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INLEDNING

Sedan 1950 har Moderna Museets Vanners Skulpturpris — K. A. Linds heders-
pris tilldelats en svensk konstnidr nominerad av medlemmarna i Moderna
Museets Vanner. Prissumman 300 000 kronor gor det till ett av de storsta
konstnarspriserna i Sverige. Det som ocksa gor priset unikt ar att alla med-
lemmar har méjlighet att paverka. Juryarbetet blir darfér omfattande. Men
ocksa larorikt och véldigt kul.

I ar bestod juryn av mig sjélv, dverintendenten Daniel Birnbaum, konst-
kritikern Anders Olofsson, konstndren Carin Ellberg samt konsthallschefen
David Neuman. Det dr med stor glddje som vi har valt Sofia Hultén till 2011
ars pristagare. Motiveringen lyder:

Sofia Hultén far Moderna Museets Vinners skulpturpris 2011 for sitt innova-
tivaarbete i skulpturens utvidgade filt. Hultén verkar i en konceptuell tradition
och tar lyhort tillvara rummets och de enskilda objektens skulpturala mojlig-
heter. I sitt konstndrskap visar hon prov pd genuin fingertoppskdnsia for bdade
det fysiska materialet och for den mdnskliga existensens undanskymda sidor.

Numera ar konstnéarliga tekniker inte entydiga och skulpturpriset foljer med
sin tid. Som John Peter Nilsson skriver i sin essd om Sofia Hultén ar begrep-
pet skulptur inte langre en staty uthuggen ur ett marmorblock. Manga konst-
ndrer ror sig otvunget mellan olika medier. Juryns arbete har darfér under
arens lopp inneburit att ocksd bedoma genredverskridande konstnirskap
med betoning pa tredimensionella installationer.

Juryn och hela Moderna Museets Vanner gratulerar innerligt Sofia Hul-
tén till priset. Pa ett tidstypiskt sitt 4r hon bade utbildad och bosatt utom-
lands. Darfor kanns det som om skulpturpriset i ar bryter ny mark bade for
pristagaren sjalv och for oss har hemma.

LENA JOSEFSSON

Ordfirande i Moderna Museets Vinner
Ordférande i juryn for Moderna Museets Vinners
skulpturpris — K. A. Linds hederspris

Moderna Museets Véanners Skulpturpris — K.A. Linds hederspris instiftades av textilkonstnérinnan Sigrid
Lind for att hedra minnet av hennes foridldrar, Karl August och Kristina Amalia Lind. Testamentsstiftelsen
forvaltas av Moderna Museets Vanner och priset delas ut vartannat &r. Moderna Museets Vanners Skulp-
turpris — K.A. Linds hederspris ska fordras “den biste, behovande, svenske skulptdren” och gavs forsta
gangen 1950, till konstndren Elis Eriksson. Darefter har ett stort antal av vara mest namnkunniga och skick-
liga konstndrer tilldelats priset. Bland dessa kan nimnas Arne Jones, Lars Englund, Sivert Lindblom, Ulf
Rollof, Eva Lofdahl, Dan Wolgers, Ebba Matz, Lars Nilsson, Carin Ellberg samt senast ar 2007, Truls Melin.



SOFIA HULTEN: SYMPATISKA
SITUATIONER OCH
VARDAGLIG NONSENSLOGIK

Ett av de mer kdnda konstcitaten dr Michelangelos (1475—1564): ”’1 varje mar-
morblock ser jag en staty lika tydligt som om den stod framfor mig, perfekt
formad i attityd och handling. Jag har bara att hugga bort de grova murar
som hindrar att andra 6gon ser den hirliga uppenbarelsen som jag ser den.”
Renédssansgeniet var fott. Konstnaren sdg och gestaltade nagot som som var
fa forunnat. Sedan dess har det préaglat det vi kallar konst.

2001 gjorde Sofia Hultén en video dar hon slog sonder och reparerade en

FUCK IT UP gitarr sammanlagt sju ganger med titeln Fuck It Up and Start Again (One
AND START AGAIN
S.XX guitar smashed and mended 7 times). Hon stéllde ut bade videon och ett foto-

grafi pa den reparerade gitarren (gitarren visades ensam vid ett annat till-
falle). Man kan tolka verket som en lektion i larande — trial and error. En
bade valdsam och 6dmjuk lektion i att vAga misslyckas men 4ndé inte ge upp.

Jagkommeratttinkapa Michelangeloscitat. Vadharhdntmedrenissansens
langtan efter skonhet och harmoni som skulle férhoja livskdnslan och skapa
en ordning att forhélla sig till? Varfor sla sonder en gitarr och sedan reparera
den? Sju ganger! Varfor inte kopa en ny!? Béttre och snyggare... Det forefaller
som om Hultén vill spela en annan 1at &n Michelangelo och hans rendssans-
kompisar.

Om man oversétter Fuck It Up and Start Again som en sedeldrande upp-
maning anknyter Hultén pa sitt sdtt 4nda till rendssansens syn att 1ata oss se
nagot som vi kanske inte har forviantat oss. Det géller dven i andra verk av
henne. Det finns en 6vergripande ambition att blottldgga eller frigbra nagot.

MUTUAL Mutual Annihilation fran 2008 bestér av fyra videor, en diabild samt ett objekt
ANNIHILATION . . ° o .
S.XX —en funnen, sliten mobelbyra. Mdbeln spelar huvudrollen. I en video ser man

hur byran aterstélls till ursprungligt skick. I en annan omrestuareras den till
det skick som hon hittade den i. Diabilden visar byran fullt restaurerad. Tva
opponerande tidsriktningar kolliderar. Nagot paborjas, nagot tar slut, for att
sedan péabdrjas igen... Cirkeln sluts, 10ses upp, sluts igen etc.

Det dr som en melankolisk meditation Gver livet som sddant. Men ocksa
en Omsint skildring av férhallandet mellan ting och ménniska som kan tolkas
som ett stillsamt ifragasattande av samhallets regerande slit-och-slang-atti-
tyd. Hultén ar ocksa intresserad av tidsbegreppet. Tidens gang dr bokstav-
ligen synlig genom sjidlva hantverksprocessen. Men processen (tiden) leder
ingenstans utan ar fangad i en kortsluten cirkelgang. Det 4r som om tiden
upphort eller antagit ny form. I stillet framtrader ett diffust tillstdnd snarare
an en exakt angivelse.



Till skillnad mot rendssansen och Michelangelo omvandlar inte Sofia Hultén
ettstyckenatur till en kulturell uppenbarelse. Utgangspunkternaihennes pro-
cesser ar tviartom kulturella artefakter eller manskliga situationer. I romanen
Mot strommen (1884) spegelvande JK Huysmans sin forfattarkollega Emile
Zolas naturalistiska ansprak genom att beskriva en verklighet somi forstone
forefaller naturligt ansprakslés men som i sjdlva verket ar dess motsats —
kulturellt och artificiellt forfinat. P4 sa satt anknyter hon ocksa till Marcel
Duchamp (1887-1968) och hans avgérande paverkan pa det (post)ymoderna
konstbegreppet. Mening skapas inte i tingets form eller genom 6verjordiska
betydelser. I stillet skapas den av betydelser givna av konstnaren, tinget i sig
sjalvt och betraktaren i ett intrikat véaxelspel.

Man kan da ocksa, inte minst i sammanhanget Moderna Museets Vanners
Skulpturpris 2011, fraga sig om det numera éverhuvudtaget gar att tala om
skulptur som ett entydigt begrepp? Nej, atminstone inte om man med skulptur
menar en staty uthuggen ur ett marmorblock. Precis som konstens betydelser
ar relativa ar sedan lange skulpturbegreppet det ocksé. Sofia Hultén ror sig
symtomatiskt obehindrat mellan olika tekniker, fast ofta presenterade som
installationer av tredimensionellt slag.

Men det ir inte i forsta hand meningens meta-konstnéarliga betydelser i
hennes verk som intresserar mig mest. Hon lyckas pa ett 6vertygande sitt ge
ett process- och idébaserat innehall en trovirdig form, ndgot som inte alltid &r
fallet nar sk process-inriktad konst méter publiken. PA Modernautstédllningen
2010 (Moderna Museet) visade hon till exempel In Between the Possibilities
(2010), en hittad golvstege, sliten och vardaglig. I férstone mdhanda en provo-
kation mot besdkarna som kanske forvantat sig ndgonting hapnadsviackande
bortom deras egen vardag. Men tittade man noggrant pa stegen markte man
att proportionerna var subtilt felaktiga. Hon hade minutiost lagt till tretton
trappsteg. Ett tidskrivande och skickligt hantverk som i princip gjort golv-
stegen vardelds att anvdnda.

Jag skriver i princip” da Hultén i sjalva verket anvinder Duchamps snart
hundraariga utsaga om konstbegreppet som en sjalvklar utgangspunkt. Det ar
inte omvandlingen av tingets mening som ar huvudsaken. Visst, stegen nu vir-
defull att uppleva. Den kan nu betecknas som ett tredimensionellt konstverk,
ja, en skulptur, om man sa vill. Hon har ocksa frilagt sjalva processens tids-
dimension genom det minutidsa hantverket. Helt enkelt frusit tiden. Det 4r en
spanstig tankelek som 6ppnar upp en rad fragor om hur tid kan uppfattas. Men

IN BETWEEN THE
POSSIBILITIES S.XX

det ar ocksa i sig sjalv en ganska meningslos handling. I andra verk imiterar
hon till exempel vardagliga sysslor eller gor metodiska undersékningar av
vanliga ting i hennes omgivning. Repetitionerna framstar som tomma och
triviala. Vad dr det som egentligen laggs till eller tas ifran i handlingarna?
Vad ar motivet?

Sjalv sdger hon “att det som intresserar mig mest dr spinningen mellan for-
dndring och likhet inom olika objekt — att nagonting kan transformeras radi-
kalt — men till synes obemarkt. For att omvandlingen pa nagot sitt ska vara
fornimbar har det (hittills —jag kanske hittar en annan vig!) varit nodvandigt
att anvinda objekt som vi kdnner igen — som vi har ett slags monster for.”
Darfor ar det inte konstigt att sk situationskomedier har inspirerat henne.
For att till exempel se hur absurd en konvention kan vara maste det finnas
nagot véilbekant i eller med sjélva situationen.

I sina pjiser aterkom Samuel Beckett (1906-1989) till frigor om det
meningslosa i ménniskans handlingar och vara fruktlosa forsok att kommu-
nicera med varandra. Det finns onekligen nagot beckettskt i Hulténs konst-
nérskap. Vad leder allting till? I slutindan blir en sddan fraga absurd da det
egentligen inte finns nagot svar pa den. Fjodor Dostojevskij (1821-1881) pastod
till exempel att "vi ar alla lyckliga, bara vi visste om det”. Det ar ju sant. Men
det 4r jobbigt att veta att jag inte vet...

Sofia Hulténs konstnéarliga handlingar dr absurda. Det finns inget riktigt
motiv for dem. Jag méaste acceptera det. Nar jag gor det framstar hennes
konstnarskap bade storslaget och djupt tankevickande. Lev och lat leva,
forefaller hon uppmana. Du behover inte forsté verket, handlingen eller situa-
tionen, bara uppleva det. Det kidnns befriande att veta.

Consequences fran 2010 bestar av elva fotografier som dokumenterar hur
ett sonderslaget fonster reparerats i elva etapper och som presenteras tillsam-
mans med det verkliga, aterstdllda fonstret, monterat i en vagg. Forutom
den befriande absurditeten i handlingen blir ytterligare en aspekt tydlig.
Naturligtvis dr det omojligt att aterstdlla fonstret till ursprungsskicket. Det
liknar visserligen ett fonster. Men det ar funktionsodugligt. Det gar inte att se
igenom det.

Omvandlingen frdn négot potent till impotent aterkommer ofta i Hulténs
processer. Den reparerade gitarren hinger pa vaggen — oduglig. Mobelbyran
och golvstegen kan kanske anvdndas, men liksom nér Duchamp signerade en
flasktorkare eller snoskyffel, har tingen givits en annan betydelse och pekar



konceptuellt pa begreppskedjor som orsak och verkan, handling och konse-
kvens.

I tidiga filmdokumentationer kartlade Bruce Nauman (f 1941) sin egen
kropp, moébler eller rum utifrdn ovanliga och till och med absurda vinklar
eller perspektiv. Han 14t oss forsta att bade bilden av mig sjalv och min bild
av omgivningen ar styrd av konventioner som anviands som ett maktsprak
for att fortrycka och fingsla mig (individen). Hultén ar inte lika specifik i det
hénseendet som Nauman, men ror sig inom ett liknande falt.

A ena sidan 4r hennes verk befriande kommentarer till livets absurditeter,
skapade med humor och 6dmjuk virme. Med ett slags skrattande jimnmod
16ser hon upp tristesser och trivialiteter. A andra sidan ér de vasst intellek-
tuella undersokningar av konstbegreppet. Vad ar det jag tittar pa? I nagon
mening refererar verken till ingenting annat 4n sig sjdlva. Hon redovisar en
kortsluten process utifran regler som hon sjalv stdllt upp. I Hulténs ateljé
imploderar alla ursprungliga betydelser och blir konst.

Hennes verk ar saledes bade vardagliga och konceptuella. BAde nonsens-
aktiga och logiska. Men p& samma sitt som nir en proton kolliderar med
en elektron och utloser energier som dndrar ursprungliga rorelseriktningar
intraffar nagot forbluffande: jag kan inte slita mig fran att se pa hennes verk,
lange. De forefaller bara pa en egendomlig gata. Det igenkdnnbara och det
hemtama forvandlas genom spéren av repetitioner och omtagningar till
besynnerliga artefakter, likt fornlimningar eller antropologiska foremal som
ingen vet nigot exakt om.

Pl6tsligt kolliderar d& ocksa samtid och datid och ger upphov till en
obehagligt kuslig kdnsla. Genom repetitionerna och omtagningarna fods en
ny tidsdimension. Verken blir patagligt gatfulla. Jag tror till och med att Sofia
Hultén sjalv kan kdnna sig som en frimling infor sina egna verk.

Det sistndmda skriver jag som en komplimang. Det bor finnas dimensioner
av nagot ofattbart i konsten, dven for konstniren sjilv. (Atminstone kan man
se detta som en definition av skillnaden mellan konst och illustration.) Hulténs
pekar ut en skillnad mellan vad jag ser och vad jag upplever och skapar
pa sa sitt en kinsla av forframlingande.

Karl Marx (1818—1883) beskrev ménniskans alienation gentemot varor,
medménniskor och samhéllet genom att kritisera lonearbete av produkter
och att vinsterna hamnar i andras fickor 4n hos dem som producerat varorna:
vad jag gor och vad jag far tillbaka éverensstimmer inte.

10

Det absurda i Hulténs meningsldsa handlingar anknyter till Marx forfram-
lingsbegrepp, kanske framférallt genom att vardelosheten eller obegriplig-
heten i handlingarna kan Oversittas till orédttvisorna i 16nearbetet. Genom
att synliggora nagot frimmande kan man ocksa se framlingen inom sig sjalv,
nagot som Julia Kristeva papekade i Frdmlingar for oss sjdlva 1988): blir jag
medveten om en frimmande aspekt av mig sjalv kan jag battre acceptera
andra. Jag vill pasta att Hultén frimmandegor det vdlbekanta i sina verk.
Inte minst ar det patagligt i videon Familiars (2007) i vilken hennes familje-
medlemmar skapar besynnerliga situationer utdver det vanliga, ndgot som
skapar obehag och hotar relationerna.

Konceptuellt 16ser Sofia Hultén da upp sprakliga strukturer. Genom att
redovisa processerna och dess nonsenslogik skapas en obekant atmosfar i
hennes verk, nagot frimmande, som jag inte riktigt kan omfatta. Varsebliv-
ningen styrs inte lingre av ett normalt kausalitetsforlopp. Kan jag acceptera
detta tillstand, som kdnns bekant, men som dndé inte ar det, kan jag mojligtvis
ocksa se det absurda i att forstilla mig sjdlv som nigon jag inte ar?

JOHN PETER NILSSON
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NO NO NONO NO NO 2011
Used scissor jacks are mounted between the floor and ceiling of the space.

340 cm X 36 cm X 36 cm
Unique work

VERK/WORKS

13



FAMILIARS 2007

Short video sequences showing members of Sofia Hultén’s family at their home, setting up
situations intended to unnerve or surprise one another. Using a variety of materials which
come to hand, such as furniture, tools and clothing, the protagonists assume the form of
strange beings, move objects as if by unseen forces, or mimic poltergeist activity.
HD-Video on DV PAL. 6 monitors each with 3 loops. 33.36 min.
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FUCK IT UP AND START AGAIN
(ONE GUITAR SMASHED AND MENDED 7 TIMES) 2001

An acoustic guitar is repeatedly smashed. It is repaired each time,

becoming increasingly easy to destroy, and each time more difficult to mend.
Single channel video and object

Dimensions variable,

18



MUTUAL ANNIHILATION 2008

An old and weathered chest of drawers is restored to its original state. Paint is removed,
broken parts are repaired, the chest is polished and finished. The process is then reversed
and actions are performed which could have caused the found state. It is repainted, treated
with various tools, splashed with coffee, kicked and scraped, until it is returned to the state
in which it was found.

Unique work

Video, 4 separate loops on monitors

Chest of drawers, 95 cm X 73 cm X 50 cm

21
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ARTIFICIAL CONGLOMERATES 2011

Latex moulds are made of a rocks found at a street building site in Berlin. The rocks are
then pulverized, and the moulds and the rock material used to recast the stones in their
found form but with the material within rearranged.

Unique work

15 rocks, dimensions variable
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ON A FIXED CENTRE 2011

A used container is welded inside out to be displayed at Skulpturenpark Koln.
Modified container

220 cm X 146 cm X 122 cm

Unique work
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AUFLOSUNG 2008

An area of wasteground in Berlin, where the Berlin wall once stood, is searched for
objects discarded by residents of the area, such as an old armchair, bicycle, and more.
The objects are collected and then shredded at an industrial waste disposal plant.

The resulting dismembered pieces are replaced at the spot where each object was found.
In this way the site’s entropic processes are speeded up a little.

A video of the shredding is played on the site.

HD video transferred to PAL

DVD loop, 5§ minutes

10 photographs
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NU CAVE 2011

The entire contents of a car workshop clearance are each used once and the process
recorded on video. The objects are hidden behind a plasterboard wall constructed
across the gallery space.

Unique work
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LAZY MANS GUIDE TO ENLIGHTENMENT 2011

Nine found window and door grilles are each divided into three equal parts
and welded together rearranged. The recombined elements are hung in a line
at 1m intervals along a space.

Dimensions variable

Unique work
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IN BETWEEN THE POSSIBILITIES 2010

Thirteen newly created steps are added to a found wooden step ladder
which are treated so they cannot be distinguished from the original steps.
Step ladder and wood, metal, paint.

160 cm X 100 cm X 40 cm

Unique work

INTRODUCTION

Since 1950, the Friends of Moderna Museet’s Sculpture Award — the K.A.
Lind Honorary Award has gone to a Swedish artist nominated by the mem-
bers of the Friends of Moderna Museet. The prize’s value of SEK 300,000
makes it one of the biggest artist’s prizes in Sweden. Another thing that makes
the prize unique is that all Friends’ members can influence the choice of can-
didates. The jury work thus becomes quite considerable. But also instructive
and a lot of fun.

This year, the jury consisted of myself, the Director Daniel Birnbaum,
the art critic Anders Olofsson, the artist Carin Ellberg, along with Director
Magasin 3 David Neuman. It is with great pleasure that we have chosen Sofia
Hultén as the 2011 prize winner. The jury’s reasons are as follows:

The Friends of Moderna Museet’s Sculpture Award 2011 goes to Sofia Hultén
for her innovative work in the extended field of sculpture. Hultén works in a con-
ceptual tradition and makes subtle use of the sculptural potential of the space
and the individual objects. In her art she displays a genuine instinctive feeling
for both the physical material and for the hidden aspects of human existence.

Nowadays, artistic techniques are not used unambiguously, and the sculpture
award is keeping up with the times. As John Peter Nilsson writes in his essay
about Sofia Hultén, the concept of sculpture is no longer a statue hewn out
of a block of marble. Many artists shift effortlessly between different media.
The jury’s work has thus, over the years, also involved judging genre-crossing
artistic oeuvres with the emphasis on three-dimensional installations.

The Jury and all of the Friends of Moderna Museet heartily congratulate
Sofia Hultén on her prize. As is typical of the times, she studied and now lives
abroad. Consequently it feels as though the sculpture prize breaking new
ground is this year, both for the prize winner herself and for us here in Sweden.

LENA JOSEFSSON
Chairman of the Friends of Moderna Museet
Chairman of the jury of the Friends of Moderna Museet Sculpture Award — the K. A. Lind Honorary Award

The Friends of Moderna Museet Sculpture Award — The K.A. Lind Honorary Award was founded by the
textile artist Sigrid Lind, in honour of her parents, Karl August and Kristina Amalia Lind. This testamen-
tary foundation is administered by the Friends of Moderna Museet who issue an award once every two
years. The Friends of Moderna Museet Sculpture Award — The K.A. Lind Honorary Award is to be given
to “’the best, most deserving Swedish sculptor” and was presented for the first time in 1950, to the artist Elis
Eriksson. Since then, many of our best and most famous artists have been award-winners, including Arne
Jones, Lars Englund, Sivert Lindblom, Ulf Rollof, Eva Lofdahl, Dan Wolgers, Ebba Matz, Lars Nilsson,
Carin Ellberg Truls Melin and, most recently in 2009, Ann-Sofi Sidén.
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SOFIA HULTEN: ENGAGING
SITUATIONS AND
EVERYDAY NONSENSE LOGIC

One of the more familiar art quotations is Michelangelo’s (1475-1564): “In
every block of marble I see a statue as plain as though it stood before me,
shaped and perfect in attitude and action. I have only to hew away the rough
walls that imprison the lovely apparition to reveal it to the other eyes as mine
see it.” The Renaissance genius was born. The artist saw and gave shape to
something that was a privilege of the few. Since then, this idea has permeated
what we call art.

In 2001, Sofia Hultén made a video in which she smashed and repaired a

i o hUCK T UP guitar a total of seven times, under the title Fuck It Up and Start Again (One
S.XX guitar smashed and mended 7 times). She exhibited both the video and a pho-

tograph of the repaired guitar (on another occasion, the guitar was exhibited
on its own). We can interpret the work as a lesson in learning — trial and error.
A both violent and humble lesson in daring to fail, and yet still not give up.

I find myself thinking about the quotation from Michelangelo. What has
happened to the Renaissance longing for beauty and harmony, which was
supposed to enhance our sense of being alive and to create an order that we
can relate to? Why break a guitar and then repair it? Seven times! Why not
buy a new one!? Better and neater... It seems as if Hultén wants to play a dif-
ferent tune than Michelangelo and his Renaissance buddies.

If we translate Fuck It Up and Start Again as a moralizing exhortation,
Hultén in her own way still picks up on the Renaissance idea of getting us
to see something that we might not have expected to see. This also applies
to her other works. There is an overarching ambition to expose or liberate

MUTUAL something. Mutual Annihilation from 2008 consists of four videos, a slide
ANNIHILATION . i
5.XX transparency, along with an object — a found, battered chest of drawers.

The piece of furniture plays the main role. In a video we see how the chest
of drawers is restored to its original condition. In another it is re-restored
to the state in which she found it. The slide transparency shows the chest of
drawers fully restored. Two opposing time lines collide. Something is begun,
something comes to an end, only to be begun again... The circle is completed,
dissolved, completed again etc.

Itis like a melancholy meditation on life in itself. But also a tender depiction
of the relationship between objects and human beings, which can be inter-
preted as a quiet questioning of society’s prevailing wear-it-out-and-throw-
it-away attitude. Hultén is also interested in the concept of time. The flow of
time is literally visible through the actual handicraft process. But the process
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(time) leads nowhere. Rather, it is imprisoned in a short-circuited circular
motion. It is as though time has ceased to exist or has taken on a new form.
Instead, what emerges is a diffuse state, rather than a specific denunciation.

Unlike the Renaissance and Michelangelo, Sofia Hultén does not trans-
form a fragment of nature into a cultural revelation. On the contrary, the
starting points for her processes are cultural artefacts or human situations.
In the novel A rebours (Against the Grain, 1884) J.K. Huysmans reverses his
fellow author Emile Zola’s pretensions to naturalism by describing a reality
that, to begin with, seems naturally unexceptional, but which is in actual fact
the opposite — culturally and artificially refined. She thus also creates a link to
Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968) and his crucial influence on the (post-ymodern
concept of art. Meaning is not generated in the form of the thing or through
divine significances. Instead, it comes from significances given by the artist,
by the thing in itself and the viewer in intricate interplay.

Then, not least in the context of the Friends of Moderna Museet’s Sculpture
Prize 2011, we can also ask ourselves whether it is at all possible nowadays to
talk about sculpture as a clear-cut concept? No, at least not if by sculpture we
mean a statue hewn out of a block of marble. Just as art’s meanings are relative,
so, for a long time, the concept of sculpture has been relative, too. Symptoma-
tically Sofia Hultén switches freely between different techniques, albeit often
presented as installations of a three-dimensional kind.

Butitisnot, in the first place, the meta-artistic significances of the meanings
inher work thatinterest me most. She succeeds convincingly in giving a credible
form to a content that is based on processes and ideas, something that is
not always the case when so-called process-oriented art meets the public. At
The Moderna Exhibition 2010 (Moderna Museet) she showed, for example,
In Between the Possibilities (2010), a found stepladder, battered and com-
monplace. At first, perhaps, it was perceived as a provocation directed at visi-
tors who might have expected something astounding and beyond their own
everyday experience. But if we looked more closely at the steps, we noticed
that the proportions were subtly wrong. She had meticulously made thirteen
steps. A time-consuming, clever piece of handiwork that, in principle, made
the stepladder of little value for practical purposes.

I'write “in principle” since Hultén in actual fact uses Duchamp’s assertion,
soon to be one hundred years old, about the concept of art as a self-explanatory
starting point. It is not the transformation of the meaning of the object that
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is the main point. Certainly, the steps are now worth experiencing. They can
now be described as a three-dimensional artwork, indeed, as a sculpture, if
you will. With her meticulous handiwork she has also laid bare the actual time
dimension of the process. She has quite simply frozen time. This is an intri-
guing thought experiment that opens up a series of questions about how time
can be conceived. But it is also in itself a quite meaningless action. In other
works she, for instance, imitates everyday chores or carries out methodical
investigations of ordinary objects in her surroundings. The repetitions come
across as empty and trivial. What is it that is actually being added or taken
away in these actions? What is their subject matter?

She herself says: “What interests me most is the tension between change
and sameness within different objects — that something can be transformed
radically — but apparently unnoticed. So that the transformation will be
perceptible in some way, it has been necessary (so far — I might perhaps find
another way!) to use objects that we recognize — for which we have a kind of
pattern.” Thus, it is not surprising that “situation comedies” have inspired
her. In order, for example, to see how absurd a convention can be, there has
to be something very familiar in or about the actual situation.

In his plays Samuel Beckett (1906-1989) returned to questions about the
meaninglessness of human actions and our futile attempts to communicate
with one another. There is undeniably something Beckettian in Hultén’s artis-
tic work. What is it all leading to? In the end, such a question is absurd, since
there is actually no answer to it. Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821-1881) claimed, for
example, that “We are all happy, if we only knew it.” That is true. But it is
tough knowing that I don’t know...

Sofia Hultén’s artistic actions are absurd. There is no real motive for them.
I have to accept that. When I do so, her artistic work reveals itself to be both
magnificent and profoundly thought-provoking. Live and let live, she seems
to urge. You do not need to understand the work, action or situation, simply
experience it. It feels liberating to know that.

Consequences, from 2010, consists of eleven photographs documenting the
way that a broken window is repaired in eleven stages, and this is presented
together with the actual, restored window, mounted on a wall. Apart from
the liberating absurdity of the action, one further aspect becomes evident.
Of course, it is impossible to restore the window to its original condition. To
be sure, it does resemble a window. But it is incapable of functioning. It is
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impossible to see through it.

The transformation from something potent to something impotent recurs
frequently in Hultén’s processes. The repaired guitar hangs on the wall —
useless. The chest of drawers and the stepladder can perhaps be used, but as
when Duchamp signed a bottle dryer or snow shovel, the thing has been given
another meaning, and points conceptually to sequential chains such as cause
and effect, action and consequence.

In an early film documentation Bruce Nauman (b 1941) charted his own
body, furniture or his room from unusual and even absurd angles or perspecti-
ves. He got us to understand that both the image of my self and my image of my
surroundings are governed by conventions that are used as a power language
to oppress and imprison me (the individual). Hultén is not as specific in this
respect as Nauman, but she does occupy similar territory.

Ontheonehand, her worksareliberatingcommentaries onlife’sabsurdities,
created with humour and self-effacing affection. With a kind of laughing
equanimity she dissolves sadnesses and trivialities. On the other hand, we
have the acute intellectual investigations of the concept of art. What is it [ am
looking at? In a sense, the works refer to nothing other than to themselves.
She gives us an account of a short-circuited process seen in terms of rules that
she herself has drawn up. In Hultén’s studio all original meanings implode,
and become art.

Her work is thus both everyday and conceptual. Both nonsensical and
logical. But in the same way as a proton collides with an electron and releases
energies that alter the original directions of motion, something amazing
happens: I cannot tear myself away from her works, for a long time. They
seem to carry a strange mystery. The recognizable and the domesticated are
transformed through thetraces of traces of repetitionsand retakesinto peculiar
artefacts, like ancient remains or anthropological objects about which no one
has any exact information.

Suddenly then, the present also collides with the past and evokes an
uncomfortably uncanny feeling. Through the repetitions and retakes a new
time dimension arises. The works become literally mysterious. I even believe
that Sofia Hultén herself may feel herself to be something of an outsider when
faced with her own works.

I write this last as a compliment. There should be dimensions of something
incomprehensible in art, even for the artist herself. (At the least, we can see
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this as a definition of the difference between art and illustration.) Hultén
points to a difference between what I see and what I experience, and in this
way creates a feeling of defamiliarization.

Karl Marx (1818-1883) described people’s alienation from commodities,
from their fellow human beings and from society by criticizing wage labour,
and the way that the profits end up in the pockets of people other than those
who produce the goods: What I do and what I get back do not match.

The absurd aspect of Hultén’s meaningless actions has links with Marx’s
concept of alienation, perhaps above all through the way that the valuelessness
or the incomprehensibility of the actions can be translated into the injustices
of waged work. By making visible something strange, we can also see the
stranger within ourselves, something that Julia Kristeva called attention to in
Strangers to Ourselves (1988): If I become aware of an alien aspect of myself,
I can better accept others. I would claim that Hultén defamiliarizes the
familiar in her works. This is particularly tangible in the video Familiars
(2007), in which her family members create peculiar situations that go beyond
the normal, something that creates unease and threatens their relationships.

Conceptually then, Sofia Hultén dissolves linguistic structures. By giving
an account of the processes and of their nonsense logic, an unfamiliar
atmosphere, something alien that I cannot properly grasp, is created in her
works. Perception is no longer guided by a normal chain of causality. Can |
accept this situation, which feels familiar and yet is not, can I possibly also see
the absurdity of disguising myself as something I am not?

JOHN PETER NILSSON
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