a timeline, partly as we recognise  
it as a chronological sequence in film editing  
software, but also how a timeline itself can become  
a method to practically develop an idea and work  
on it in the studio.

The course aims to provide an insight into ways  
of working with narration in visual art. Over the  
two weeks of the course, the students are expected 
to develop their ideas and translate them into  
moving image material to be presented within  
the group.

We will have both individual and group discussions. 
During the course, historical and contemporary 
examples of videos and experimental films will  
be presented, in relation to ways of working with 
narration and images. To some extent, we will  
also examine various theories of photography  
and moving images and be introduced to texts by 
authors including Harun Farocki and Hito Steyerl.

Plastic
Optional BFA-level course
Credits  3
Teachers: David Nilson
  P-O Persson

Participants: Siri Hammarén
   Rosita Kær
   Sturla Magnusson
   Marcus Wallström

The course in handling plastics gives knowledge  
in laminating and casting of plastics, plus basic  
information about the safety prescriptions in the 
workshop. After finishing the course, you will  
get a “driver’s license” that permits you to work  
in the workshop on your own.

Course Descriptions

On Materiality
Optional BFA-level course 
Credits:  3
Teacher:  Runo Lagomarsino

Participants: Vilhelm Christensen
   Felix Christiansson
   Sebastian Gabriel Nord
   Ruben Risholm
   Oscar Eriksson Furunes
   Marcus Wallström

“Until lions have their own historians, tales  
of hunt will always glorify the hunters.” 
—Chinua Achebe

“On Materiality” is a oneweek workshop  
focusing on different strategies within the praxis  
of sculpture. I am an artist who has for a long time 
been thinking and working in the threedimensional 
field, with a deep interest in the (im)possibilities  
of sculpture, both as a tool of language and dis
course in itself but also as a narrator. I am interested 
in the heterogeneous ideas and potentialities of 
sculpture, from a clearly engaged public mediator  
to a language without the possibility or need  
for translation.

Sculpture is not solely about letting the materials 
speak and not just about speaking with and through 
the materials. It is rather an act where the materials 
are made witnesses and are thus given their due. 
Can a material be a narrator? A form for witnessing? 
What traces and memories can a material carry?  
Can a material speak? And, if so, what is it telling us?

In this workshop, we will together discuss, read,  
and present works that use materiality as a form  
for narrative. Thinking with novelist Chinua Achebe, 
new systems and new ways of narrating have to  
be produced, not only in the content but also in the 
form in which the conver sation is being held.

Together we will look at different forms of artistic 
strategies within sculpture praxis that focus on  
material. This 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. 
Process and forms that are shifted, transcended, 
scrutinised, and confronted.
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TEXT 
Mandatory for MFAAR2 students 
Credits 15 
Teacher:  Verina Gfader

Participants: Bárbara Sánchez Barroso
   Vala T. Foltyn
   Karin Hald

In their dissertations, the students need to  
connect to the questions and thought models  
raised,  discussed, and unfolded in their seminars.  
They further need to link these to their individual 
 practices, thereby expressing and demonstrating  
a deepened theoretical understanding of  
the field. 

Students will participate in a collective text  
seminar, where all students read all the texts  
and one student acts as the opponent on another 
student’s text. Verina Gfader and the external  
examiner will also discuss the texts during the  
seminar. The examiner will also read and comment  
on the fourpage research proposal. 

The textual element demonstrates knowledge  
and understanding in the main field of study,  
including both broad knowledge of the field and  
a substantial degree of specialised knowledge  
in particular areas as well as specialised insight  
into current research and development work.  
In addition, students must demonstrate a familiarity  
with methods and processes for dealing with  
complex phenomena, issues, and situations  
in the field. The seminars conducted during  
the fall of 2021–22 provide a foundation  
and guideline for this work. 

Students are required to evidence their  
understanding of and capacity for articulating  
their  academic skills. Overall, what is key is  
the conscious handling of the way artistic research  
and knowledge (in its experimental, individualised  
nature) is carried out and implemented as visual  
thinking, precisely in the singular instances as  
decided upon by each student for their individual  
projects. For example, if a creative writing approach  
is crucial to a specific project, then the student  
will emphasise and argue for this in a section  
on methodologies. 

Individual Preparation  
for Artistic Research 
Mandatory for MFAAR students
Credits 30
Teachers: Verina Gfader
  Sarat Maharaj
  Gertrud Sandqvist

Invited speakers: 
  Yayo Herrero
  Joanna Ostrowska
  Peggy Phelan
  Hans Hamid Rasmussen
  Helen Torres
  Rodante van der Waal

Participant: Bárbara Sánchez Barroso 
   Vala T. Foltyn
   Karin Hald
   Sanna Jarl-Hansson
   Oleg Matrokhin 
   Bárbara Sánchez Barroso 

1. Individual tutorials and studio visits;  
individual preparation for artistic research  
This includes a visit to a museum/gallery,  
observatory, or both. 

2. Seminar series  
Intimately connected to the students’ individual  
development, a series of seminars is coordinated  
and conducted by the students of the MFAAR2 
(throughout the fall 2021 semester and continuing  
in the early spring 2022 semester). 

The aim of the series is for students to gain  
the specialisation required to conduct research  
at a high international level,  explicitly being trained  
to develop, stage, and document discourse, as  
well as to connect with fellow researchers working  
in similar fields and on similar interests. MFAAR1  
students are integrated into the MFAAR2 seminars  
as participants, and do not yet conduct their  
own sessions. 

On the basis of this seminar series and as part  
of the spring course, the MFAAR1 students start  
to develop their own individual seminar for the  
fall 2022 semester. 

The spring semester further processes findings  
and lines of enquiry for preparing for individual  
artistic research, after gaining first insights into  
this singular undertaking. 

In addition to continuing individual tutorials  
and studio visits as well as participating in three 
MFAAR2 seminars, the MFAAR1 students have  
the opportunity to open up their projects to a guest 
speaker from the field. This will be in the format  
of a seminar taking place in the fall of 2022.  
Shaping one’s artistic research is an individualised 
process by nature. Opportunities to glimpse how  
other artistresearchers—a younger generation,  
that is—go about it can support the MFAAR1  
students’ own processing of “visual thinking”  
in profound and highly nourishing ways. 

3. Read–Reflect  
An individual reading list—including, for example, 
Rosalind Krauss’s essay “The Im/pulse to See”  
and Edward L. Bernays’s writings on the manipula
tion of the unseen mechanisms of society in relation  
to sovereign in/visibility—will be discussed on  
a continuous basis with Verina  Gfader. The reading  
list is designed in relation to each student’s  
research interests. 

This reading alongside and in conversation includes 
writing tasks, which will receive feedback. 

4. Participation in PhD seminars  
The course includes contemplating on and  
developing knowledges (individually and collectively, 
from within a communal spirit) that emerge from  
the concept of “artistic research,” considered as 
a “visual thinking.” Part of the larger engagement 

MFAAR Courses
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PRACTICE  
Mandatory for MFAAR2 students
Credits  15 
Teachers: Verina Gfader
  Siún Hanrahan

Participants: Bárbara Sánchez Barroso
   Vala T. Foltyn
   Karin Hald
   Sanna Jarl-Hansson
 

“PRACTICE” consists of a joint exhibition in which  
the students’ individual projects are presented. 

The individual project forms the second funda 
mental contribution and outcome of the twoyear  
fulltime studies of the MFAAR. At its core sits  
the art practice from within which the research 
question and, subsequently, the research proposal 
develop, and which also indicates that the student 
has developed a singular and promising “signature.” 

For students working towards undertaking the  
PhD, the artistic work is both object and method  
(in line with the PhD). Artistic competence is  
required to  operate in an international context. 

The educational format involves: 

— Art practice: developing an  individual project  
that will form one part of the joint exhibition 

— Feedback and discussion 
— Individual tutorials and studio visits,  

with a focus on practice 

MFAAR 2 Courses
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involves becoming familiar with responsibilities  
related to graduatelevel research at large, as well  
as acquiring selfcriticality of one’s own making 
thinkingresearching. Under this umbrella, a focus  
on artistic methodologies, vocabularies, and 
research aesthetics is implicit. This course strongly 
links the PhD and MFAAR levels, as the MFAAR 
students  participate in dedicated PhD seminars  
(in spring 2022, in Jürgen Bock’s 50 percent  
PhD seminar). This provides context and the  
conditions for the MFAAR students to understand 
both the connections and  interrelations between,  
and the mutual trajectories across, these distinct 
studies and levels of knowledges. It is necessary  
for students to integrate into the smaller research 
community at the Art Academy before going  
off in different directions within the international  
community. 

5. TRIALOGUES  
The TRIALOGUES are open labscumseminars  
for the postgraduate students at the Art  Academy  
(with limited partici pants), followed by dedicated  
individual sessions and studio visits with the  
MFAAR1 students. 

These microscopic methodology labseminar  
hybrids act as meeting points between the MFAAR1  
students, Verina Gfader, and guest speakers,. 

TRIALOGUES handle relevant case studies of  
and topics from within artistic research and are  
rooted in the MFAAR1 students’ unique research. 
Guest speakers are invited into this setting  
to speak from their experience of conducting  
or curating (artistic) research. 

The TRIALOGUES are intended to establish a  
spectrum to think beyond and alongside the written 
dissertation, and to open up the ways in which  
today’s artistic research can figure as and through 
actual artwork in space and time. In this context,  
the main aim for the MFAAR1 students lies in  
establishing a ground for future undertakings in  
the field. Furthermore, students will learn to artic
ulate  discourse and debate. The TRIALOGUES are 
designed to respond to the MFAAR1 students’  
particular research projects. 

The spring 2022 semester includes three  
TRIALOGUES. 

Current and graduating students

Bachelor of Fine Arts —Year 1
Zsófia Boda
Andrea Sitara Gran 
Siri Hammarén
Solvej Jakobsen
Isis Lindskog 
Malthe Jos Lundquist
Sturla Magnusson 
Sebastian Gabriel Nord
Jelena Pajic
Chiara Salmini
Friedel Weiser

Bachelor of Fine Arts —Year 2
Felix Oscar Christiansson
Cecilie Mark Hansen 
Pernille Emilia Kjær
Fredrika Lindeberg 
Billie Meiniche
Astta Nellie Nielsen
Maria Nadia Nour Nielsen
Jonathan Bue Plauborg Rasmussen 
Sigrid Soomus 
Marcus Wallström
Vigga Heisselberg Wæhrens 
Hannes Östlund

Bachelor of Fine Arts —Year 3
Carin Alegre Castegren
Alexander Davidsson 
Linnea Hilding
Anton Kai
Irene Kaltenborn
Arsenij Kotlarius
Kristyan Nicholson
Astta Nielsen
Amanda Moberg 
Karl Pettersson 
Jens Alfred Raahauge
Alice Ryne

Master of Fine Arts —Year 1
Sara Andreasson
Oscar Eriksson Furunes
Daniele Di Girolamo 
Djoana Gueorguieva 
Hjördis Gréta Guðmundsdóttir
Rebecca Jansson
Mette Riise Kristensen
Grälls Johan Kvarnström 
Rosita Kær
Clara Sindal Mosconi
Maia Torp Neergaard 
Beatriz Neto
Lisa Oberede    Exchange student
Stacey de Voe
Amin Zouiten

Master of Fine Arts —Year 2
Therese Bülow
Vilhelm Christensen
Lukas Cornix
Anne Gammelgaard
Hillevi Högström
Malthe Møhr Johnsen
Rebecca Larsson
Ivan Nylander
Niels Munk Plum 
Ruben Risholm 
Erlend Rødsten  
Emil Sandström
Viktor Strand 
Amund Öhrnell

Master of Artistic Research —Year 2 
Bárbara Sánchez Barroso 
Vala T. Foltyn 
Karin Hald
Sanna Jarl-Hansson
Ellinor Lager 

Master of Artistic Research —Year 1
Oleg Matrokhin

PhD Candidates
Sven Augustijnen 
Yael Bartana 
Jürgen Bock 
Bouchra Khalili 
Lea Porsager 
Emily Wardill



PhD Candidates

Sven Augustijnen 
Yael Bartana 
Jürgen Bock 
Bouchra Khalili 
Lea Porsager 
Emily Wardill

Carin Alegre Castegren
Alexander Davidsson 
Linnea Hilding
Anton Kai
Irene Kaltenborn
Arsenij Kotlarius
Kristyan Nicholson
Amanda Moberg 
Karl Pettersson 
Jens Alfred Raahauge
Alice Ryne

Bachelor of Fine Arts —Year 3

Therese Bülow
Vilhelm Christensen
Lukas Cornix
Anne Gammelgaard
Hillevi Högström
Malthe Møhr Johnsen
Rebecca Larsson
Ivan Nylander
Niels Munk Plum 
Ruben Risholm 
Erlend Rødsten  
Emil Sandström
Viktor Strand 
Amund Öhrnell

Master of Fine Arts —Year 2

www.khm.lu.se

Bárbara Sánchez Barroso 
Vala T. Foltyn 
Karin Hald

Master of Artistic Research —Year 2 




