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Summer’s White Nights

The Oslo-Berlin Axis

It may sound odd, but if you're new to Oslo and
its small but exquisite art scene, then Berlinis a
good place to start.

Sounds absurd? Think again. Ever since
Oslo overtook Tokyo as the most expensive city
in the world, at least in The Economisi’s
ranking, it's made good sense to move to the
comparatively easy-on-the-wallet German
capital. With cheap connecting flights, Berlin is
an attractive intermediate location for young
Norwegian artists, and an excellent place for
cost-effective production, as Marta Kuzma
explains. Starting in 2006, the former Manifesta
5 co-curator has been director of Olso’s OCA
(Office for Contemporary Art), which forges
relations between the international and Oslo
art scenes, plus an intense schedule of publi-
cations. seminars and exhibition projects that
include a broad range of discourses related to
contemporary art  practices.  Sounds
academic? Well, it is, but in the best possible
way. Consider for example the title of the
current project — “Whatever Happened to Sex
in Scandinavia?" — which reflects on the way
Scandinavian countries were once regarded as
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a mythical liberated sexual utopia.

So is Oslo doing it? Absolutely. albeit in a
rather Scandinavian way, which can be at times
both radical and yet controlled. One of the main
protagonists of the younger generation is
Matias Faldbakken, more famous in literary
circles as the author of Scandinavian
Misanthropy, The Cocka Hola Society and
Macht und Rebel, who may be the secret artist
role model in Oslo, as a young art student
confessed to me one evening: “Everybody
wants to be like Matias, so smart and
successful.” Maybe it was sarcasm, given that
internationally the artist is still considered
‘emerging.’ but it sure goes down well with a
no-limits  fundamental  negativism in
Faldbakken’s hard-boiled literary satires, which
also influence his works of art. An example of
his crossbreeding of ideas is the gargantuan
Coffeetableization of Everything, an outsized
atrocity of a book, bitterly mocking the
success of the omnipresent coffee table
format as an indication of the way expanding
liberalism and pluralism requires subversion
10 go to even more extreme lengths. This

nicely reflects the artist’s interest in how
systems of power determine systems of
knowledge, order and exchange.

The young scene in Oslo benefits from a
dynamism fostered by artists like Bgrre Sthre,
Knut Asdam. Gitte Villesen and Bjarne
Melgaard, who successfully permeated the
international art scene on the strength of their
works as individual artists — unlike the YBA
posse. Today a substantial role is still played by
the Oslo Art Academy, which, in spite of its
success in producing a number of very prom-
ising young artists in recent years, saw its inde-
pendence seriously compromised when it
suffered the loss of faculty status, after having

JOSEFINE LYCHE, Noon Universe, 2007 500
crystals, spollight, 400 x 150 cm. Installation view
Opposite, from top: GARDAR EIDE EINARSSON,
Judged Them All, 2006. Silkscreen print on powder
coated aluminum, 18 x 109 cm. Private collection
Courtesy Standard, Dslo; SOFIE BERNTSEN, Envi-
ronment for Expanded Awareness, 2007 Installation
view. Courtesy Kunstnernes Hus, Oslo; the artis! and
MGM, Oslo. Photo: Andrea Hertzenberg.
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been integrated into the much larger Oslo
National Academy of the Arts (KHIO). This
happened against the students’ or teachers’
wishes, and as a result many of the decisions
concerning the education of young artists,
including the school’s budget. are not in the
hands of art professionals anymore, but subject
to a large and slow bureaucratic control. It goes
without saying that this infringement upon
academic freedom is not only counterproduc-
tive but will also prove crippling in the long run.
However, intemationally acclaimed artists and
theorists like Henrik Plenge Jakobsen, Gunnar
Reski, Anne K. Dolven and Stain Gergaard are
still holding on for the students’ sake and
continue to encourage a critical art practice —
even if the political environment appears to
want to eschew a concept of independent arts, in
favor of a cultural industries concept that folds
the visual arts into a branch of entertainment
economy. “The conditions of artists who refuse
to become part of the entertainment economy
are deteriorating, because funding for inde-
pendent projects has decreased. This makes it
more difficult for free groups and artists to
survive in one of the most expensive countries
in the world,” as Tone Hansen, an artist and
research fellow at the Oslo Art Academy,
pointed out in a text for the Furopean Institute

for Progressive Cultural Politics.

Good for Berlin! Young artist Bjorn
Kowalski Hansen, for example, chooses to run
his trans-Scandinavian project HakkiTM from
Berlin. It is a fully operative business enterprise
functioning at the intersection of art and
economics. In an applied exercise of a reverse
reading of Naomi Klein's No Logo, Kowalski
Hansen took it as an introduction to inverting
the practice of multinational corporations and
based a business on integrity and empathy.
HikkiTM was constructed as a double entendre
negating the company politics of multinational
companies, and it is based in Ljungaverk,
Sweden. where the local factory and only major
employer has shut down. Kowalski Hansen
built up a business that prints funky T-shirts in
Sweden and sells them to students in Oslo,
producing participation on both symbolic and
real levels, visualizing and actively counter-
acting key economic paradigms and their social
and cultural implications. short-circuiting
exploitation and initiating a more human model
of globalization.

When it comes to educating the Oslo art
world, apart from the academy and OCA, the
Astrup Fearnley Museum of Modern Art must
be discussed. Founded in 1993, it focused
intensely on contemporary art, mounting large-

scale retrospectives by top-rated artists like
Richard Prince, Charles Ray, Jeff Koons and
Damien Hirst. One of its landmark shows was
“Uncertain States of America.” a survey of
young American artists conceived by the
Museum’s director Gunnar B. Kvaran, Daniel
Bimbaum and Hans Ulrich Obrist in 2005,
which has since traveled around the world.
While premiering in Olso however, the show
was all but upstaged by a remarkable piece of
Intemet-curating by two art students from the
Oslo Art Academy. Ida Ekblad and Anders
Nordby set up their exhibition, ambitiously
titled **With us against reality, or against us!” in
a disused chocolate factory — hence the
moniker Willy Wonka Inc. — and asked thirty
young artists they liked — including Cory
Arcangel, Terence Koh, Dash Snow, Ryan
McGinley, Erik van Lieshout and Bjarne
Melgaard. to name just a few — to contribute to
a volatile hodge-podge of self-empowerment, a
“Charles Manson in the chocolate factory™ as it
was called by the local press. Since then Willy
Wonka Inc. has produced a variety of projects,
with one foot in subculture and the other in self-
organized shows in different spaces, including
their own flat, recently celebrating the
legendary acid queens in a show called “Dear
Cockettes.”
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Clockwise from top: KIRSTEN OPSTAD, Grandmother, 2007. Photograph, dimensions variable; ARE
MOKKELBOST, lon Omni # 3, 2007. Paper collage, 90 x 60 cm; @YSTEIN AASAN, Echoplex 1, 2007. Plywood,
MDF. wiretap recording, cables and loudspeakers. Installation view. Courtesy Lautom Contemporary, Oslo;
Galerie PSM, Berlin and Galerie Katharina Bittel, Hamburg; ANDERS NORDBY, Arrangement of Objects,
2007. Neighbor, plants, sculpture, carpet and elfectrical equipment, dimensions variahle. Instaliation view at
Willy Wonka Inc., Oslo.

Currently Oslo is seeing the opening of influence the reading of art, rendering
more new galleries, spawned by the success of modernism haunted by narrative, legend and
the gallery Standard, who represents —inaddi- myth. Another contender is Galleri MGM,

convincing formal clarity embodied within a
display of migrating forms.

Besides the gallery circuit there is also a
small but lively underground, well connected
internationally, with a strong interest in art and
music crossover projects and conceptual elec-
tronica, like the sounds of butterfly wings
amplified to a degree that turns them into a
thundering, stomach churning piece of indus-
trial post-techno by sound artist Simona
Barbera (aka shockingtools).

More traditionally formal, but maybe even
more surprising, involving a degree of perfor-
mative reading. Lina Viste Grenli produces
sculptures concerned with the materialization of
words, exploring references by giving them
form. By building words from bricks, giving
them the surprising presence of large-scale
sculpture, she not only probes their meaning,
but these powerful site-specific interventions
employ a surprisingly simple metaphor for
what understanding can amount to.

She also recently co-curated a notable exhi-
bition project at artist-run gallery Bastard
(directed by Anders Smebye who, for example,
compiled a work consisting of a top-ten list of
sculpture-related deaths), on Robert Smithson
and the way his ideas have influenced art in
Scandinavia in unpredictable ways: “concep-
tual grave robbery™ as the curators put it.

Currently Astrup Fearnley have opened
their survey show of the young Norwegian art
scene. “Lights On” features intellectually
playful conceptual works by Jan Freuchen,
Martin Skauen’s pittura metafisica drawings,
the engaging and complex cross-cultural refer-
encing work of Marte Johnslien — as reflected
in a bookshop she curated — and the unpre-
dictable and sometimes bizarre projects of Ivan
Galuzin, who recently started his Brown
Gallery that produces art shows in the woods
outside of Oslo. Back in Berlin. I can’t help but



