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Introduction	

	

THE	ECONOMY	OF	SURVIVAL	
	

The	 project	 The	 Economy	 of	 Survival1	consists	 of	 three	 separate	 site-specific	 art	

projects	which	takes	as	their	point	of	departure	the	industrially	imploded	cities	of	

Chernobyl	 (Ukraine)	 and	 Detroit	 (USA),	 and	 the	 consequences	 related	 to	 the	

industrial	 expansion	 in	 Kiruna	 (Sweden),	 inhabited	 by	 the	 Sami	 people,	 the	

indigenous	people	of	the	Northern	Hemisphere.	Through	artistic	practice,	the	aim	

of	 this	research	project	has	been	 to	examine	contemporary	modes	of	adaptation	

and	survival	practices	in	places	that	undergo	deep	processes	of	change.		

	

We	often	assume	that	profound	societal	change,	 is	generated	by	correlated	causes	and	

effects,	 and	 that	 everyday	 shifts	 take	place	 on	 a	 regular	 basis	 over	 a	 certain	period	 of	

time.	We	are	 therefore	 surprised	when	we	 find	 that	 consequences	of	 small	 alterations	

can	 lead	 to	 abrupt	 and	 profound	 transitions	 for	 individuals	 or	 societies,	 on	 a	 local	 or	

global	scale.		

	

Societal	 transformation	 and	 political	 shifts	 make	 people	 and	 societies	 adapt	 their	

survival	 strategies	 to	 cement	 their	 positions	 in	 relation	 to	 the	whole	 –	 on	 a	 personal,	

national	or	transnational	level.	Adaption	and	survival	strategies	in	humans	and	in	nature	

create	new	models	for	existence	in	some	places,	whereas	old	strategies	and	models	may	

dominate	elsewhere.	In	the	tension	between	the	boundary-defining,	and	the	boundless,	

controllable	 and	 uncontrollable	 shifts,	 a	 wide	 spectrum	 of	 adaption	 processes	 and	

survival	strategies	can	be	found	in	human	lives	and	in	nature.	

	

What	 happens	 when	 large-scale	 societal	 shifts	 take	 place	 and	 what	 happens	 after	 a	

society	has	been	deeply	transformed?	What	separates	a	cause	of	change	from	the	effects	

of	 the	 change?	 What	 happens	 when	 things	 happen?	 These	 were	 the	 fundamental	

																																																								
1	The	title	“The	Economy	of	Survival”	replaces	the	original	working	title	of	the	research		
project,	“Tipping	Point”.	
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questions	 that	 triggered	me	 to	 engage	with	Chernobyl	 and	Detroit	 in	 the	 aftermath	of	

tragedy,	and	later	with	the	society	of	Kiruna,	in	the	midst	of	unfolding	change.		

	

In	1986,	during	an	experiment	by	nuclear	scientists,	an	error	caused	an	explosion	in	one	

of	 the	reactors	at	 the	power	plant	 in	Chernobyl.	A	 thirty	kilometre	exclusion	zone	was	

established	to	prevent	the	300,000	inhabitants	from	the	area	from	moving	back	after	the	

evacuation.	Radioactive	fallout	was	spread	by	the	wind	to	large	parts	of	the	world,	even	

as	 far	 as	 the	 Pacific	 Ocean.	 Whereas	 the	 Chernobyl	 area	 was	 evacuated	 and	 left	

abandoned,	 two-third	of	Detroit’s	1.5	million	 citizens	have	deliberately	 fled	 the	 city	 in	

the	past	decade	following	the	economic	collapse	of	the	motor	industry.	In	consequence	

vast	areas	of	land	have	been	left	vacant	and	countless	buildings	abandoned,	which	now	

stand	as	symbols	of	the	economically	ruined	society.	Today,	Detroit	is	the	largest	ghost	

town	in	the	USA,	plagued	by	serious	economic	depression,	unemployment,	poverty	and	

crime.	

	

Whereas	 the	 ruined	 ‘uncertain’	 zones	 of	 Chernobyl	 and	 Detroit	 have	 been	 formed	 by	

catastrophic,	unplanned	 industrial	events	 in	 the	past,	 the	 industrial	expansion	 into	 the	

Sami	 territories	 in	 the	 Kiruna	 region	 is	 an	 event	 taking	 place	 in	 the	 present,	 a	 slowly	

unfolding	catastrophe	that	threatens	the	very	existence	and	survival	of	the	Sami	people.	

Although	 it	 breaks	 constitutional	 and	 international	 laws,	 the	 expansion	 of	 the	mining	

industry	in	the	Kiruna	Region	is	fully	endorsed	and	planned	by	Swedish	authorities	and	

the	 international	 mining	 industry.	 The	 mining	 expansion	 is	 even	 regarded	 as	 an	

industrial	fairy-tale,	as	the	territories	possess	some	of	the	richest	mineral	deposits	in	the	

world.	 The	 laws	 created	 to	 protect	 the	 ancient	 lifestyle	 of	 the	 Sami	 people	 have	 been	

overcome	by	short-term	capitalist	interest.	From	the	Sami	perspective,	the	expansion	of	

the	 mining	 industry	 diminishes	 their	 possibilities	 to	 use	 the	 land	 and	 threatens	 the	

survival	of	their	reindeer	herding	traditions	as	a	source	of	income	and	an	expression	of	

their	inherited	culture.		

	

The	 term	 ‘instrumental	 rationality’,	 coined	 by	Habermas,	 describes:	 A	 specific	 form	of	

rationality	 which	 focuses	 on	 the	 most	 efficient	 or	 cost-effective	 means	 to	 achieve	 a	

specific	 end,	 but	 not	 in	 itself	 reflecting	 on	 the	 value	 of	 that	 end.2	In	 this	 perspective,	

Chernobyl	and	Detroit	are	existing	examples	of	‘after	the	end’	gone	wrong	-	as	a	result	of	
																																																								
2	http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Instrumental_rationality	
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industrial	 progress.	 Kiruna,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 is	 a	 living	 example	 of	 how	 industrial	

progress	and	the	pursuit	of	short-term	profit	can	threaten	the	survival	of	a	culture	–	in	

this	case	that	of	the	Sami.		

	

To	my	mind,	 the	histories	 of	 these	places	 also	 speak	of	 larger	 political,	 economic,	 and	

cultural	shifts	in	the	world,	and	it	is	this	view	that	has	fuelled	my	interest	to	engage	with	

them	artistically.	For	me,	going	in	person	to	these	politically	significant	places	has	been	a	

way	to	engage	with	society	and	participate	in	the	world.	

	

Throughout	my	research	fellowship,	a	fundamental	question	was	how	to	approach	these	

highly	mediated	sites	and	major	themes	as	an	artist	and	as	an	outsider.	Was	it	possible	to	

contribute	 to	 a	 perspective	 of	 these	 sites	 that	 differs	 from	 the	 image	 commonly	

promulgated	via	the	media?	Could	the	emotional	and	the	subjective	function	as	a	tool	to	

gain	knowledge	about	the	sites,	postponing	judgement	and	reflecting	on	value?	Could	art	

provide	a	way	to	experiment	with	other	possibilities	of	knowledge	production?	
	

As	 Chernobyl	was	 the	 first	 site	 I	 explored,	 this	 experience	was	 the	most	 influential	 in	

terms	of	 artistic	 shifts	 in	 approach,	method,	medium	and	 results,	 and	 I	 shall	 therefore	

describe	 it	 more	 fully	 than	 the	 projects	 from	 Detroit	 and	 Kiruna.	 The	 two	 field	 trips	

resulted	 in	 a	 new	 type	 of	 research	material,	 a	 new	way	 of	 handling	 the	material	 and	

finally	a	different	artistic	outcome	compared	to	earlier	projects.		

	

This	 reflection	 paper	 is	 meant	 to	 guide	 the	 reader	 into	 my	 artistic	 development,	

experiences	 and	 progress	 that	 came	 out	 of	 the	 field	 trips	 to	 Chernobyl,	 Detroit	 and	

Kiruna.	The	 text	can	be	read	as	a	 journey	comprising	 the	physical,	mental,	and	artistic	

developments	and	profound	shifts	in	artistic	practice	that	took	place	during	the	research	

fellowship	period.		
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2.	 The	choice	of	sites	and	themes	
	

	

At	the	outset	of	my	artistic	research	project,	many	people	asked	me	why	I	chose	a	highly	

mediated	 catastrophic	 site	 like	 Chernobyl	 for	my	 case	 study	 and	not,	 for	 instance,	 the	

tragedy	of	the	terror	attack	that	hit	Norway	so	brutally	on	22	July	2011?	Why	did	I	feel	

compelled	 to	 study	 the	 contested	 landscape	 of	 the	 Sami	 people,	 looking	 at	 the	

consequences	of	the	expansion	of	the	international	mining	industry,	and	not	for	instance,	

survival	strategies	and	adaption	processes	among	drug	addicts	and	homeless	people	in	

my	hometown	Oslo?	

Had	 not	 the	 themes	 of	 the	 risks	 of	 nuclear	 energy,	 poverty	 and	 the	 oppression	 of	

indigenous	peoples	already	been	exhausted	by	the	media?	Would	it	be	at	all	possible,	or	

even	ethical,	to	make	catastrophes	in	faraway	places	my	artistic	topic?	What	did	I	want	

from	Chernobyl,	 and	what	did	 it	 have	 to	do	with	me?	What	 led	me	 to	 choose	 this	 site	

over	another?	
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2.1														Motivation	–	why	one	story	and	not	another?	
	
	
	
What	leads	the	artist	to	choose	one	project	over	another?		

In	the	lecture	“Why	one	story	and	not	another?”	acclaimed	author	and	honorary	Doctor	

at	the	University	of	Oslo,	Siri	Hustvedt	describes	the	mental	process	which	for	her	marks	

the	beginning	of	a	new	book.3	Hustvedt,	claims	that	her	books	“come”	to	her	as	a	feeling	

or	 an	 image.	 Sometimes	 the	 image	 has	 a	 filmic	 quality	 to	 it.	 The	 internal	 emotional	

images	contain	so	much	information	that	they	carry	her	into	the	complexity	of	the	long-

term	process	of	writing	a	new	book.		

For	 Hustvedt,	 the	 unconscious	 produces	 the	 initial	 image/feeling,	 which	 starts	 the	

writing	process.	 “The	unconscious	 is	an	accumulation	of	your	autobiography,	 thinking,	

desiring	 and	 feelings,”	 Hustvedt	 says.	 “Feelings	 are	 by	 their	 true	 nature	 part	 of	

consciousness.”	 The	 initial	 image	 and	 feeling	 remain	with	 her	 throughout	 the	 process	

until	the	story	she	felt	driven	to	write,	is	finished.	

When,	 during	 a	 trip	 to	 Kiev	 in	 2008,	 I	 realised	 that	 I	 was	 only	 100	 km	 away	 from	

Chernobyl,	 I	 knew	 instantly	 that	 I	had	 to	go	 there.	The	 sudden	 feeling	was	 strong	and	

conclusive,	and	informed	me	about	a	new	work	site.	A	place	I	wanted	to	visit	and	explore	

for	a	possible	new	art	project.	Like	Hustvedt,	the	sensation	that	marked	the	beginning	of	

the	 Chernobyl	 project	 sprang	 from	 the	 unconscious;	 it	 had	 links	 to	 my	 childhood	

memories	 of	 the	 Cold	 War,	 previous	 experiences	 and	 desires,	 which	 all	 together	

triggered	 a	 desire	 in	me	 that	was	 sufficiently	 intense	 to	make	me	 feel	 I	 ‘had’	 to	 go	 to	

Chernobyl	and	see	for	myself.	

	

	

	

	

	

	
	

																																																								
3	Siri	Hustvedt:	Why	One	Story	and	Not	Another?	-	Lecture	held	at	the	University	of	Oslo	
on	September	3,	2014,	at	the	Faculty	of	Humanity.	
http://www.hf.uio.no/english/research/news-and-events/events/guest-lectures-
seminars/2014/honorary-doctor-siri-hustvedt.html	
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2.2		 Cold	War		
	

	

My	overall	interest	in	societal	change	and	life	within	Communist	society	is	related	to	my	

growing	up	during	the	Cold	War	of	the	1970s	and	80s.	It	was	a	dramatic	period,	during	

which	the	end	of	the	world	loomed	as	a	realistic	outcome	if	World	War	III	were	to	break	

out	and	nuclear	weapons	were	to	be	used.	

In	my	neighbourhood,	we	all	new	which	bomb	shelter	we	were	assigned	to,	in	case	the	

president	 of	 either	 the	USSR	or	 the	USA	pushed	 the	 “red	button”	 initiating	 the	 atomic	

war	we	were	all	so	terrified	of.	

Two	 days	 after	 the	 nuclear	 accident	 in	 Chernobyl	 on	 26	 April	 1986,	 the	 news	 of	 the	

catastrophe	was	announced	via	the	international	media.	In	the	early	morning	hours	my	

parents	woke	me	up	and	saying:	“Now,	now	it	has	happened!”		On	the	following	days,	we	

were	kept	inside.	

With	 the	 invisible	 threat	 hanging	 in	 the	 air,	 the	 uncertain	 outcome	 of	 the	 accident	 in	

Chernobyl	was	of	great	concern	and	filled	the	world	and	my	home	with	anxiety.	For	the	

first	time	in	my	life	I	experienced	the	insecurity	of	imminent	catastrophe.	In	my	memory	

the	 Chernobyl	 accident	 became	 a	 kind	 of	 catalyst	 for	 the	 many	 nuclear	 anxieties	 my	

generation	grew	up	with	during	the	1970s	and	80s.	

Little	 information	 about	 life	 under	 the	 Communist	 regime	 passed	 through	 the	 “iron	

curtain”	from	East	to	West.	The	news	was	often	tainted	with	idealized	propaganda	about	

the	 life	 of	 the	 American	 dream,	 and	 less	 frequently,	 about	 a	 romanticized	 view	 of	 life	

under	 the	 Communist	 regime,	 where	 all	 people	 were	 treated	 as	 equals.	 More	 often,	

broadcasts	from	Russia	described	the	lack	of	everyday	necessities	like	food,	and	included	

scenes	 of	 people	 queuing	 for	 the	 food	 they	 needed	 for	 survival.	 The	 stereotyped	

information	 and	 incomplete	 stories	 from	 both	 sides	 stood	 in	 sharp	 contrast	 to	 life	 in	

Scandinavia,	 where	 our	 education	 and	 health	 systems	 and	 our	 social	 security	

programmes	were	shaped	by	social	democracy.	My	politically	engaged	family	were	true	

believers	 in	 the	 Scandinavian	 model.	 Like	 many	 small	 countries	 bordering	 Russia,	

Norway	 had	 to	 endure	 the	 tension	 that	 came	 from	 being	 situated	 between	 the	 two	

superpowers.	We	were	not	particularly	fond	of	Norwegian	participation	in	NATO	and	the	

increasing	 necessity	 for	 protection	 and	 security	 from	 the	 capitalist	 USA.	 But	 a	 worse	
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scenario	was	a	possible	invasion	by	the	Russians,	who	might	thereby	seek	to	gain	access	

to	the	rest	of	Europe	via	northern	Norway.	

International	and	national	surveillance	and	espionage	were	extensive	 in	 this	period.	 In	

1984,	two	years	prior	to	the	Chernobyl	accident,	a	friend	and	colleague	of	my	father,	the	

politician	and	bureaucrat	Arne	Treholt,	was	arrested	and	convicted	of	high	treason	 for	

passing	 on	 highly	 classified	 government	 documents	 to	 the	 USSR.4	The	 shocking	 news	

received	 massive	 media	 attention	 and	 was	 a	 source	 of	 great	 distress,	 concern	 and	

uncertainty	to	the	nation	as	a	whole,	but	also	 in	my	own	home.	The	feelings	of	anxiety	

stemming	from	the	distant	Cold	War	had	invaded	our	domestic	sphere.	In	this	period,	my	

mother	found	a	microphone	inside	the	telephone.	The	following	day	the	microphone	was	

gone.	The	incident	was	followed	by	several	visits	from	the	secret	police,	who	talked	with	

our	parents	behind	closed	doors	and	checked	the	house	for	other	surveillance	devices.	At	

the	time,	my	father	was	Secretary	General	at	the	Ministry	of	Internal	affairs	and	would	

later	move	to	the	Ministry	of	Finance.		In	the	years	that	followed,	we	were	all	constantly	

aware	 that	 our	 home	was	 a	 possible	 target	 for	 surveillance,	 either	 by	 the	 Norwegian	

authorities	or	by	the	Russians,	or	maybe	both.			

Terrified	of	a	possible	nuclear	war	and	a	possible	invasion	by	the	Russians,	the	feeling	of	

imminent	catastrophe	was	real.	I	understood	that	my	feeling	of	anxiety	was	related	to	a	

general	 cultural	 atmosphere	 of	 fear	 within	 a	 global	 context,	 which	 reflected	 the	

ideological	and	political	 issues	of	a	much	broader	area,	than	the	implications	it	had	for	

my	household.		

I	remember	that	my	anxiety	caused	me	to	wonder	about	the	USSR,	about	the	mysterious	

“others”	on	“the	other	side”	living	in	a	“parallel	universe”	to	my	own.	Simple	questions	of	

existence	occupied	my	mind.	Who	were	they?	What	did	it	feel	like	to	be	on	the	opposite	

side,	to	grow	up	there,	go	to	school	there,	to	have	friends	there?	What	did	it	look	like	and	

smell	like?	How	did	the	USSR	differ	from	the	context	of	my	own	everyday	life?	

	

The	 emotional	 impact	 of	 this	 period	 has	 remained	 with	 me	 into	 adulthood	 and	 has	

influenced	and	informed	my	choice	of	themes	and	topics	in	my	artistic	practice.		

	
	

																																																								
4	http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arne_Treholt	
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2.3	 Feeling	as	a	catalyst	for	critical	enquiry	
	

	

It	 is	 impossible	to	 feel	emotion	as	past...	One	cannot	be	a	spectator	to	one's	own	feelings;	
one	feels	them,	or	one	does	not	feel	them;	one	cannot	imagine	them	without	stripping	them	
of	their	affective	essence.									

Èdouard	Claparède,	"La	Question	de	la	'memoire'	affective"	(1911)	

	

	

My	memories	 from	childhood	during	 the	Cold	War	and	as	 a	 young	 teenager	when	 the	

Chernobyl	accident	occurred	in	1986	are	also	part	of	a	collective	memory	worldwide.	My	

personal	memories	from	the	Cold	War	period	had	already	informed	two	projects	prior	to	

the	 research	 fellowship,	 in	 which	 I	 had	 investigated	 life	 under	 Communism	 in	 both	

Russian	 and	 Chinese	 societies.5 	Somehow,	 my	 strong	 impulse	 to	 go	 to	 Chernobyl	

suggests	 not	 only	 that	 something	was	 unresolved	 for	me	 personally,	 but	 perhaps	 also	

that	the	tragedy	of	Chernobyl	represented	something	unresolved	for	society	as	a	whole.	

Trauma	theory	argues	 that	memories	as	representation	and	emotions	are	opposites.	 If	

we	 still	 feel	 the	 feeling,	 we	 have	 not	 yet	 fully	 processed	 the	 event.	 For	 me,	 visiting	

Chernobyl	can	perhaps	be	seen	as	a	way	of	revisiting	a	social	trauma	that	I	had	not	yet	

managed	to	put	behind	me,	because	of	the	severity	and	long-term	consequences	of	 the	

man-made	accident,	an	accident	the	world	had	not	forgotten.	Jill	Bennet	says:	“As	well	as	

being	a	temporal	phenomenon,	traumatic	memory	is	envisaged	as	folding	into	space	in	a	

way	 that	 leaves	 manifest	 traces:	 not	 simply	 marks	 that	 tell	 a	 story	 of	 the	 past,	 but	

indications	of	a	lived	present,	of	a	mode	of	inhabiting	both	place	and	memory.”6	

Chernobyl	can	also	be	understood	as	a	symbol	of	larger	political,	economic,	and	cultural	

shifts	in	the	world.	

My	childhood	memories	of	 the	Chernobyl	catastrophe	were	no	 longer	accompanied	by	

feelings,	but	I	could	recall	the	feeling	I	once	had,	connect	to	it	and	revive	it.	The	strong	

																																																								
5	www.sirihermansen.com:	Bipolar	Horizon	2006	and	Point	of	View	2008		
6	Bennet,	Jill.	Empathic	Vision	–	Affect,	Trauma,	and	Contemporary	Art.	Stanford	
University	Press,	2005,	p.	70.	
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desire	I	sensed	made	me	want	to	go	to	the	scene	of	the	tragedy.	

Gilles	Deleuze	has	argued	for	a	strong	connection	between	feeling	and	thought,	with	his	

notion	 of	 the	 encountered	 sign7.	 Deleuze	 argues	 that	 feeling	 is	 a	 catalyst	 for	 critical	

inquiry	 or	 deep	 thought.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 notice	 that	 Deleuze	 relates	 this	 idea	 in	

particular	to	creative	production,	rather	than	using	it	to	describe	how	art	is	received.	He	

argues	 that	 emotion	 is	 so	 effective	 as	 a	 creative	 tool	 because	 of	 the	way	 feelings	 take	

hold	of	us,	forcing	us	to	react	and	to	think.	More	important	than	thought,	Deleuze	says,	is	

that	which	“leads	to	thought”…	“impressions,	which	force	us	to	 look,	encounters	which	

force	us	to	interpret,	expressions	which	force	us	to	think”.8	

	

What	I	am	suggesting	is	that	the	motivation	for	a	new	project	is	a	strong,	urgent	impulse	

to	 go	 to	 a	 place,	 to	 see	 for	 myself,	 to	 learn	 from	 the	 place	 itself,	 to	 gain	 a	 personal	

experience	of	it,	an	experience	which	is	subsequently	transformed	into	an	artwork.	The	

desire	 to	experience	 these	places	 for	myself	 is	 related	 to	 the	notion	of	 respect,	 a	 term	

that	derives	from	the	Latin	respectare,	meaning	to	look	again.		

As	for	Siri	Hustvedt,	the	deep-rooted	feeling	that	marks	the	beginning	of	a	new	project	

functions	 as	 a	 driving	 force	 throughout	 the	 different	 stages	 of	 the	 creative	 process,	

steering	 me	 from	 one	 decision	 to	 another,	 conscious	 and/or	 unconscious,	 logical	 or	

illogical,	ultimately	leading	to	a	finished	artwork.	

Throughout	 the	 fellowship	 period,	 this	 act	 of	 reviving	 and	 triggering	 emotions	within	

myself	became	a	conscious	 tool	 I	gradually	 learnt	 to	use	as	a	catalyst	 to	help	me	 learn	

from	 a	 site	 and	 the	 people	 I	 engaged	with.	My	 increasing	 awareness	 of	 emotions	 as	 a	

steering	mechanism	 allowed	me	 to	 trust	 them	 as	 a	 catalyst	 for	 reacting,	 thinking	 and	

participating	in	the	world	through	my	artistic	practice.	

	

																																																								
7	Gilles	 Deleuze,	 Proust	 and	 Signs,	 trans.	 Richard	 Howard	 (1964);	 New	 York	 :	 George	
Braziller,	1972.	
8		 Gilles	 Deleuze,	Proust	 and	 Signs,	 p.	 162	 trans.	 Richard	 Howard	 (1964);	 New	 York	 :	
George	Braziller,	1972.		
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2.4	 Previous	work	-	Bipolar	Horizon	

	

	
	

	
	
Siri		Hermansen		Pyramiden,	2006.		Analogue	photo	100	x	75	cm																																																																																																									
The	abandoned	Russian	coal-mine	settlement	Pyramiden	on	the	island	of	Spitsbergen.	

	

The	emotional	impact	of	the	Cold	War	inspired	projects	prior	to	the	fellowship.	To	better	

demonstrate	 how	 my	 artistic	 practice	 shifted	 and	 developed	 in	 the	 course	 of	 the	

research	fellowship,	it	seems	relevant	to	offer	a	brief	presentation	of	the	project	Bipolar	

Horizon	from	2006.	Using	photography,	I	documented	the	abandoned	Russian	coal-mine	

settlement	 Pyramiden	 on	 the	 Arctic	 island	 of	 Spitsbergen.	 After	 many	 years	 of	 coal	

extraction,	mining	activity	at	Pyramiden	came	to	an	end	in	1996.	In	the	course	of	three	

months	 all	 industrial	 activity	was	 terminated,	 leaving	 the	 city	 abandoned.	 Apparently,	

the	 discontinuation	 was	 a	 delayed	 consequence	 of	 Perestroika,	 of	 the	 transition	 to	 a	

more	market-oriented	economic	policy,	and	of	changes	in	the	global	balance	of	power.	9	

																																																								
9	Spitsbergen	 is	 governed	 by	 Norway,	 but	 Russia	 has	 two	 settlements	 on	 the	 island.	
These	were	 strategically	 important	 to	 the	 Russians	 during	 the	 Cold	War	 because	 the	
island	is	situated	exactly	half	way	between	Russia	and	the	USA.	
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Siri		Hermansen	Bipolar	Horizon	-	Waiting	room	Hospital,	2006.		Analogue	photo	100	x	
75	cm.					
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In	 2004,	 an	 image	 of	 dried	 flowers	 in	 an	 abandoned	 hospital	 corridor	 triggered	 my	

interest	to	such	an	extent	that	I	wanted	to	experience	the	place	myself.		

In	 2005,	 I	 undertook	 two	 short	 journeys	 to	 Pyramiden	 to	 document	 the	 abandoned	

settlement,	 where	 approximately	 1000	 inhabitants	 had	 abruptly	 been	 removed	 from	

their	homes	and	 lives	over	a	 three-month	period	 in	1995,	nine	years	prior	 to	my	visit.	

The	project	Bipolar	Horizon	became	a	photographic	survey	of	the	infrastructure	and	the	

many	 objects	 left	 behind	 in	 the	 urban	 setting.	 What	 struck	 me	 most	 on	 visiting	 the	

location,	 a	 fact	 that	 was	 also	 reflected	 in	 the	 vast	 amounts	 of	 earlier	 material	 I	 had	

gathered	 for	my	research,	was	how	 the	 importance	 the	communist	 ideology	placed	on	

high	culture,	which	was	so	present	in	the	infrastructure	of	the	settlement.	Compared	to	

what	one	would	 find	 in	similar	or	even	 larger	communities	or	small	 towns	 in	Norway,	

the	cultural	 life	of	Pyramiden	was	extraordinarily	rich	and	diverse.	Therefore,	many	of	

the	images	circled	around	the	numerous	cultural	and	sporting	facilities	and	activities	on	

offer	to	the	miners	and	their	families	within	the	community.	Films	were	screened	twice	a	

day	in	a	large	theatre	building,	which	also	contained	theatre	costumes	and	stage	scenery,	

a	 ballet	 studio,	 a	 gymnastics	 hall,	 a	 handball	 court,	 a	 library	with	many	 thousands	 of	

books	and	records,	music	studios	with	many	instruments	still	lying	around	on	floors	and	

in	cupboards.	There	were	two	swimming	pools,	one	for	children,	and	one	for	adults.	At	

the	hospital,	medicine	was	still	standing	on	the	shelves	and	medical	journals	languished	

on	the	desks.	The	school/kindergarten	offered	day	and	night	care	with	sleeping	facilities	

for	 the	 children	of	 parents	working	 shifts	 in	 the	mine.	 There	was	 a	museum,	 a	 green-

house	and	a	farm,	where	fresh	milk	and	eggs	could	be	obtained.	

	

The	 difference	 between	 the	 private	 living	 quarters	 and	 the	 community	 areas	 was	

apparent	 everywhere	 in	 Pyramiden,	 with	 the	 public	 areas	 distinguished	 by	 large,	

architectural	artworks	of	immense	detail.	The	sense	of	shared	ownership	and	mutuality	

created	by	the	imposing	communal	areas	stood	in	sharp	contrast	to	the	cramped,	almost	

claustrophobic	 private	 living	 quarters.	 I	 viewed	 the	 place	 as	 an	 icon	 of	

socialist/communist	 high	 culture,	 which	 was	 evidently	 of	 great	 importance	 for	 the	

people	 and	 the	 community,	 with	 everything	 concentrated	 in	 an	 utterly	 improbable	

location.	
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The	feeling	that	gripped	me	so	strongly	on	site	was	that	the	residents	of	this	place	had	

been	 torn	 away	 from	 their	 lives	 so	 abruptly.	Within	 a	 short	 space	 of	 time	 they	 were	

forced	to	leave	behind	all	the	objects	associated	with	their	existence	as	monuments	of	no	

value.		

On	 site	 I	worked	 as	 an	 ‘archaeologist’	 trying	 to	 read	 the	material	 remains.	Due	 to	 the	

dangers	 of	 the	 area,	 each	 research	 trip	 was	 restricted	 to	 a	 maximum	 of	 eight	 hours,	

which	 meant	 I	 had	 to	 work	 fast	 and	 intuitively.	With	 a	 small	 snapshot	 camera	 as	 an	

extension	of	my	body,	I	documented	everything	I	found	of	interest	as	I	wandered	in	and	

out	of	the	many	different	rooms	and	buildings.	The	photographs	expressed	the	stillness	

and	 sense	 of	 abandonment	 through	 the	 objects	 and	 infrastructure.	 Many	 of	 the	

photographs	are	close-ups	of	private	and/or	official	objects,	such	as	thousands	of	 film-

rolls	lying	on	the	floor,	toys,	medical	journals,	sports	gear,	books,	desks	with	books	and	

papers,	 wallpaper	 with	 pin-ups	 and	 posters.	 In	 this	 respect,	 the	 photographs	 are	

memorials	 of	 a	 lost	 time	 and	period.	 To	me	 the	 large	 series	 of	 photographs	 became	 a	

projection	of	a	temporal	mental	existence	and	of	political	ideas.	They	give	an	impression	

of	time	being	suspended,	making	it	almost	possible	to	believe	that	people	would	return	

at	any	moment	to	resume	their	activities.	

Outdoors	I	tried	to	capture	the	abandoned	society	with	a	small	video	camera.	Here	the	

short	film	focused	on	how	nature	itself	is	slowly	reclaiming	the	manmade	environment.	

	

My	work	on	 the	project	Bipolar	Horizon	had	 taught	me	how	 to	 read	power	 structures	

and	made	me	highly	 sensitive	 to	 indicators	of	 rapid,	 large-scale	political	 change	which	

can	 be	 read	 from	objects	 and	 physical	 infrastructure.	 This	was	 a	 form	of	 perception	 I	

wanted	to	apply	to	Chernobyl	which	shared	a	destiny	with	the	Spitsbergen	site,	albeit	for	

different	 reasons.	 Pyramiden	 and	 Chernobyl	 were	 both	 founded	 on	 the	 communist	

ideology	 that	 was	 part	 of	 the	 old	 Soviet	 regime.	 They	 are	 post-industrial	 settlements	

whose	citizens	were	forced	to	abandon	their	homes	and	lives	at	short	notice,	and	which	

were	 soon	 considered	 uninhabitable;	 in	 the	 case	 of	 Pyramiden	 due	 to	 its	 improbable	

location	in	the	Arctic,	while	in	Chernobyl	the	reason	was	nuclear	radiation.	But	whereas	

my	Pyramiden	project	was	primarily	 a	 photographic	 documentation	 of	 the	 remains	 of	

the	 lost	 society,	 the	Chernobyl	project	marked	a	 shift	of	 interest	 to	 today’s	 society,	 for	

which	film	was	a	more	suitable	artistic	medium	and	means	of	documentation.	
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Siri		Hermansen	Bipolar	Horizon	–Theatre,	2006.		Analogue	photo	100	x	75	cm					

	

Siri		Hermansen	Bipolar	Horizon	–	Desktop,	2006.		Analogue	photo	100	x	75	cm					
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Siri		Hermansen	Bipolar	Horizon	–	Rehearsal	Studio,	2006.		Analogue	photo	100	x	75	cm					

	
Siri		Hermansen	Bipolar	Horizon	–	Library,	2006.		Analogue	photo	100	x	75	cm					
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Siri	Hermansen	Bipolar	Horizon	–	Swimming	Pool,	Children,	2006.		Analogue	photo	100	

x	75	cm					
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2.5		 	Communism	and	Capitalism	
	
	
	

My	wish	 to	go	 to	Chernobyl	 sprang	 from	my	experience	of	 researching	 the	abandoned	

Russian	 coalmine	 settlement	of	Pyramiden	and	 the	project	Bipolar	Horizon.	Both	 sites	

were	now	ruined	carcasses	of	former	societies,	and	can	be	seen	as	symbols	of	the	end	of	

Communism	 as	we	 knew	 it.	 Chernobyl	was	 an	 obvious	 place	 to	 continue	my	 research	

into	 the	 changes	 that	 affected	 the	 industrial	 societies	 of	 the	 old	 Soviet	 regime	 from	 a	

subjective	artistic	position.		

The	choice	of	the	American	city	of	Detroit	followed	from	my	engagement	with	these	two	

Russian	sites.10	After	careful	consideration,	I	decided	that	the	economically	ruined	city	of	

Detroit	could	function	as	a	fundamental	contrast	to	the	collapsed	Communist	society	of	

Chernobyl	and	would	 loosely	represent	the	USA	as	an	opposing	participant	 in	the	Cold	

War.		

	

Despite	 their	 huge	 differences,	 Detroit	 and	 Chernobyl	 share	 certain	 aspects	 of	 their	

destinies.	 The	 motor	 industry	 in	 Detroit	 and	 the	 nuclear	 technology	 and	 weapons	

industry	 in	Chernobyl	provided	 the	basis	 for	successful	political	model	 societies	 in	 the	

USA	 and	 the	 USSR.	 Both	 cities	were	 industrial,	 technological	 centres	 that	 represented	

progress	and	development	for	their	citizens	and	nations.		

	

The	 industrial	 and	 financial	 collapse	 in	 Detroit	 dramatically	 changed	 the	 motor	 city,	

which	was	once	one	of	the	most	productive	and	cosmopolitan	cities	in	the	US,	a	proven	

symbol	of	 the	success	of	capitalism	and	a	pioneer	 for	 the	emergence	of	a	black	middle	

class.	 In	sharp	contrast,	 today	Detroit	 is	one	of	the	 least	productive	and	most	deprived	

cities	 in	 the	 US.	 Poverty,	 unemployment,	 drug	 abuse	 and	 a	 collapsed	 health	 and	

education	system	are	evident	everywhere.	The	closure	of	the	motor	industry	has	left	vast	

areas	of	 the	city	deserted.	Detroit	can	be	seen	as	an	 image	of	a	place	where	capitalism	

has	failed	its	promise.		

	

																																																								
10	Initially,	 in	 my	 research	 proposal	 to	 the	 fellowship	 programme,	 I	 stated	 that	 my	
purpose	was	to	research	the	church-run	Loreto	Day	School,	Seldah,	in	Calcutta,	where	I	
wanted	 to	 study	barefoot	 teaching.	 At	 this	 point	 in	 the	 research	process,	 I	 decided	 to	
replace	Calcutta	with	Detroit,	as	my	second	research	site.		
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In	both	Chernobyl	and	Detroit,	human	industrial	technology	developed	and	formed	the	

cities,	 yet	 it	 was	 also	 industrial	 progress	 that	 destroyed	 them.	 Whereas	 Chernobyl’s	

citizens	had	to	be	evacuated,	and	would	never	be	able	to	return	to	their	homes	and	lives,	

the	 citizens	 of	 Detroit	 deliberately	moved	 away	 in	 search	 of	 a	 new	 future	 elsewhere,	

leaving	vast	areas	deserted.	

	

In	my	view,	Chernobyl	and	Detroit	speak	of	far	more	than	tragic	events	that	took	place	in	

far-away	locations.	They	can	be	seen	as	symbols	of	larger	political	shifts	in	the	world.	In	

the	 film	 ‘Chernobyl	 20	 years	 after’,	 former	 Soviet	 president	 Mikhail	 Gorbachev	 states	

that	 the	 Chernobyl	 accident	 forced	 the	 USSR	 to	 open	 a	 dialogue	 with	 the	 West	 and	

ultimately	 led	 to	 the	 disintegration	 of	 the	 USSR.	 The	 end	 of	 the	 Cold	War	 in	 1989-91	

brought	about	tighter	global	integration.	“The	global	two-block	system,	which	had	lasted	

since	the	1940s,	had	made	it	difficult	to	think	geopolitics,	transnational	communication	

and	international	trade	in	terms	not	dictated	by	the	opposition	between	the	USA	and	the	

Soviet	Union	and	 their	respective	allies.	With	 the	dissolution	of	 this	conflict,	 the	world	

appears	to	have	become	a	single	marketplace.”11	As	the	Motor	City,	Detroit	represented	

capitalism,	 it	 was	 a	 place	 built	 and	 expanded	 by	 private	 enterprise	 and	

entrepreneurship.	 As	 the	world	 became	 a	 single	marketplace,	 the	 car	 industry,	 which	

employed	 most	 of	 Detroit’s	 residents,	 collapsed,	 leaving	 thousands	 of	 people	

unemployed.	 From	 this	 point	 of	 view,	 the	 images	 and	 stories	 from	 the	 defunct,	 post-

industrial	 societies	 of	 Chernobyl	 and	 Detroit	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 reflections	 of	 the	 failed	

ideologies	of	both	Capitalism	and	Communism.	

	

	 	

																																																								
11	Eriksen,	Thomas	Hylland	(2007),	Globalization:	The	key	concepts		p.	3	



	 22	

2.6		 Diary	Notes:	Travelogue	to	Chernobyl	March	2010	
	

	
	

	
	
Siri		Hermansen	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour	–	Pripyat,	2012.		Digital	photography	116	x	75	cm					
	

	
Via	a	 travel	agency,	 I	booked	a	two-day	trip	 to	Chernobyl	 in	March	2010.	The	 first	day	 I	

would	participate	in	a	guided	group	trip,	followed	by	a	private	guided	tour	on	the	second	

day.	The	night	would	be	spent	in	a	hotel	in	Chernobyl.	I	knew	little	more	of	what	we	were	

going	to	see	or	do.	Due	to	the	radioactive	contamination,	one	can	only	visit	Chernobyl	and	

the	forbidden	zone	via	an	organized	trip	for	a	limited	time.	As	a	visitor,	one	can	stay	only	

two	nights	and	three	days.	

Together	with	two	groups	of	men	from	Sweden	and	Switzerland,	I	was	picked	up	in	Kiev.	At	

first	 glance,	 I	 disliked	 the	 snobbish,	 slightly	 younger	 men,	 who	 had	 the	 same	 desire	 as	

myself:	to	experience	the	forbidden	zone	of	Chernobyl.	Our	drive	out	of	the	city	centre,	into	

suburbia	and	later	into	the	countryside,	was	accompanied	by	80s	disco	music.	
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Chernobyl	was	only	100	km	away.	I	was	the	only	woman	in	the	van.	

Around	my	neck	hung	a	Leica	X1,	a	small	snapshot	camera,	and	in	my	hand	I	had	a	small	

handheld	 video	 camera,	 ready	 to	 document	 as	much	 as	 possible	 in	 the	 short	 time	 I	 had	

available.	

On	the	road,	I	noticed	the	trees	for	the	first	time;	they	looked	different	from	normal	trees,	

as	 if	 something	 had	 changed	 them	 forever.	 Many	 had	 cancerous	 growths;	 others	 were	

abnormally	high	and	many	were	partly	dead,	partly	alive.	

We	entered	the	forbidden	zone.	Passports	were	identified	and	travel	papers	verified	by	the	

Military	Police.	We	drove	for	another	15	km	into	the	heart	of	the	zone.	

In	the	small	centre	of	Chernobyl,	we	were	welcomed	by	Dennis,	our	guide.	He	was	dressed	

in	 camouflage	 military	 clothing,	 a	 common	 outfit	 for	 men	 in	 the	 zone.	 He	 had	 a	 cold	

introverted	 and	 tough	 appearance.	 In	 a	 small	 conference	 room	 in	 the	 administration	

building,	 Dennis	 gave	 us	 a	 briefing	 about	 the	 nuclear	 accident	 of	 1986	 and	 its	

consequences.	 With	 a	 stick	 he	 pointed	 at	 different	 maps	 and	 images,	 explaining	 the	

accident	and	how	it	affected	different	geographical	zones	locally	but	also	globally.	

My	 expectations	 about	 what	 I	 might	 feel	 and	 discover	 within	 the	 thirty	 kilometer	

exclusion	zone	and	what	might	reveal	itself	to	me	were	huge.	Based	on	my	earlier	work	at	

Pyramiden,	 I	 imagined	 I	 would	 learn	more	 about	 the	 topography	 of	 the	 city,	 and	 how	

Communist	 ideology	 could	 be	 understood	 through	 the	 remaining	 infrastructure	 and	

objects	 left	behind.	I	was	interested	in	the	collapse	and	how	nature	was	taking	back	the	

manmade	city.	I	imagined	I	would	be	able	to	enter	abandoned	homes	that	still	contained	

their	furniture,	and	could	picture	life	as	it	was	before	the	place	was	abandoned	more	than	

twenty	years	ago.	We	were	going	to	Pripyat,	the	city	from	which	some	50,000	people	had	

been	 hurriedly	 evacuated	 in	 the	 days	 immediately	 following	 the	 accident.	 Would	 it	 be	

possible	to	learn	something	about	everyday	life	in	Pripyat	before	the	accident	in	1986?		
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Siri	Hermansen	Miming	the	Mother	tongue	-	Travelogue	to	Chernobyl	-	2010	Digital	photo	
116,5	x	94,5	cm	

Would	I	be	able	to	feel	the	tragedy	that	had	affected	so	many	people?	
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Before	 going	 deeper	 into	 the	 contaminated	 area	we	 stopped	 at	 one	 of	 the	 three	 grocery	

stores	 in	the	small	 town.	The	men	bought	alcohol	and	crisps	to	keep	them	going	through	

the	day.	

We	arrived	in	the	destroyed	areas	of	the	highly	contaminated	city	of	Pripyat	and	were	left	

to	 explore	 a	 twenty-storey	 apartment	 block.	 We	 entered	 the	 many	 destroyed	 homes,	

emptied	of	anything	of	value.	Metal	banging	could	be	heard	in	the	distance.	Scrapping	had	

recently	been	allowed	in	Chernobyl.	On	the	top	floor,	we	could	see	the	power	station	in	the	

distance.	 Smoke	was	 coming	 from	 the	 chimney,	 indicating	 that	 parts	 of	 the	 facility	were	

still	in	use.	We	visited	a	school	and	a	prison,	both	totally	trashed	and	destroyed.	In	the	end,	

we	 went	 to	 Funfair	 Park,	 which	 was	 scheduled	 to	 open	 a	 few	 days	 after	 the	 accident	

happened,	on	Labor	Day	1986.	The	site	is	pictured	in	most	magazines	where	Chernobyl	is	

featured.	As	we	approached,	a	group	of	wild	deer	ran	away.	

The	urban	 landscape	had	become	a	battlefield	 of	 human	destruction.	Every	window	was	

broken.	All	possible	recyclable	materials	had	been	removed	from	the	buildings	and	sold	on	

the	international	market.		

Of	 course	 it	 made	 a	 huge	 impression	 on	 me	 personally.	 But,	 somehow,	 it	 was	 as	 if	 the	

tragedy	had	been	removed	from	the	site,	and	the	only	thing	left	was	a	structure	or	a	shell,	

emptied	of	emotion.	Whatever	it	was	I	was	looking	for,	I	had	not	found	it.	As	the	day	went	

on	I	felt	a	shameful	disappointment.	I	was	in	a	place	where	tragedy	had	obviously	occurred,	

but	 lacked	 an	 inner	 sensation	 of	 lost	 life,	 tragedy	 and	 drama,	 as	 if	 I	 wanted	 to	 relive	 it	

myself.	Did	I?	Was	that	why	I	came	here?	What	was	I	looking	for?	

Walking	 in	 and	 out	 of	 rooms	 and	 buildings,	 I	 continuously	 documented,	 both	

photographically	and	on	video,	as	much	as	possible.	A	yellow-painted	children’s	room	with	

hand-painted	 wallpaper	 touched	me.	 The	many	 books	 in	 the	 school	 library	 as	 well.	 The	

colours	 of	 destruction,	 the	 grey	 filthy	 curtains	 moving	 back	 and	 forth	 in	 the	 broken	

windshields.	I	filmed	myself	walking	up	and	down	staircases,	searching	in	and	out	of	rooms.	
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Siri	Hermansen	–	Pripyat.	March	2010:	Apartment	block	/Children’s	room	with	hand	
painted	wallpaper	–	Research	Photography	
	

	
Siri	Hermansen	-	Pripyat	March	2010:	Classroom	–	Research	Photography	
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Siri	Hermansen	Prypiat	–	Classroom,	2012.	Digital	Photography	116	cm	x	94,5	cm	

	

	

	

	

	

But	 the	 images	 were	 the	 kinds	 of	 perspectives	 I	 had	 already	 seen	 on	 You	 Tube,	 in	

newspaper	articles	or	documentary	films,	or	in	artist	books	for	that	matter.	What	I	found	

so	interesting	visiting	Pyramiden,	the	abandoned	coalmine	city	in	the	high	North,	was	that	

the	place	had	been	left	more	or	less	intact,	as	it	had	been	the	day	it	had	been	abandoned.	

The	abrupt	evacuation	of	the	people	was	visually	evident	in	the	many	remaining	objects	left	

behind.	 It	 was	 quite	 exceptional	 at	 the	 time.	 Walking	 through	 the	 buildings	 in	 Pripyat,	

however,	there	was	nothing	to	be	found	which	was	not	yet	displayed	in	the	media.	However,	

maybe	 most	 importantly,	 the	 damage	 to	 buildings	 and	 interiors	 was	 a	 reflection	 of	 the	

deeply	changed	society;	it	was	also	very	much	about	what	had	happened	to	the	site	in	the	

years	 that	had	 followed.	 I	 realized	 the	 large	body	of	documented	 content	material	 I	was	

gathering	 told	 a	 story	 that	 I	 was	 not	 so	 interested	 in,	 because	 it	 did	 not	 offer	 any	 new	

perspective	on	the	uncertainty	of	zone	for	today’s	society.		
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My	gaze	moved	from	the	of	battlefield	of	Pripyat,	the	homes	of	the	50,000	inhabitants	that	

had	been	evacuated	 in	the	weeks	after	the	nuclear	accident	 in	April	1986.	 I	 looked	at	my	

pathetic	 self,	 dressed	 to	 fit	 my	 own	 rather	 inaccurate	 conception	 of	 an	 East	 European-

looking	woman,	 alone	 in	 the	mini	 van	with	 seven	 Swiss	 and	 Swedish	 upper	middle	 class	

men	 on	 their	 boys’	 disaster	 trip.	 I	was	 disgusted.	 The	 destructive	 transformation	 from	 a	

proud	model	society	to	a	ruined	symbol	of	a	lost	past,	Chernobyl	is	an	attractive	destination	

for	‘disaster	tourists’.	“Disaster	tourists”	are	people	who	travel	to	disaster	areas	as	a	matter	

of	 curiosity,	 and	 the	 term	 “Ruin	porn”	 is	 used	 to	 characterize	 the	 films	and	photographs	

produced	on	such	trips	to	abandoned	or	destroyed	areas.	Examples	of	similar	destinations	

that	attract	disaster	tourism	are	Fukushima,	Gaza	for	instance	or	New	Orleans.	I	too	was	

part	of	a	disaster	tour	whether	I	liked	it	or	not.	I	was	running	the	risk	of	being	a	disaster	

tourist	 myself.	 At	 a	 certain	 point,	 observing	 the	 behaviour	 of	 the	 other	 visitors	 in	 the	

minivan	 became	 as	 interesting	 as	 the	 site	 itself.	 Why	 didn’t	 the	 other	 visitors	 ask	 any	

questions?	They	even	laughed	when	we	passed	Pripyat’s	“bridge	of	death”,	a	name	given	to	

the	place	because	many	people	had	died	there	almost	 instantly	after	going	out	to	see	the	

beautiful	pale	flame	shooting	into	the	sky	from	the	burning	reactor.	

I	 turned	 towards	 Dennis,	 our	 29-year-old	 guide	 and	 looked	 at	 him.	What	 was	 he	 doing	

here?	Why	did	he	choose	to	be	in	Chernobyl?	Why	did	he	work	in	this	hostile	environment?	

	

As	 the	 only	 visitor	 I	was	 spending	 the	night	at	 the	hotel	 in	Chernobyl.	Dennis,	 the	driver	

Pieter	and	I	were	going	on	a	private	guided	tour	the	next	day.	We	waved	goodbye	to	the	

men	in	the	minivan.	I	was	nervous,	but	happy	they	left.	The	tour	was	over	and	I	asked	if	we	

could	eat	 together,	 since	 I	was	 the	only	guest	at	 the	hotel.	Normally	 it	was	 forbidden	 for	

guides	 and	 guests	 to	mingle,	 but	 as	 Dennis’s	 boss	was	 away	 this	 evening,	 he	was	 left	 in	

charge	 of	 the	 guides.	We	moved	 all	 the	 food	 into	 a	 dark	 office	 space.	 Pieter,	 the	 driver,	

joined	us	with	homemade	smoked	meat	and	pork-belly	from	his	farm	near	Kiev.	We	had	a	

small	party.	In	the	dark	office	we	ate,	drank	and	smoked	until	late,	talking	about	the	Cold	

War	and	life	within	the	zone	now	and	then.	

		

During	our	conversations,	Dennis	told	me	he	had	a	Masters	degree	from	the	University	of	

Kiev.	When	he	was	a	 child,	his	mother	had	been	a	high-ranking	officer	and	 sniper	 in	 the	

KGB,	during	the	time	when	Ukraine	was	still	a	part	of	the	Soviet	Union.	She	had	taught	him	

English	at	the	kitchen	table,	and	how	to	shoot	with	the	famous	Russian	Kalashnikov	rifle.	
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Statistics	indicated	that	over	the	past	twenty	years	more	than	500,000	people	had	lost	their	

lives	as	a	consequence	of	the	accident.	Many	more	were	suffering	from	illnesses	caused	by	

the	 radioactive	 fallout.	His	mother	had	been	 severely	 ill	 after	working	as	one	of	 the	 first	

guides	to	the	catastrophe	area,	 taking	the	 first	scientists	and	 journalists	 into	the	burned-

out	power	plant,	or	sarcophagus,	as	 they	called	 it.	Even	so,	he	had	deliberately	chosen	to	

work	as	a	guide.	He	loved	it	in	the	exclusion	zone.		

	

Newspaper	articles	about	 the	zone	often	 include	 interviews	with	 some	of	 the	200	mainly	

elderly	settlers	who	have	moved	back	into	the	territory.	Dennis	also	told	stories	about	other	

striking	activities	inside	of	the	zone.	Today,	as	many	as	4,000	workers	were	employed	at	the	

power	 plant,	 working	 in	 two	 four-day	 shifts.	 As	 compensation	 for	 the	 health	 risks,	 they	

received	 a	 double	 salary	while	 only	working	 for	 a	 fraction	 of	 the	 time	 that	was	 normal	

outside	the	zone.	The	same	work	terms	applied	for	Dennis	and	the	other	guides.	However,	

he	explained	that	the	guides	worked	for	two	weeks	inside	the	zone	followed	by	two	weeks	

free	time	outside	the	zone.	Life	within	the	zone	was	different	from	life	outside	it.	Many	men	

and	women	lived	double	love-lives,	with	one	partner	inside	the	zone,	and	a	different	family	

life	outside,	at	home.		

Life	 inside	the	exclusion	zone,	Dennis	said,	was	at	once	dangerous,	yet	sheltered	 from	the	

normal	 society	 outside.	The	people	who	worked	here	did	 so	of	 their	 own	 free	 choice	and	

were	not	forced.	The	‘cost’	of	life	in	normal	society	somehow	seemed	to	outweigh	the	health	

risks	associated	with	working	in	the	zone.	

That	evening	I	learned	that	the	forbidden	zone	was	Dennis’s	paradise.	

	

I	longed	to	document	our	hours	of	conversation	and	the	atmosphere	between	us.	But	it	was	

too	 early	 and	 felt	 wrong,	 inappropriate.	 Recording	 would	 intrude	 on	 our	 newly	 found	

confidence,	our	mutual	respect	and	the	brief	moment	we	shared.	I	did	not	want	to	spoil	it.	I	

knew	I	had	to	come	back.	
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Siri	Hermansen,	The	Bridge	of	Death,	Dennis	and	Pietre	-	Private	Guided	Tour	of	
Chernobyl		March	2010.	Research	photo	
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2.7		 Shift	of	focus	–	a	new	approach	to	research	
	

	

Experiencing	 Chernobyl	 for	 the	 first	 time,	 I	 found	 myself	 in	 a	 situation	 where	 my	

expectations	of	the	site	did	not	match	the	reality	of	my	experiences.	I	had	to	let	go	of	my	

old	 expectations	 and	 ideas	 of	 what	 I	 was	 going	 to	 see,	 and	 begin	 to	 experience	 and	

conceive	a	possible	new	approach.	Not	knowing	what	to	do,	I	found	myself	in	a	situation	

that	forced	me	to	locate	my	interests	elsewhere.		

	

The	 effort	 of	 distinguishing	 myself	 and	 of	 explaining	 the	 purpose	 of	 my	 journey	 to	

Dennis	during	the	guided	tour	made	it	possible	to	spend	the	evening	with	both	Dennis	

and	 Pieter.	 The	 intimate	 setting,	 in	 the	 special	 conditions	 we	were	 in,	 enabled	me	 to	

envisage	a	new	perspective	on	 life	within	 the	zone	 today.	Breaking	 the	rules	by	eating	

together	 in	 Chernobyl,	 we	 had	 created	 a	 semi-professional/semi-personal	 sphere,	 a	

mental	space	for	dialogue	between	strangers	who	share	histories,	dreams	and	memories.	

Cultural	and	linguistic	barriers	did	not	seem	important.	Our	unlikely	meeting	within	the	

special	conditions	of	the	zone	became	a	catalyst	for	our	dialogue.		

	

That	 first	 dinner	 in	 Chernobyl	 ended	 up	 being	 the	 most	 influential	 moment	 in	 the	

research	project	as	a	whole.	Unsuccessful	in	my	wish	to	read	and	document	the	ruins	of	

the	 catastrophe	 from	 a	 Communist	 ideological	 perspective,	 I	 had	 followed	my	 artistic	

instinct	and	shifted	my	gaze	to	look	for	a	new	point	of	access	to	learn	from	the	site	itself.	

During	the	dinner	and	evening	that	followed,	I	discovered	the	potential	that	lay	in	taking	

an	active	part	 in	my	own	 learning	process.	Participating	 and	engaging	 in	 the	 situation	

and	in	conversations	seemed	a	very	promising	path	by	which	to	gain	new	unexhausted	

information	and	to	learn	from	the	site	itself.	It	changed	my	artistic	perspective	and	was	

also	the	starting	point	for	the	development	of	a	new	artistic	method,	 in	which	intimate	

conversations	would	play	a	part.	My	interest	shifted	from	wanting	to	document	the	ruins	

of	a	society	destroyed	by	catastrophe	to	engaging	in	questions	concerning	what	human	

survival	within	post-catastrophic	 societies	might	 look	 like.	How	did	people	and	nature	

adapt	to	the	changed	environment?	I	decided	to	focus	on	the	subjective	perspectives	of	

the	 guides	 as	 a	 means	 to	 learn	 about	 the	 place	 itself.	 As	 a	 consequence,	 of	 this	

methodological	 shift	 the	 video	 camera	 had	 to	 become	 my	 main	 medium	 of	

documentation,	a	medium	I	new	little	about.		
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3		 Exhausted	geography	–	uncertain	zones	of	Chernobyl	and	Detroit	
	

	
	
Like	the	structure	of	language	that	relies	on	negative	differentiation	–	this	is	not	that,	that	
is	not	this	–	so	does	cartography	rely	on	the	principles	of	division	and	containment.	Named	
and	differentiated,	from	one	another,	in	attempts	to	entrench	meaning	and	cohesion	
through	partition.	In	this	mode	of	thinking,	the	boundary	is	a	line	of	delineation	whose	
capacity	for	holding	inside	of	it,	that	which	has	a	tendency	or	desire	to	leach	outside	of	it	
and	co-join	with	whatever	it	feels	an	affinity	for;	people,	landscapes,	texture,	languages	and	
memory.12	
Irit	Rogoff	

	

	

	

Due	 to	 the	 scale	of	 the	 catastrophes,	 and	 the	many	people	 affected	by	 the	events	 that	

befell	the	societies	of	Chernobyl	and	Detroit,	the	media	have	reported	extensively	about	

these	sites.		

	

In	 consequence,	 the	destinies	 of	 both	Chernobyl	 and	Detroit	 have	become	part	 of	 our	

collective	 global	 memory.	 Many	 people	 will	 be	 familiar	 with	 news	 reports	 and	

photographic	essays	such	as	“Chernobyl's	ghost	town	–	in	pictures”,13	“The	long	shadow	

of	 Chernobyl:	 Chernobyl	 Victims”,14	“The	 ghost	 city	 of	 Chernobyl:	 Eerie	 pictures	 that	

show	 abandoned	 disaster	 zone	as	 world	 marks	 25	 years	 since	 worst	 nuclear	

meltdownin	history”,15	“Modern	Ruins	of	Abandoned	Detroit”,16		 “Detroit:	Now	a	ghost	

town,”17	“‘Deep	poverty’	growing	in	Detroit,	nationally	as	benefits	are	cut”.18	

																																																								
12	Stop	Making	Sense,	Irit	Rogoff;	Exhausted	Geographies	p.	107.	A	book/reader	produced	by	
Oslo	Fine	Art	Society,	in	relation	to	the	exhibition	Stop	Making	Sense	March	19	-		April	25,	2010.	
Edited	by	Marianne	Hultmann.	
13	http://www.theguardian.com/environment/gallery/2013/apr/14/chernobyl-ghost-town-in-
pictures	
14	http://www.longshadowofchernobyl.com/photos/chernobyl-victims/	
15	http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1380432/Chernobyl-Pictures-abandoned-disaster-
zone-25-years-nuclear-meltdown.html	
16	http://www.weather.com/travel/news/modern-ruins-abandoned-detroit-photos-20130715	
17	http://content.time.com/time/interactive/0,31813,1925735,00.html		
18	http://voiceofdetroit.net/2011/07/15/deep-poverty-growing-in-detroit-nationally-as-
benefits-are-cut/	
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Before	 the	 field	 trips,	 during	 presentations	 of	 the	 projects,	 I	was	 asked	 over	 and	 over	

again	why	I	engaged	with	the	highly	mediated	sites	of	Chernobyl	and	Detroit.	How	could	

I	possibly	tell	anything	that	had	not	already	been	told?		

	

Starting	with	Chernobyl,	the	strong	desire	to	go	and	see	for	myself	as	an	outsider	to	the	

site	posed	a	set	of	challenges	that	had	to	be	overcome.	I	knew	I	had	to	find	a	way	to	enter	

the	sites	without	falling	into	the	trap	of	repeating	the	same	stories	told	by	the	media.		

	

In	2010	I	attended	the	lecture	'Exhausted	Geography'	by	Irit	Rogoff.	

Rogoff	used	the	term	‘exhausted	geographies’	to	think	about	the	territorial	claims	of	the	

highly	 mediated	 conflict	 between	 Israel	 and	 Palestine.	 Rogoff	 speaks	 of	 a	 “territory”	

being	 claimed,	 and	 argues	 that	 people	 in	 these	 places	 do	 not	 necessarily	 regard	

themselves	 in	 terms	of	 a	 “culture	or	 identity”	where	 “this	 is	 not	 that,	 that	 is	 not	 this”.	

Rogoff		proposes	that	we	view	‘geography’	not	as	a	physical	place,	but	as	a	way	to	point	
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to	the	different	ways	a	place	is	defined	in	narratives.	Unexhausted	geography	supports	

the	prevailing	views	about	a	site	of	conflict	as	conveyed	by	the	mass	media.		

	

Irit	 Rogoff	 sees	 a	 possibility	 to	 ‘exhaust	 geographies’	 when	 the	 prevailing	 way	 of	

understanding	and	defining	a	place	does	not	correlate	with	the	more	complex	realities	of	

that	place.	In	this	way,	the	prevailing	understanding	of	the	place	can	implode.	This	idea	

can	 be	 generalized,	 and	 for	 me	 it	 was	 productive	 as	 a	 way	 of	 opening	 myself	 up	 to	

Chernobyl	 via	 the	guides	 subjective	perspectives.	The	guides	offered	ways	 to	view	 the	

forbidden	 zone	 from	other	 perspectives,	 demonstrating	 how	 life	 can	 be	 lived	within	 a	

highly	mediated	place.	This	means	that	the	dominant	geographies	of	“Chernobyl”	or	later	

“Detroit”	 become	 exhausted	 when	 we	 imagine	 something	 beyond	 the	 endlessly	

rehearsed	views	in	the	media.		

	

In	preparing	for	my	first	field	trip	to	Chernobyl,	I	found	the	term	‘Exhausted	Geography’	

useful	as	a	means	to	build	a	terminology	around	the	site	I	wanted	to	enter.	Just	like	Israel	

and	Palestine,	Chernobyl	and	Detroit	are	highly	mediated,	politicised	places	within	 the	

collective	consciousness.	The	constant	 flow	of	mediatized	 information	enables	a	global	

audiences	 to	 witness	 and	 take	 part	 in	 the	 tragic	 events.	 Journalists,	 documentary	

filmmakers,	 artists,	 and	 photographers	 have	 explored	 and	 analysed	 the	 causes	 and	

effects	 of	 the	 catastrophe	 in	 Chernobyl	 and	 the	 collapse	 of	 Detroit.	 Often,	 the	 media	

depicts	suffering	victims,	and	ruins	of	abandoned,	destroyed	sites.	

As	 is	 so	 often	 the	 case,	 the	 same	 stories	 get	 told	 over	 and	 over	 again.	 	 We	 are	 the	

spectators	 of	 the	 drama	 filled	 with	 information	 from	 these	 sites	 to	 the	 point	 that	 we	

almost	think	we	know	it	all,	and	that	there	is	nothing	more	to	learn.	It	is	by	finding	the	

paradoxical	ways	 in	which	actual	people	 live	 in	 these	places	 that	we	become	aware	of	

how	 limited	 the	media	narratives	are,	whereby	 they	 implode,	or	become	exhausted.	 In	

Rogoff’s	words:		“An	exhausted	geography	…	is	not	held	or	maintained,	does	not	ground	

our	knowledge	or	delimit	our	sense	of	what	can	be	inhabited.”	Through	my	engagement	

with	 the	guides,	we	exhausted	 this	geography	by	 imagining	how	these	places	could	be	

inhabited	in	ways	that	differ	from	those	presented	in	the	media.	This	can	be	achieved	by	

learning	from	the	site	and	from	the	people	who	inhabit	it	and	have	“situated	knowledge”,	

as	Rogoff	would	call	it.	In	Rogoff’s	terms,	during	the	research,	I	was	not	so	much	looking	

for	 un-exhausted	 knowledge,	 but	 trying	 to	 detect	 information	 which	 exhausted	 the	
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dominant	knowledge	“by	not	supporting	the	media	scenario”	and	focusing	instead	on	the	

site	and	”what	it	might	still	become”.	

	

The	 endlessly	 repeated	media	 narratives	 about	 Chernobyl	 and	Detroit	were	 therefore	

something	I	turned	away	from,	searching	among	the	paradoxical	ways	in	which	people	

inhabited	 these	 places,	 so	 as	 to	 exhaust	 the	media	 views	 and	 to	 proposing	 a	 different	

perspective	to	that	which	is	commonly	known.			
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3.1		 Uncertain	zones	
	
A	 productive	 way	 to	 look	 at	 Chernobyl	 and	 Detroit	 is	 to	 regard	 these	 territories	 as	

uncertain	zones,	where	people	are	either	forbidden	to	live	due	to	radiation	in	Chernobyl,	

or	in	Detroit	where	people	have	deliberately	fled	to	avoid	unemployment	and	poverty.	

	

To	 isolate	 Chernobyl,	 it	 was	 necessary	 to	 build	 a	 physical	 boundary	 of	 fences	 with	

entrance	zones	guarded	by	military	police,	to	divide	the	thirty	kilometre	exclusion	zone	

from	the	so-called	‘normal’	society.	This	allows	the	military	police	to	keep	people	out	of	

the	 zone	 and	 to	 keep	 track	 and	 control	 of	 activities	 within	 the	 zone.	 It	 will	 be	

uninhabitable	for	the	next	20,000	years	and	for	now	the	military	police	impose	a	strict	

daily	curfew	at	20:00.	There	are	hundreds	of	villages	of	abandoned	wooden	houses,	now	

waiting	 to	 be	 absorbed	 by	 nature.	 The	 manmade	 areas	 of	 Pripyat	 are	 grim,	 deserted	

battlefields	of	ruined	buildings,	emptied	of	anything	of	value	by	people	who	collect	and	

recycle	iron,	copper	and	metal	as	a	means	of	survival.	

	

The	 derelict	 areas	 of	 Detroit	 do	 not	 form	 a	 single,	 unified	 area,	 comparable	 to	 the	

Chernobyl	 exclusion	 zone,	 with	 its	 clear	 division	 between	 an	 inside	 and	 an	 outside.	

Abandoned	 houses	 and	 vast	 areas	 of	 waste	 ground	 are	 found	 everywhere	 in	 Detroit,	

creating	uneven	patterns	within	more	or	 less	habitable	areas.	Dividing	 lines	blur	 from	

one	building	to	the	next.	The	insiders	of	the	different	zones	are	the	only	ones	who	know	

where	 to	go,	and	where	not	 to	go,	depending	on	 time	and	place.	The	rules	and	norms	

that	govern	the	districts	vary,	sometimes	districts	are	controlled	by	the	city	authorities,	

sometimes	 by	 the	 law	 of	 the	 street	 or	 by	 underground	 economies	 and	 cultures.	 The	

inhabitable	 areas	 of	 Detroit	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 fluid	 uncertain	 zones	 with	 invisible	

boundaries	 drawn	 by	 the	 people	who	 live	 there.	 Although	 the	 Detroit	Municipality	 is	

steadily	 shutting	down	necessary	 services	 and	 infrastructure	 in	 the	partly	 abandoned	

zones,	in	an	attempt	to	force	its	citizens	into	a	new	urban	structure,	some	people	resist,	

and	 continue	 their	 lives	 outside	 the	 formal	 system,	 with	 its	 education	 and	 health	

provisions	and	its	legal	economies.		

	

What	interested	me	was	how	the	uncertain	zones	of	Chernobyl	and	Detroit	are	defined	

by	 visible	 and	 invisible	 boundaries	 that	 create	 a	 division	 between	 an	 inside	 and	 an	

outside.		

These	boundaries	also	produce	a	geographical	gap	running	through	society.		
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3.2		 Each	place	knows	differently	
	

	

Irit	Rogoff	says	in	her	lecture;	Geography	is	not	location	but	a	situated	knowledge	–	who	

we	are,	where	we	are	–	has	always	been	linked	to	geography,	what	we	know	–	what	our	

heritages	 and	 allegiances	 are	 –	 has	 always	 been	 linked	 to	 geographies	 not	 as	 a	 set	 of	

location	 vectors	 but	 rather	 to	 yoke	 places	 to	 traditions	 and	 trajectories	 of	 knowledge.	

Each	place	“knows”	differently	and	if	they	are	not	to	be	related	to	one	another	in	dated	

and	 irrelevant	notions	of	 “knowledge	 from	center”	vs	 “knowledge	 from	 the	periphery”	

then	how	might	they	produce	circular	movements	of	knowledge	that	defies	geographical	

subjugation?	The	concept	of	‘exhausted	geographies’	that	I	am	trying	to	discuss	here,	is	a	

concept	that	is	trying	to	work	against	the	grain	of	both	boundaries	of	the	possible	and	of	

location	as	the	site	of	identity	and	knowledge19.		

	

The	 concept	 of	 ‘Exhausted	 Geography’	 helped	 to	 define	 Chernobyl	 and	 Detroit	 as	 a	

drained	 territory,	 which	 also	 defined	 the	 site	 as	 a	 media	 exhausted	 geographical	

territory.	 But	 the	 lecture	 also	 proposes	 the	 possibilities	within	 circular	movements	 of	

knowledge	 exchange	 from	 the	 center	 to	 the	 periphery	 and	 of	 different	 geographical	

viewpoints.	Within	this	exchange	I	understand	that	there	can	be	produced	knowledge.	

	

Also	Hanna	Arendt´s	thoughts	about	public	space,	"For	though	the	common	world	is	the	

common	meeting	ground	of	all,	those	who	are	present	have	different	locations	in	it,	and	

the	location	of	one	can	no	more	coincide	with	the	location	of	another	than	the	location	of	

two	objects.	Being	seen	and	being	heard	by	others	derive	their	significance	from	the	fact	

that	everybody	sees	and	hears	 from	a	different	position."	3	Arendt’s	position	 is	 to	me	a	

fundamental	understanding	of	an	equal	position	 in	which	I	could	 follow	as	an	outsider	

entering	a	catastrophic	society.		

	

With	Irit	Rogoff	emphasizing	the	geographical	site	as	the	site	of	knowledge	and	identity,	

I	knew	I	had	to	look	for	unexhausted	information	through	the	site	it	self	and	let	the	site	

tell	me	what	seemed	important	to	bring	forward.		

	

																																																								
19	Irit	Rogoff	Stop	Making	Sense.	Exhausted	Geographies	p.	108		
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In	’The	site	of	Memory’	by	Toni	Morrison,	she	tells	the	story	of	the	Mississippi	River	and	

how	nature	is	repairing	the	human	shaped	changes,	she	says:	

	

	

	

You	know	they	straightened	Out	the	Mississippi	River	in	places,	to	make	room	for	

houses	and	liveable	places.	«Floods»	is	the	word	they	use,	but	in	fact	(the	river)	is	not	

flooding;	it	is	remembering.	Remembering	where	it	used	to	be.	All	water	has	a	perfect	

memory	and	is	forever	trying	to	get	to	where	it	was.	Writers	are	like	that:	

Remembering	where	we	were,	what	valley	we	ran	through,	what	the	banks	were	like,	

the	light	that	was	there	and	the	route	back	to	our	original	place.	It´s	emotional	

memory	-	what	the	nerves	and	the	skin	remember	as	well	as	how	it	appeared.	And	a	

rush	of	imagination	is	our	«flooding»20	

	

Toni	Morrison	

	

	

The	quote	made	me	think	that	all	places	inhabit	their	own	internal	story,	hidden	if	you	

don't	look	for	it.	It	can	be	discovered	through	the	meeting	of	a	place	and	a	person	who	is	

sensitive	to	look	for	it	through	their	own	'emotional	memory'	that	can	be	revealed	in	the	

meeting	between	place	and	place.	This	 inspired	me	 to	use	my	emotional	memory	as	a	

tool	to	look	into	the	unknown,	yet	overexposed	landscape	and	situation	of	Chernobyl.	I	

had	to	trust	my	sensitivity	and	that	my	emotions	would	lead	me	to	find	and	connect	to	

signs	and	symbols	which	came	from	the	site	itself.		

	

This	was	a	starting	point	to	the	first	 field	trip	which	opened	up	the	possibility	to	enter	

into	 an	 geography	 as	 an	 outsider	 to	 look	 for	 information	 which	 exhausted	 the	

predominant	views.	

	
	

																																																								
20		
Toni	Morrison,	«the	Site	of	Memory»,	in	Russel	Fergusson,	et.	al.,	Out	There:	
Marganalization	and	Contemporary	Culture,	Cambridge,	Mass.:	MIT	Press,	1990,	p.	305	
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Siri	Hermansen	Dennis	fishing	by	the	Chernobyl	River,	2012	Digital	Photography	116	x	94,5	cm	

	

	

In	the	first	field	trip	I	had	grasped	a	notion	of	Chernobyl	as	a	place	with	multiple	realities,	

which	I	wanted	to	build	on	in	a	second	visit.		

Dennis	met	me	at	 the	airport	 in	Kiev.	This	 time,	he	was	dressed	 in	civilian	clothes:	white	

trainers,	a	white	bandana	around	his	head,	and	we	cheerfully	walked	towards	the	car	using	

the	walkie-talkie	to	find	the	driver	and	his	car.	

Communicating	via	email	and	telephone,	we	had	planned	the	stay	for	two	nights	and	three	

days,	 the	 maximum	 time	 allowed.	 In	 return,	 I	 would	 pay	 in	 cash	 the	 agreed	 amount	 of	

money	upon	arrival.		
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I	had	explained	to	Dennis	that	I	was	as	interested	in	him	as	the	site	itself.	The	only	thing	I	

told	him	I	wanted	to	do	was	to	investigate	the	trees	which	looked	to	me	as	if	they	had	been	

affected	 by	 the	 radioactive	 environment.	 But,	 our	 main	 purpose	 was	 to	 see	 sites	 of	 his	

choice,	to	hang	out	there,	and	talk.	I	could	document	everything.	

I	 left	 my	 suitcase	 and	 picked	 up	 my	 cameras.	 Both,	 very	 small	 –	 deliberately	 looking	

unprofessional	and	unintimidating.	I	was	not	a	clever	filmmaker	but	I	had	to	do	it	myself.	

The	whole	point	was	to	do	it	myself,	be	alone	–	with	them	–	there.	

Dennis	has	decided	to	go	to	his	favourite	fishing	spot.	He	brought	Maxim	with	him,	another	

guide	who	had	his	day	off	and	ended	up	spending	most	of	the	time	with	us	during	the	rest	of	

my	stay.	Thus	he	became	the	second	protagonist	in	the	film.		

	

Pieter	acted	as	our	driver,	taking	us	a	few	kilometres	into	the	zone	before	parking	by	the	

river.	In	the	car,	Dennis	described	himself	as	a	stalker	and	an	angler,	as	he	loved	the	fishing	

and	wildlife	of	the	zone.	Maxim	defined	himself	as	a	stalker	and	a	fighter,	since	he	belonged	

to	 a	 fight	 club	 in	 Kiev,	 regularly	 participating	 in	 riots	 and	 street	 fights	when	 he	was	 at	

home.	The	four	of	us	walked	through	high	grass,	climbed	a	fence,	continued	along	a	small	

path	and	arrived	at	 a	manmade	 shelter.	 Although	 fishing	 in	 the	 contaminated	 river	was	

strictly	prohibited,	the	activity	was	popular	for	many	workers.	On	warm	days	people	would	

swim	in	the	river.	It	was	a	beautiful	sunny	afternoon.	

While	Dennis	and	Pieter	go	 fishing,	Maxim	and	 I	 sit	 by	 the	 river	 in	 the	 sunshine,	 sipping	

vodka,	 talking	 about	 life,	 love	 and	 death.	 He	 talks	 about	 the	 beauty	 of	 life	 inside	 of	 the	

exclusion	zone.	To	him	Chernobyl	is	paradise.	He	says	nature	has	regenerated	a	lot.	Even	in	

the	 most	 contaminated	 areas,	 trees	 and	 flowers	 have	 grown	 back	 and	 an	 increasing	

number	 of	 wild	 animals	 are	 moving	 back	 into	 the	 zone.	 It	 is,	 he	 says,	 as	 if	 God	 were	

protecting	 the	 territory.	He	explains	 that	 the	destiny	of	Chernobyl	 is	 foretold	 in	 the	Bible	

under	the	name	of	wormwood,	which	translates	to	the	name	Chernobyl.	There	is	a	mystical	

divine	link	between	the	site,	catastrophe,	and	God.		

When	 in	 Kiev,	 Maxim	 longs	 for	 the	 calm	 life	 he	 leads	 in	 Chernobyl.	 Despite	 his	 deep	

knowledge	of	 the	dangers	of	 radioactivity	 in	 the	zone,	Maxim	dreams	of	building	a	small	

house	for	his	wife,	daughter	and	himself	and	moving	the	whole	family	to	the	zone.	But	it	is	

forbidden.	His	wife	is	also	against	the	idea,	scared	the	contaminated	area	will	hurt	him	and	



	 43	

give	him	cancer.	Maxim	explains	that	everything	will	be	fine	 if	you	follow	the	rules	of	the	

forbidden	zone.	“If	you	want	to	survive	there	is	only	one	rule,	to	follow	the	rules,”	he	says.		

Both	Maxim	and	Dennis	are	well	educated.	Living	and	working	in	Chernobyl	is	a	conscious	

choice,	not	a	necessity.	They	know	that	 they	are	 taking	great	 risks	with	 their	health,	but	

despite	this	knowledge	they	prefer	to	live	their	lives	in	this	way.		

	

The	next	evening	it	was	raining	and	we	spent	the	night	in	Dennis’	hotel	room	with	Maxim	

and	 Pieter.	 We	 talked	 about	 the	 radioactivity,	 the	 unstable	 and	 invisible	 danger	 that	

sometime	moved	and	behaved	unpredictably.	As	part	of	their	jobs,	the	guides	have	regular	

health	 checks,	 measuring	 and	 monitoring	 the	 levels	 of	 radioactivity	 in	 their	 bodies.	 To	

ensure	 their	own	and	 their	visitors’	 safety,	 they	were	continuously	measuring	 the	 level	of	

radioactivity	 themselves.	 During	 the	 evening	Dennis	 says	 he	wished	 to	 buy	 a	 real	 Geiger	

counter.	The	Geiger	counters	from	the	tourist	bureau	he	describes	as	toys.	

Dennis	 tells	me	 that	after	 five	 years	 in	 the	 zone,	his	body	has	become	accustomed	 to	 the	

radioactive	air.	He	 feels	sick,	when	he	 leaves	the	exclusion	zone,	he	gets	heavy	headaches	

and	diarrhoea.	Inside	the	radioactive	air	he	feels	well.	First	he	did	not	accept	this	strange	

bodily	experience.	But	his	doctor	confirmed	that	it	was	normal	after	so	many	years	in	the	

zone	for	the	body	to	adapt	to	the	radioactive	environment.	Since	he	feels	healthy	inside	the	

zone,	Dennis	prefers	to	stay	there	and	spends	longer	and	longer	periods	in	the	zone.	

Again	 Paradise	was	mentioned,	Dennis	 and	Maxim	 talked	 about	 the	 beauty	 of	 the	many	

animals	 that	 have	 moved	 into	 the	 zone.	 Sometimes	 in	 the	 evening,	 they	 listen	 to	 the	

comforting	song	of	the	nightingale.		

In	the	morning	before	leaving,	we	went	to	pray	together	at	a	cross	that	was	set	up	in	the	

zone.	The	cross	was	at	the	head	of	a	formation	involving	three	other	crosses	that	had	been	

erected	at	holy	locations	in	the	south,	east	and	west	of	Ukraine.	Together	these	four	crosses	

described	another,	massive	cross	that	stretched	over	and	served	as	a	protection	for	Ukraine	

as	a	country.	Chernobyl	was	a	place	of	mourning,	but	also	a	holy	place.	In	Rogoff’s	terms,	

instead	of	this	place	being	‘this	and	not	that’,	I	learned	from	my	Guides	that	Chernobyl	was	

many	paradoxical	 things	at	 the	same	time:	an	 industrial	disaster	zone,	a	zone	of	 societal	

freedom,	a	natural	paradise,	and	a	holy	site.	

My	view	of	Chernobyl	was	significantly	changed	as	a	result	of	this	journey.	
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3.5		 Paradoxical	realities	
	

	

Like	all	physical	barriers,	the	boundaries	of	the	forbidden	zone	of	Chernobyl	do	not	only	

keep	 outsiders	 away	 from	 the	 zone,	 they	 also	 keep	 the	 insiders	 away	 from	 so-called	

normal	 society.	To	 the	well-educated	guides,	Dennis	and	Maxim,	 living	and	working	 in	

Chernobyl	 was	 a	 deliberate	 choice.	 To	 them,	 the	 zone	 offered	 a	 richer	 life	 than	 life	

outside	the	zone.	

Learning	 that	 the	 contaminated	 forbidden	 zone	 was	 Dennis’s	 and	 Maxim’s	 paradise	

made	a	great	impression	on	me.	The	information	was	something	I	had	to	take	seriously	

and	respect,	and	it	was	not	something	I	wanted	to	question	or	debate	in	the	project.	

	

The	 stories	 of	 the	 guides	 suggest	 that,	 despite	 the	 invisible	 dangers	 of	 the	 radioactive	

environment	and	the	countless	signs	of	human	destruction,	the	zone	was	also	a	beautiful,	

almost	 human-free	 reservoir	 of	 peaceful	 nature.	 A	 place	 where	 dreams,	 hope	 and	

freedom	could	expand	and	live	side	by	side	inside	the	hostile	environment.		

	

The	paradoxical	reality	they	 lived	had	both	real	and	mythical	dimensions.	Tuning	 in	to	

their	 changing	 bodies,	 both	 guides	 stayed	 longer	 and	 longer	 periods	 in	 Chernobyl,	

ignoring	the	breaks	their	doctors	advised.		

		

The	documentary	testimonies	of	Dennis	and	Maxim	appears	to	reference	the	narrative	of	

Tarkovsky’s	famous	science	fiction	film	Stalker	(1979),	which	tells	the	story	of	a	stalker	

in	 a	 forbidden	 “Zone”	which	 has	 the	mysterious	 potential	 to	 fulfil	 people’s	 innermost	

desires.	Dennis	and	Maxim	also	refers	to	themselves	as	stalkers;	a	stalker	is	defined	as	an	

intruder,	 in	 this	 case	 to	 the	 forbidden	 zone.	 Playing	 upon	 this	 reference,	 I	wanted	 the	

project	 to	 touch	 on	 the	mythical	 reality	 that	 arises	 against	 all	 the	 odds	 in	 places	 like	

Chernobyl	that	have	suffered	major	catastrophes.		

		

I	discovered	that	paradoxical	realities	can	live	side	by	side	in	the	human	body	and	mind	

as	well	as	in	nature,	and	that	this	is	in	itself	a	survival	strategy.	
	

	



	 45	

3.6		 Participant	observation	/	Being	guided		
	

	

During	the	first	dinner	in	Chernobyl,	my	own	active	participation	–	taking	the	initiative	

for	the	dinner,	actively	listening,	contributing,	and	asking	questions,	gave	me	a	role	as	an	

active	participator	during	 the	recordings	of	our	 togetherness.	 In	my	reflections	on	my	

role	as	active	participant,	Jean	Rouch	proved	to	be	a	meaningful	reference.	

	

The	French	anthropologist	and	filmmaker	Jean	Rouch	spent	most	of	his	working	life	in	

West	 Africa,	 where	 he	 developed	 a	 new	 anthropological	method	 of	 filming,	 which	 he	

called	“a	type	of	participatory	research”.	The	subjects	of	his	study	contributed	actively,	

thus	participating	 in	the	study.	From	an	anthropological	point	of	view,	Rouch	believed	

that	 this	was	 the	most	 effective	way	 of	 gathering	 information	 about	 a	 place	 and	 it	 is	

people.	This	way	of	learning	can	also	be	called	shared	anthropology.		

	

Rouch	was	also	one	of	 the	 first	 filmmakers	 to	use	a	hand-held	camera,	 recording,	and	

participating	at	the	same	time.	“The	only	way	to	film,	according	to	Rouch,	is	to	imitate	a	

bullfighter’s	technique	with	the	bull:	to	walk	with	the	camera,	taking	it	where	it	is	most	

effective,	and	improvising.”21	Rouch	claims	this	method	brings	him	closer	to	people	and	

different	ways	of	 life,	hence	closer	 to	 truth.	 It	 is	 an	approach	 to	 the	 film	medium	 that	

suited	my	way	of	working	on	site	with	the	camera	as	an	extension	to	my	own	body.	

	

Watching	Rouch’s	films	between	the	two	visits	to	Chernobyl	encouraged	me	to	continue	

experimenting	with	this	new	research	method,	with	participation	and	active	listening,	as	

a	 learning	 strategy.	Although	Rouch’s	work	 is	 very	different	 to	mine,	he	 is	 relevant	 in	

relation	for	his	approach	to	studying	cultures	other	than	his	own.	

The	film	MOI,	UN	NOIR	(1958)	marked	Jean	Rouch’s	break	with	traditional	ethnography,	

and	 his	 embrace	 of	 the	 collaborative	 and	 improvisatory	 strategies	 he	 called	 “shared	

ethnography”	 and	 “ethno	 fiction”.22 	The	 film	 depicts	 a	 group	 of	 young	 Nigerian	

immigrants	seeking	a	new	life	and	a	better	future	in	the	capital	city	Abidjan	in	the	Ivory	
																																																								
21http://www.google.no/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&ved=0CCcQFj
AB&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.der.org%2Fjean-rouch%2Fpdf%2FCameraandMan-
JRouch.pdf&ei=s6zQVIiEJYjXyQOD_YKwDw&usg=AFQjCNHpSH5KewpcgALCryAfQ_aSD
BSJaw&bvm=bv.85076809,d.bGQ	
	
22	http://icarusfilms.com/new2012/moi.html	
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Coast.	 Living	 on	 the	 streets	 in	 the	 poor	 Treichville	 district,	 searching	 for	 day	 jobs	 to	

sustain	 themselves,	 they	 are	 envious	of	 the	 lives	of	 the	people	 living	 in	 the	bordering	

business	and	industrial	quarter	called	the	Plateau	and	the	old	African	quarter	of	Adjame.	

Asked	 by	 Rouch,	 the	 protagonists	 of	 the	 film	 participated	 in	 the	 film	 by	 playing	

themselves.	 Improvising	 throughout,	 they	 could	 say	 and	 do	 what	 ever	 they	 wanted,	

while	 Rouch	 filmed	 them	 continuously.	 The	 story	 of	 the	 film	 was	 improvised	 from	

beginning	to	end.		

Although	Rouch	spent	nine	months	researching	within	the	group,	continuously	filming	

with	his	hand-held	camera,	the	film	ultimately	depicts	a	week	in	the	immigrants’	lives.	In	

their	everyday	routines,	the	line	between	fact	and	fiction	gets	blurred.	The	men	dream	

of	better	lives,	which	becomes	apparent	in	the	way	they	adopt	their	alter	egos.	Oumarou	

Ganda	presents	himself	as	his	fictional	movie	star	character	Edward	G.	Robinson,	Petit	

Tourè	portrays	himself	as	the	notorious	womanizer	Eddie	Constantine,	Alassane	Maiga	

as	Tarzan,	Amadou	Demba	as	Élite,	Seydou	Guede	as	a	postman,	and	Karidyo	Daoudou	

as	Petit	Jules.	

In	 the	 film,	 each	 new	 day	 is	 introduced	 by	 Jean	 Rouch	with	 an	 omniscient	 narration	

voice-over.	The	universal	voice	creates	a	distance	to	the	events	taking	place	in	the	story,	

offering	a	broader	perspective	 to	 the	site	and	characters,	and	situating	 the	action	 in	a	

broader	 context.	 His	 observations	 create	 a	 meta-story,	 bringing	 his	 role	 as	 an	

anthropologist	into	play	in	the	story	of	the	film.		

What	 I	 found	 very	 interesting	 in	 relation	 to	 my	 own	 search	 for	 a	 method	 to	 gain	

unexhausted	information	from	a	site	was	the	way	the	film	broke	down	the	boundaries	

between	fact	and	fiction,	subjectivity	and	objectivity,	observation	and	participation.	In	a	

scene	at	the	harbour,	one	of	the	participants	says	he	has	been	to	all	the	European	cities.	

What	we	see	 is	 the	 reality	of	 the	harbour	with	 ships	named	after	European	cities,	 yet	

what	is	described	is	a	fantasy.	The	point	is	not	whether	what	he	says	is	right	or	wrong,	

but	that	his	own	imagination/perspective	tell	more	about	the	place	and	its	people	than	

any	factual	story	could	have	done.	Rouch	allowed	the	participators	to	create	their	own	

story,	 and	 it	 is	 their	 personal	 and	 subjective	 views	 that	 give	 the	 viewer	 a	 deeper	

understanding	of	the	place	and	the	people	inhabiting	it.		

Rouch	was	surprised	as	 to	how	much	his	subjects	were	willing	 to	disclose	about	 their	

dreams	 and	 aspirations,	 finding	 that	 his	 nimble	 camera	 offered	 him	 a	 passport	 to	
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freedom,	 allowing	 him	 to	 navigate	 circles	 he	 had	 not	 dreamt	 of	 integrating. 23	

Consequently,	he	brought	his	 lightweight	16mm	Kodachrome	camera	 into	every	social	

setting	he	would	attend	to	gain	new	information	about	a	place	and	its	people.	

	

In	 Chernobyl	 and	 later	 Detroit,	 I	 relinquished	most	 of	 the	 control	 to	 the	 guides,	who	

were	 free	 to	 choose	what	 they	wanted	 to	present	 to	me	about	 their	everyday	 life	and	

activities	and	how	and	what	I	would	see	and	experience.		In	addition	they	were	free	to	

stop	 the	 recording	 at	 any	 given	 moment,	 if	 they	 felt	 compelled	 to	 do	 so.	 To	

counterbalance	 this,	 I	 became	 increasingly	 active	 in	 influencing	 the	 interactions	 on	

location.	My	participation	amounted	to	a	conscious	artistic	strategy,	whereby	I	served	as	

an	 active	 conversational	 partner,	 responding	 to,	 commenting	 on	 their	 thoughts	 and	

ideas	 but	 also	 directing	 our	 dialogues	 by	 means	 of	 questions	 about	 things	 that	

interested	me	or	that	I	wanted	to	know	more	about.	However,	unlike	Rouch,	I	am	not	so	

interested	 in	visualizing	my	role	 in	 the	 final	work	and	do	not	explicitly	emphasize	my	

participation	 as	 a	 meta-perspective	 on	 the	 story.	 I	 did	 not	 include	 an	 omniscient	

narrator’s	voice,	which	would	have	added	a	new	layer	to	the	film,	bringing	in	something	

that	 was	 distant	 from	 the	 story	 told	 by	 the	 participants.	 I	 wanted	 to	 stick	 with	 the	

perspectives	 offered	 by	 the	 guides	 and	 encourage	 them	 to	 define	 their	 identities	 and	

their	relationships	to	the	site,	as	people	living	in	the	uncertain	zones.	Still,	my	presence	

is	subtly	evident	in	the	shaky	camerawork,	and	in	the	occasional	sound	of	my	voice.		

		

For	me,	a	participatory	approach	meant	that	I	chose	to	make	the	guides	the	main	focus.	

The	 guide	 can	be	 viewed	 as	 an	 ancient,	mythical	 figure,	 a	 storyteller,	 and	 a	 carrier	 of	

wisdom	 and	 truth	 for	 society.	 The	 guide	 possesses	 insights	 and	 an	 authority	 that	 are	

unknown	to	the	outsider	trespassing	on	new	land	or	foreign	territory.	With	the	help	of	

the	guide,	the	guided	is	navigated	through	a	physical	or	mental	landscape,	overcoming	

boundaries,	 thereby	gaining	access	to	an	otherwise	unknowable	territory,	which	he	or	

she	‘sees’	and	experiences	for	the	first	time.		

	

The	idea	of	the	guide	thus	functions	as	“a	carrier	of	wisdom	and	truth”	about	the	society	

I	entered.	The	value	of	entering	 the	site	 from	the	position	of	 ‘not	knowing’	and	 ‘being	

guided’,	as	a	method	for	gaining	knowledge	about	the	site	I	did	not	know,	permitted	me	

																																																								
23	Paul	Henley.	The	Adventure	of	the	Real:	Jean	Rouch	and	the	Craft	of	Ethnographic	
Cinema.	Chicago:	University	of	Chicago,	2009.	ISBN	9780226327150	
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to	really	 look	for	the	less	obvious	in	the	situations	into	which	I	was	being	invited.	The	

subjective	 perspectives	 of	 the	 guides	 became	 a	method	 for	 learning	 from	 the	 place	 it	

self.		

	

I	began	defining	my	role	on	site	as	‘being	guided’.	

My	 form	 of	 participation	 could	 be	 described	 as	 an	 open	 attitude,	whereby	 the	 guides	

transmit	 their	 knowledge	 and	 experience	 of	 the	 site	 to	me	 as	 a	 receiver,	who	 is	 thus	

enabled	 to	 see	and	experience	 the	 site	 for	 the	 first	 time.	With	my	personality	and	my	

focused	interest	in	the	guides	and	the	life	they	had	chosen	to	live,	I	facilitated	intimate	

dialogue.	It	was	this	I	sought	to	achieve	through	the	role	of	‘being	guided’.	Participation	

in	 the	 dialogue	 became	 an	 important	 quality	 in	 this	 respect.	 By	 means	 of	 my	

participation	 I	 aimed	 to	 build	 a	 confidence	 and	 trust	 between	 us	 that	would	make	 it	

natural	to	share	information.	Actively	listening,	but	also	sharing	from	my	own	life,	was	

an	important	way	of	developing	faith	between	us.		

In	 this	 way	 I	 could	 stimulate	 the	 possibility	 for	 moments	 of	 revelation,	 unexhausted	

knowledge	about	survival	and	adaptation	in	these	uncertain	zones.		

	

Being	 in	an	open	position	involves	deliberately	trying	to	stay	away	from	preconceived	

expectations	 or	moral	 judgement	 about	 the	people	 I	 am	with.	During	 the	 field	 trips,	 I	

never	questioned	the	guides’	thoughts,	criticized	them	or	made	any	judgment	within	our	

conversation.	In	the	postproduction	work	their	reality	has	been	treated	as	fact;	I	sensed	

that	my	role	as	an	artist	was	not	to	verify	and	find	proofs	for	what	they	talked	about,	like	

a	scientist	or	a	journalist	would	do.	I	wanted	the	focus	to	stay	on	the	guides’	subjective	

reality.	

	

My	experience	and	relationship	with	the	guides	in	both	Chernobyl	and	Detroit,	and	later	

also	at	times	with	Per	Erik	in	Kiruna,	felt	strong	and	important.	To	me	our	meetings	and	

being	together	contained	something	essential	and	valuable	about	what	it	means	to	live	

in	 uncertain	 territories	 (Chernobyl	 and	 Detroit)	 or	 a	 contested	 landscape	 (Kiruna).	

Information	about	life,	death,	myths,	dreams	and	paradoxical	realities	–	this	was	what	I	

wanted	 to	 express	 through	 the	 films.	 I	wanted	 to	 share	 the	perspectives	 and	 situated	

knowledge	of	my	guides,	information	that	might	not	have	been	preserved	had	I	not	been	

there	at	those	exact	moments,	participating	in	and	grasping	them	with	my	own	senses,	

transforming	those	moments	into	artworks.	
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4.		 Being	Guided	in	Detroit		

	
	

	
Siri	Hermansen	The	rabbit	dinner	II	–	2012,	Digital	Print,	52	cm	x	65	cm	

	

	

	

Being	guided	from	an	insider’s	perspective	in	Chernobyl	had	taught	me	that	letting	go	of	

preconceived	ideas	and	judgments	was	favourable	in	my	quest	to	learn	something	new	

about	such	highly	mediated	sites.	The	perspectives	of	my	guides	had	proved	fruitful	as	a	

source	of	new,	unexhausted	information	about	a	place	of	tragedy.	In	Detroit,	I	wanted	to	

experiment	further	with	this	approach.	

Although	 two	 thirds	 of	 the	 city’s	 population	 has	 left	 Detroit	 in	 search	 of	 new	 lives	

elsewhere,	Detroit	still	attracts	new	citizens	interested	in	discovering	new	ways	of	 life,	

away	 from	 the	 globalized	 economic.	 Drawn	 by	 the	 possibility	 of	 unique	 creative	 and	

intellectual	freedom,	cheap	housing,	and	free	studio	spaces,	artists	and	intellectuals	have	
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started	 to	move	 into	 the	uncertain	 zones	of	Detroit.	 The	vacant	 lots	 in	 the	 abandoned	

districts	are	filled	with	urban	farms.	To	urban	farmers,	Detroit	offers	the	possibility	for	a	

new	kind	of	American	dream,	built	out	of	nothing.	Growing	their	own	food	on	squatted	

or	 bought	 land	 is	 a	 way	 to	 sustain	 their	 own	 survival	 but	 also	 constitutes	 an	 act	 of	

resistance	 against	 the	 control	 of	 the	 global	 food	 industry	 by	 a	 few	 multinational	

companies.		

	

As	a	continuation	of	being	guided	by	Dennis	and	Maxim,	who	had	deliberately	chosen	to	

live	and	work	in	Chernobyl,	I	wanted	to	be	guided	by	someone	who	by	choice	had	moved	

to	 Detroit.	 Preferably,	 I	 wanted	 my	 guide	 in	 Detroit	 to	 have	 established	 a	 strong	

connection	to	the	community	and	life	within	the	uncertain	zones	of	that	city.	Primarily	I	

wanted	to	engage	with	the	urban	farmers	scene,	and	to	investigate	survival	and	adaption	

strategies	in	the	economically	destroyed	city	from	that	perspective.	

	

In	 the	 past	 years,	 many	 different	 artist	 initiatives	 have	 popped	 up	 and	 become	

established,	 offering	 interested	 visitors	 longer	 or	 shorter	 residencies.	 The	Yes	 Farm	 is	

one	of	four	alternatives	I	considered	before	contacting	their	 leading	figure	and	activist,	

the	artist	Kt,	to	ask	if	she	would	be	my	guide	to	Detroit.	At	the	time	of	my	visit,	Kt	had	

been	 living	 in	Detroit	 for	 four	years	and	was	well	established	 in	 the	community.	As	an	

activist	 artist,	 she	 used	 farming	 and	 teaching	 art	 to	 underprivileged	 children	 in	 the	

neighbourhood	as	her	strategy	to	build	a	better	future	for	herself	and	the	area	in	which	

she	was	situated.		

	

By	 e-mail,	 I	 briefly	 told	 Kt	 about	 my	 interest	 in	 survival	 strategies	 and	 adaption	

processes	in	catastrophic	societies,	and	my	experience	and	thoughts	on	being	guided	in	

Chernobyl.	 I	explained	my	interest	 in	the	Cold	War	and	that	somehow	I	was	 looking	at	

Detroit	as	a	counterpart	to	Chernobyl.	

The	aim	of	my	stay	was	to	understand	more	about	survival	practices	in	Detroit	through	

the	process	of	being	guided	by	her,	and	by	participating	in	her	everyday	activities.	What	

we	did	would	depend	on	her	schedule	and	routines,	but	 if	possible,	 I	would	very	much	

appreciate	spending	time	at	an	urban	farm,	following	the	farmer	into	the	fields.		

For	 ten	 days	 in	 October	 2011,	 I	 was	 a	 guest	 at	 the	 Yes	 Farm.	My	 guide	was	 Kt	 and	 I	

stayed	at	her	house.	I	soon	learned	that	I	had	entered	a	community	which	was	closed	to	

outsiders,	 built	 by	 people	 who	 had	 chosen	 to	 withdraw	 from	 normal	 society.	 I	
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participated	 in	different	activities	 in	order	 to	blend	 into	 the	environment	and	 to	avoid	

interrupting	their	everyday	life	more	than	necessary.	This	gave	me	a	closer	connection	

to	the	people	I	was	spending	time	with,	as	well	as	hands-on	experience	of	their	form	of	

existence	and	survival.		

	

My	visit	coincided	with	the	huge	protest	in	New	York	by	the	Occupy	protest	movement,	

raising	 issues	 of	 social	 and	 economic	 inequality,	 greed,	 corruption,	 and	 the	 perceived	

undue	 influence	 of	 corporations	 on	 government.24 	This	 protest	 against	 the	 world	

economy	 was	 interesting	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 acts	 of	 the	 urban	 farmers	 I	 was	 visiting,	

because	it	became	clear	that	they	represented	a	parallel	movement	protesting,	through	

their	lifestyle,	the	same	issues.	

	

The	Yes	 Farm	 is	 located	on	Farnsworth	 Street,	 situated	 in	 one	 of	 the	poorest	 areas	 in	

East	Central	Detroit,	primarily	inhabited	by	black	people	who	grew	up	there.	In	contrast	

the	 residents	 of	 Farnsworth	 Street	 are	 white	 middle-class	 college-educated	 artists	 or	

activists	 who	 have	 deliberately	 recently	 moved	 into	 this	 area,	 motivated	 by	 the	

possibilities	of	a	life	outside	of	normal	society	and	cheap	housing.	The	area	is	plagued	by	

drug	dealing,	violence,	and	an	underground	economy.	Going	out	alone	in	the	evening	is	

not	recommended.	Houses	are	regularly	set	on	fire.	From	Kt’s	apartment,	we	could	hear	

gunfire	at	night.	One	night,	the	sound	of	machinegun	fire	was	so	close	that	I	ran	in	fear	

into	Kt	and	her	boyfriend	Monk’s	bedroom	to	seek	protection.		

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	

	
	
	

																																																								
24	http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Occupy_Wall_Street;	The	OWS	slogan,	“We	are	the	99%”,	
refers	to	income	inequality	and	wealth	distribution	in	the	U.S.	between	the	wealthiest	1%	
and	the	rest	of	the	population.	
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4.1	 Survival	practice	in	Detroit	
	

	
Siri	Hermansen	The	Singing	tree	garden,	Research	photo,	October	2011	Detroit		

	

	

During	the	stay	I	learned	that	Kt	and	her	friends	separately	made	the	choice	of	moving	to	

Detroit’s	Farnsworth	Street,	meeting	each	other	on	 location.	They	shared	 the	desire	 to	

build	a	new	sustainable	community	on	the	ruins	of	Detroit.		

	

Kt	introduced	me	to	Blake,	the	co-founder	of	The	Yes	Farm.	He	showed	the	partly	burned	

down	house	he	had	bought	and	lived	 in.	With	his	own	hands,	he	restored	and	rebuilds	

the	house	with	an	ecological	awareness,	attempting	not	 to	purchase	any	new	material.	

Instead,	he	scrapped	abandoned	houses	and	factories	in	search	for	material.	This	way	he	

created	 a	 home	 for	 himself	 that	 he	 otherwise	 could	not	 afford,	 recycling	material	 that	

would	rot	and	go	to	waste.		

Kt	and	Blake	explained	that	Detroit,	being	one	of	 the	biggest	examples	of	 the	failure	of	

capitalism	had	so	much	space,	land	and	property,	that	was	available	for	people	like	them	

to	use.	Moving	here	gave	 them	the	opportunity	 to	 live	out	 their	protest	and	resistance	

against	the	globalized	economy,	the	bank	crises,	and	the	capitalist	governing	of	the	USA.	

They	explained	how	they	grow	ecological	food	in	their	backyards,	for	self-consumption	
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but	also	for	trading	goods	between	each	other.	Living	by	example,	they	are	determined	

to	change	the	extremely	underprivileged	community	in	the	surrounding	neighbourhood	

by	 teaching	 them	 farmers	 skills	 so	 they	 too	 could	 be	 self	 sustained.	 Art	 activism	 and	

farming	was	their	tool	to	survive	but	also	their	political	weapon	in	their	efforts	to	change	

the	neighbourhood	and	 the	world	 into	 a	better	place.	The	vacant	 land	and	abandoned	

houses	was	a	starting	point	for	this	new	way	of	living.	Kt	emphasized	that	they	were	not	

farmers	but	'artists	acting	as	farmers'.	She	presented	her	self	and	the	way	she	lived	as	a	

performance,	 a	 living	 political	 instrument	 for	 changing	 the	world	 through	 her	 activist	

art,	like	many	of	the	other	people	in	the	district.		

	

I	was	eager	to	see	one	of	the	urban	farms	they	were	so	warmly	talking	about	being	the	

future	of	the	community	they	propagated.	Their	plans	sounded	convincing	and	inspiring.	

However,	Kt	and	Blake	had	no	such	gardens	with	products	which	could	fulfil	these	great	

plans	and	desires.	 So	on	 the	 third	day	we	visited	Emily,	 a	poet	and	 the	 founder	of	 the	

urban	farm	'The	singing	tree	garden'	which	was	a	successful	example	of	their	new	way	of	

living.		

	

The	 small	 scale	 of	 the	 garden	 contained	 an	 impressive	 richness	 in	 variety	 of	 flowers,	

herbs,	vegetable,	fruits,	and	berries	that	was	produced	for	harvesting	in	different	times	

of	the	season.		

	

As	 part	 of	 their	 strategy,	 the	 Singing	 Tree	 Garden	 and	 other	 urban	 farmers	 were	

establishing	 new	marketplaces	 to	make	 fresh	 and	healthy	 vegetables	 accessible	 to	 the	

poor	districts,	which	were	almost	emptied	of	grocery	stores.	As	Emily	was	leaving	for	a	

few	nights,	Emilie	left	Kt	and	me	in	charge	of	harvesting	different	products	for	sale	at	a	

pop	up	marked	they	had	initiated.	Most	likely,	she	said,	we	would	not	sell	much,	the	most	

important	part	was	to	be	present	so	the	neighbourhood	got	used	to	having	a	market	in	

their	neighbourhood.	She	was	right.	We	only	sold	four	items	to	one	person	and	very	few	

people	stopped	by.		

	

Emily	and	Kt	told	that	their	actions	and	efforts	to	build	this	community	markets	was	not	

yet	 profitable.	 They	 imagine	 that	 the	 result	 of	 the	 actions	 and	 efforts	were	 lay	 in	 the	

future,	 in	 a	 new	 time	 when	 things	 will	 have	 changed	 and	 people	 have	 become	more	

interested	 in	healthy	ecological	 food.	At	 this	point	most	of	her	money,	Emily	 said,	was	
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earned	from	selling	vegetable	in	the	long-established	larger	farmers	market	where	small	

and	big	 agricultural	 farmers	 from	outside	 the	 city	where	 selling	 their	 products	during	

the	weekends.	

	

	

	

	

	
Siri	Hermansen:	The	Singing	Tree	Gardens,	market	table	at	one	of	the	newly	
established	vegetable	markets	as	part	of	the	strategy	to	provide	healthy	food	to	
people.	Research	photo,	October	2011	Detroit		
	

	

	

	

To	share	 farming	 skills,	 the	young	women	arranged	workshops	 for	each	other	and	 for	

anyone	 else	 interested	 in	 participating.	 During	 my	 visit,	 Kt,	 Emily	 and	 a	 few	 others	

attended	 a	 rabbit-slaughtering	workshop,	 organized	 by	Minnie.	 As	 rabbits	 are	 easy	 to	

breed,	 and	 good	 to	 eat,	 the	workshop	was	 about	 how	 to	 kill	 and	 slaughter	 rabbits	 for	

survival.	The	workshop	would	end	on	the	following	evening	with	a	rabbit	dinner	party	in	

Emily’s	garden.		
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Since	four	rabbits	were	destined	to	die	that	day,	there	was	the	opportunity	for	four	of	us	

to	be	executioners.	The	women	were	excited,	but	also	nervous	about	what	was	going	to	

take	place.	Except	for	Minnie,	this	was	the	first	time	they	had	slaughtered	anything.		

Although	 Minnie	 had	 experience	 of	 hunting	 and	 slaughtering	 small	 animals	 from	 her	

upbringing	on	a	small	farm	in	the	jungle	of	Belize,	she	was	not	an	expert.	She	decided	we	

would	kill	the	rabbits	by	snapping	their	necks	with	her	jungle	sword.	This	should	ensure	

a	quick	and	painless	death.	The	rabbits	were	scared	and	nervous,	almost	as	if	they	knew	

what	was	going	to	happen.	The	clumsy	attempts	at	taking	life	were	painful	to	watch.	The	

death	cramps	took	us	by	surprise,	as	it	seemed	to	go	on	forever.	Killing	the	rabbits	was	a	

lot	more	demanding	than	we	first	thought.	When	the	killing	session	was	over,	we	were	

all	relieved	and	drained	of	energy.	

	

The	remainder	of	the	workshop	took	place	in	Emily’s	garden,	where	we	learned	how	to	

skin	and	gut	the	rabbits,	and	talked	about	how	all	parts	of	the	rabbit	could	be	used,	not	

only	the	meat.	

The	women	planned	to	make	winter	fur	hats	from	the	rabbit	skins.		

	

This	specific	experience	was	a	turning	point	 in	my	stay,	as	 it	revealed	the	hardships	of	

the	life	they	had	chosen	to	live	and	propagate	to	others.	Watching	the	farmers’	efforts	in	

the	workshop	and	at	 the	market,	 turning	great	 ideas	 into	reality	seemed	more	difficult	

than	I	had	imagined.		
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Siri	Hermansen:	Kt,	with	Minni’s	jungle	sword	and	two	of	the	dead	rabbits,	during	
the	“Rabbit	killing”	workshop.	Research	photo,	October	2011	Detroit		
	

	

	

	

	

Some	of	the	small-scale	activities	did	seem	to	make	a	difference,	not	 just	 for	the	urban	

farmers	 themselves,	but	also	 for	others.	Minnie	and	Kt	are	participating	 in	a	voluntary	

group,	 running	 a	 small	 farm	 in	 the	 backyard	 of	 the	 Catherine	 Ferguson	 Academy,	 a	

highschool	for	pregnant	girls	and	teenage	mothers.	The	idea	behind	this	school	farm	is	

that	teaching	the	young	girls	how	to	take	care	for	the	animals	and	to	grow	their	own	food	

will	help	them	to	take	better	care	of	their	babies	and	to	survive	poverty.	The	small	farm	

contained	three	goats,	a	few	hens	and	ducks,	a	horse	and	rabbits,	and	vegetables.	I	was	

deeply	moved	by	 their	actions	and	how	they	put	 their	 ideas	and	 farming	 ideology	 into	

practice	within	the	school	as	a	part	of	the	curriculum.	Kt	and	I	passed	by	the	small	farm	

several	times.	I	was	not	allowed	to	visit	the	school	during	lessons	because	they	did	not	

want	 me	 to	 document	 the	 pregnant	 girls.	 Instead,	 Kt	 gave	 me	 the	 same	 lessons	

individually,	teaching	me	how	to	milk	the	goat,	collect	eggs	without	disturbing	the	birds	

in	the	hen	yard,	give	them	food,	and	clean	the	small	barn.	Whether	the	teen	mums	would	
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practise	what	they	were	taught	in	reality,	I	am	not	sure,	but	they	were	given	a	practical	

survival	tool	through	shared	knowledge	and	practical	work	with	Kt	and	Minnie.	

	

Kt	also	introduced	me	to	her	local	mentor,	Larry	D’Mongo,	owner	of	D’Mongo’s	Bar.	The	

bar	also	served	as	an	office	and	meeting	place	for	his	other	ventures,	which	included	a	

strip	 club	 and	 real	 estate	 investments	 in	 Detroit.	 Since	 the	 old	 social	 structures	 in	

Detroit	have	collapsed,	the	‘newly’	arrived	urban	farmers	find	unlikely	supporters.	Larry	

talked	about	how	much	he	admires	their	efforts	 to	change	the	community.	Supporting	

Kt’s	 idea	of	 turning	one	of	 the	many	vacant	 factories	 into	 a	hothouse	 to	 grow	 food	 to	

feed	the	poor,	Larry	had	lobbied	to	convince	people,	but	without	success.	I	learned	that	

having	lived	all	his	life	in	Detroit,	Larry	was	a	true	insider,	who	could	tell	us	about	the	

rise	and	fall	of	the	city	and	put	the	actions	of	the	urban	farmers	in	a	broader	perspective.	

“Thinking	 outside	 of	 the	 box,”	 he	 said;	 “they	 set	 examples	 of	 how	 people	 can	 think	

differently	 as	 a	 way	 out	 of	 poverty.”	 He	 also	 described	 how	 the	 global	 food	 industry	

would	suffer	if	urban	gardening	were	to	take	off	as	a	way	for	people	to	feed	themselves.		
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Kt	milking	one	of	the	goats	at	the	Catherine	Ferguson	Academy,	Detroit;	October	
2011.	Research	Photography.	
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Larry	D’Mongo	at	his	bar	D’Mongo.	Detroit;	October	2011.	Research	Photography	
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In	 Chernobyl,	 I	 decided	 only	 after	 the	 visits,	 at	 the	 editing	 stage,	 to	 limit	 the	 use	 of	

monumental	images	of	the	urban	landscape.	In	Detroit,	I	decided	to	rely	on	the	different	

perspectives	offered	by	the	people	I	encountered	and	not	shoot	any	urban	views	at	all.	I	

realised	 that	 Larry’s	 words	 could	 function	 as	 an	 interesting	 backdrop	 to	 the	 actions,	

ambitions,	 and	 effects	 of	 the	 urban	 farmers,	 and	 that	 they	would	 be	more	 productive	

than	showing	images	of	the	city.	I	could	zoom	right	in	on	the	intimate	discussions,	and	

actions	 from	 a	 micro-perspective,	 instead	 of	 presenting	 a	 broad	 plot	 depicting	 the	

vanished	society	in	terms	of	monumental	images.		

	

	

	

	
Kt	and	Monk	at	the	breakfast	table	in	Kt’s	apartment.	Detroit;	October	2011.		
Film	Still	Land	of	Freedom.	
	

	

Kt’s	 boyfriend,	 Monk,	 also	 offered	 a	 contrasting	 perspective	 on	 survival	 within	 the	

uncertain	zones	of	Detroit.	Monk	had	grown	up	near	Farnsworth	Street	with	his	mother,	

who	he	told	me	had	traded	drugs	in	the	area	to	make	a	living.	He	himself	had	not	joined	

the	urban	 farming	 social	 activities	 of	 his	 own	accord	but	 had	become	 involved	 via	 his	

relationship	 to	Kt.	He	 had	 links	 to	 both	 the	 urban	 farmers	 and	 their	 ideas,	 and	 to	 the	

black	 community	 that	 had	 lived	 in	 the	 area	 for	 generations,	 and	 was	 thus	 a	 bridge	

between	the	two	communities.	Larry's	belief	in	the	importance	of	the	work	of	the	white	

urban	farmers	for	the	poor	community	made	me	interested	to	know	what	Monk	thought	
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about	urban	farming	as	a	model	for	the	future	of	his	society.	Monk	explained	that	for	him	

and	his	black	community,	having	to	grow	your	own	food	is	too	tainted	by	the	memory	of	

the	 times	 of	 slavery,	 when	 home	 farming	 and	 exchanging	 services	 were	 part	 of	 an	

involuntary	 exclusion	 from	 society.	 He	 implies	 that,	 from	 a	 historical	 perspective,	 this	

way	of	surviving	is	a	step	back	to	a	life	they	hoped	never	to	live	again.	For	Monk	urban	

farming	 is	 a	 solution	 that	 seems	 incompatible	 with	 a	 long-term	 struggle	 for	

emancipation	and	citizenship	as	equals.		

	

Monk’s	comments	revealed	 the	complexity	of	 the	society	of	which	 they	were	a	part	

and	contradicted	the	dream	of	a	different	world.	

	

What	puzzled	me	the	most	during	my	stay	with	Kt	and	her	group	was	the	small-scale	

of	the	farming	activities.	The	‘Singing	Tree	Garden’	was	beautiful	but	I	could	not	help	

thinking	 that	 its	 small	 scale	 was	 very	 different	 from	 what	 I	 had	 envisioned.	 The	

preconceptions	 I	 had	 developed	 while	 still	 in	 distant	 Norway,	 imagining	 myself	

spending	‘days’	in	the	fields,	had	not	been	diminished	by	the	presentation	of	the	great	

ideas	of	urban	farming	as	a	survival	tool	for	a	future	community.	In	the	school	farm,	

milking	the	one	goat	provided	a	jar	of	milk	a	day.	In	the	hen	yard,	we	picked	up	three	

or	 four	 eggs.	 It	was	 enough	 for	 them,	 but	not	much	 to	 trade	or	 exchange	 for	 other	

products.	 Somehow,	 there	was	a	gap	here	between	 ideology	and	what	happened	 in	

reality.		

	

But	why	was	 I	 so	 surprised?	Did	 it	 not	 really	 reflect	 back	 on	me	 and	 the	 capitalist	

mind-set	 we	 have	 been	 indoctrinated	 with	 from	 childhood?	 A	 mind-set	 which	

requires	all	 types	of	production	to	be	economically	productive	 in	order	to	have	any	

value?	 The	 dilemma	 made	 me	 question	 how	 controlled	 we	 all	 are	 by	 the	 global	

economy,	and	how	much	it	influences	all	aspects	of	our	Western	life-style	and	outlook	

on	 the	world.	 In	 the	 practice	 of	 everyday	 life,	 the	 heroic	 ideals	 seemed	 almost	 too	

large	or	too	demanding	to	be	generalizable	for	a	wider	range	of	people.	A	society	run	

by	 policies	 that	 dictate	 how	 the	 food	 system	 works,	 policies	 that	 have	 created	 a	

society	in	which	the	small	farmer	cannot	even	earn	a	living.	However,	how	important	

is	it	to	spread	the	ideals?	Isn’t	it	already	a	good	thing	that	people	are	experimenting	

with	new	ways	of	life?	Isn’t	it	the	purpose	and	intention	that	matters	most?	
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By	acting	out	 their	 ideas	as	artist-farmers,	 this	Detroit	community	 is	enhancing	not	

only	their	own	quality	of	 life,	but	also	that	of	society	as	a	whole.	The	urban	farmers	

are	living	examples	of	what	it	means	to	experiment	with	new	ways	of	living	outside	

normal	society,	a	value	which	cannot	be	measured	in	conventional	economical	terms.		

		

Amid	the	vacant	land	and	ruined	society,	the	urban	farmers	are	controlling	their	own	

future,	creating	a	utopian	space	where	they	can	make	their	hopes	and	dreams	for	a	

better	 future	 a	 reality.	 Yet,	 there	 seems	 to	be	 an	unresolvable	 tension	between	 the	

small	scale	of	production	and	the	magnitude	of	their	beautiful	ideas	of	a	better	world.	

In	 my	 mind	 I	 was	 continuously	 moving	 back	 and	 forth	 between	 admiration	 and	

puzzlement	over	the	contradictions	I	noticed	during	my	stay	in	their	community.		
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5.		 METHOD	&	DOCUMENTATION	
	

	

	

The	experimental	method	of	being	guided	and	seeing	for	the	first	time	was	a	result	of	a	

practice-based	learning.	I	had	shifted	my	focus	from	the	ruined	landscape	to	the	people,	

leaving	the	site	as	a	backdrop	and	contrast	 to	 the	stories	about	 the	 lives	of	 the	guides.	

For	a	short	space	of	time,	I	was	allowed	to	take	part	in	those	lives.	With	sensitivity	to	my	

position	as	a	guided	person	and	to	 that	of	 the	place/people	 I	wanted	 to	engage	with,	 I	

had	deliberately	delegated	the	power	of	deciding	what	I	was	going	to	do	and	experience	

during	 field	 trips.	 ‘The	 open	position’	 of	 being	 guided	 and	 ‘not	 knowing’	 subsequently	

strengthened	 the	 possibilities	 of	 the	 ‘encountered	moment’.	 Feeling	was	 an	 important	

catalyst	for	thinking	and	developing	the	situations	in	which	I	took	part	with	my	guides.	

The	guides’	and	their	 friends’	 tales	of	 their	 lives	gave	a	subjective	perspective	on	what	

new	lives	had	emerged	following	the	destruction	of	the	social	systems	in	Chernobyl	and	

Detroit.		
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5.1		 Micro-perspectives		
	

	

Society	 can	 be	 studied	 in	 different	 ways	 and	 on	 different	 levels,	 producing	 different	

research	results.	‘Sociological	study	may	be	conducted	at	both	macro	(large-scale	social	

processes)	 and	 micro	 (small	 group,	 face-to-face	 interactions)	 levels.’25	Although	 my	

artistic	 motivation	 springs	 from	 large-scale	 interests	 concerning	 societal	 change,	

political	ideologies	such	as	Communism,	Capitalism	and	the	Cold	War,	which	are	related	

to	the	macro-perspective,	my	method	of	 learning	 in	Chernobyl	and	Detroit	employed	a	

micro-perspective.26	To	 gain	 unexhausted	 knowledge,	 meaning	 knowledge	 that	 differs	

from	 what	 is	 commonly	 known	 through	 the	 mainstream	 media,	 I	 shifted	 from	

investigating	the	site	itself	and	moved	towards	the	subjective	human	perspectives	of	the	

zones	as	a	means	to	learn	about	the	sites.		

Zooming	in	on	the	lives	and	personal	experiences	of	a	few	people	who	have	deliberately	

moved	 into	 the	 uncertain	 zones	 of	 Chernobyl	 and	 Detroit	 gives	 us	 valuable	 insights	

about	the	current	conditions	for	human	existence	within	those	areas.	The	on-the-ground	

participation	and	face-to-face	conversations	facilitate	a	micro-perspective	reading	about	

survival	and	adaption	processes	in	these	zones.		

The	standard	stories	and	big	dramas	presented	 in	 the	mass	media	do	not	do	 justice	 to	

the	complexity	of	multiple	realities	and	do	not	provide	opportunities	for	imagining	life	in	

the	 ways	 suggested	 by	 the	 micro-perspectives	 I	 encountered.	 The	 richness	 and	

complexity	 I	 found	 through	 engaging	 intimately	 and	 personally	 with	 people	 living	 in	

these	 “societies	 within	 society”	 took	 me	 by	 surprise.	 Personal	 and	 subjective	

perspectives	 are	 often	 artistic	 starting	 positions.	 From	 an	 audience	 perspective,	 the	

personal	 and	 intimate	 stories	 are	 of	 the	 kind	we	 can	 identify	with	 on	 one	 level	 or	 on	

many.	The	micro-perspectives	about	how	the	guides	survive	are	not	just	representative	

of	human	conditions	in	catastrophic	societies,	they	are	also	something	we	can	relate	to	

as	an	audience,	even	identify	with	on	an	emotional	level	as	we	make	comparisons	with	

our	own	life	choices.		

	

																																																								
25	www.boundless.com;	Sociology,	Levels	of	Analysis:	Micro	and	Macro	
26	The	research	for	the	Kiruna	project	differs	in	this	respect,	in	that	it	employs	a	macro-
perspective	in	both	its	research	method	and	as	a	finished	product.	This	will	be	discussed	
in	chapter	7.	
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5.2		 Not	speaking	about	/	speaking	nearby	
	

	

One	 of	my	most	 productive	 experiences	 from	 the	 research	 fellowship	was	 learning	 to	

shift	 focus	 on	 site;	 learning	 to	 follow	 my	 own	 intuition	 and	 to	 react	 to	 what	 was	

happening	 there	 and	 then.	 I	 discovered	 that	 by	 changing	what	 I	was	 looking	at	 I	 also	

changed	what	I	was	looking	for,	which	means	that	the	outcome	of	the	research	became	

relational	to	the	direction	of	my	focus.	Around	the	time	of	my	return	home	from	my	first	

research	trip	to	Chernobyl,	when	I	was	obviously	feeling	confused	by	this	experience	of	

finding	a	kind	of	paradise	in	hell,	I	discovered	the	American-based	Vietnamese	artist	and	

theoretician	Trinh	T.	Minh-ha.	In	one	of	her	best	known	films,	Reassemble	from	1982	(40	

min),	 Minh-ha	 depicts	 Senegal	 through	 a	 montage	 of	 images	 accompanied	 by	 silence,	

sometimes	music,	 sometimes	 her	 own	 somewhat	 ambiguous	 comments,	 in	 a	way	 that	

refuses	 to	make	 cultural	 judgements	 about	 the	place.	 Instead	of	describing	 ‘the	other’,	

she	describes	herself	as	an	outsider.	She	explains	that	in	this	film	she	seeks	‘not	to	speak	

about/	 just	 to	 speak	 nearby’	 Senegal.	 For	 Minh-ha,	 ‘talking	 nearby’	 became	 a	 way	 to	

approach	Senegal	from	her	position	as	an	outsider.	

Although	 I	was	not	 so	 interested	 in	making	a	 film	about	myself	 entering	Chernobyl	or	

Detroit	(or	creating	a	meta-story	about	myself	to	contain	the	story),	I	was	searching	for	

my	own	artistic	position	within	my	journeys.	How	could	I	enter	foreign	territories,	while	

retaining	 an	 awareness	 of	 my	 position	 as	 an	 outsider,	 entering	 the	 lives	 of	 the	

places/people	I	wanted	to	engage	with?		

Minh-ha’s	notion	of	‘not	talking	about	…	just	nearby’	a	site	became	a	valuable	approach	

for	me,	because	I	feel	that	‘talking	nearby	a	situation’	allows	the	artist	to	adopt	a	position	

that	 avoids	 moral	 judgment	 and	 the	 pitfalls	 of	 post-colonialism	 while	 still	 being	

significant.		

‘Speaking	nearby’	allowed	me	to	search	without	an	agenda	for	knowledge	 from	people	

who	were	leading	lives	in	the	uncertain	zones	that	ran	parallel	to	 ‘normal	society’.	The	

nearby	aspect	was	a	consequence	of	the	method	of	being	guided	by	people,	staying	close	

to	them,	participating	for	a	short	periode	of	time	in	their	lives,	with	as	little	boundary	as	

possible	 between	 them	 and	 myself,	 viewing	 these	 places	 through	 their	 eyes	 and	

imaginations.	It	would	not	have	been	possible	for	me	to	be	‘nearby’	them	without	their	

being	 able	 to	 be	 ‘nearby’	me;	 therefore	my	way	 of	 interacting	 to	 create	 this	 intimacy	

required	that	I	share	my	own	dreams	for	the	future,	my	own	worries	and	fears.		
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The	richness	of	the	material	I	could	collect	using	this	approach	surprised	me.	A	richness	

that	 included	a	wide	range	of	 large	and	small-scale	subjective	perspectives	mixed	with	

objective	facts	about	the	guides’	interactions	with	the	environments	in	which	they	lived.	

This	produced	opportunities	to	understand	the	people	in	the	site,	but	also	gave	enough	

scope	for	my	artistic	imagination	to	come	up	with	ideas	that	could	be	used	as	a	basis	for	

the	 work	 to	 come.	 What	 came	 first	 was	 not	 the	 zone	 itself,	 but	 rather	 the	 learning	

through	 ‘nearby’	 interaction	with	the	guides,	which	 in	 turn	became	the	means	to	 learn	

about	the	site.	Listening	to	the	guides	stories	was	also	a	way	to	talk	about	Chernobyl	and	

Detroit	 and	 life/survival	 within	 these	 zones.	 As	 a	 method	 of	 learning,	 this	 made	 me	

reluctant	to	check	on	the	information	they	provided,	or	to	verify	the	facts	they	gave,	as	

one	might	do	to	ensure	everything	could	be	presented	as	objective	truth.	To	me	it	was	

the	 stories	 themselves,	 the	 conditions	 and	 situations	 in	which	 they	 lived	 and	 thought,	

which	were	 the	most	 informative	and	 fruitful.	The	method	of	 staying	nearby	offered	a	

richness	 that	 was	 revealing	 but	 which	 also	 left	 enough	 scope	 for	 paradoxes	 and	

contradictions.		

Therefore	I	did	not	check	whether	or	not	it	 is	true	that	the	official	guides	of	Chernobyl	

carry	 toy	 Geiger	 counters	 as	 opposed	 to	 professional	 ones,	 or	whether	 or	 not	 Dennis	

really	does	fall	ill	when	he	leaves	the	zone.	It	is	true	to	him,	it	is	his	story,	and	I	base	my	

experience	on	his	experience.	He	is	my	guide	and	I	am	the	guided.	The	same	applied	for	

Detroit;	I	was	not	interested	in	checking	whether	the	urban	farmers	had	now	integrated	

slaughtering	into		their	everyday	lives	as	a	further	development	in	their	struggle	to	build	

a	new	 future.	Neither	am	I	 interested	 in	counting	how	many	students	of	 the	Catherine	

Ferguson	Academy	actively	practise	urban	farming	as	a	means	of	survival	after	finishing	

at	high	school.	This	doesn’t	mean	that	this	information	does	not	interest	me	on	a	general	

level,	but	as	an	artist	it	seems	far	more	fruitful	to	stick	with	the	perceptions	and	thoughts	

of	my	guides	as	a	means	to	allow	the	imaginary	aspect	to	flourish,	an	aspect	that	would	

easily	be	blocked	if	facts	where	checked	and	told.	

Talking	‘near	by’,	being	‘near	by’	a	situation	was	an	open	position	without	preconceived	

expectations	or	judgements.	To	me	their	micro-perspectives	tell	me	more	about	how	life	

is	lived	in	these	uncertain	zones	than	objective	documentation	could	do.	
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5.3		 Documenting	on	site		
	

	

Throughout	 my	 field	 trips,	 I	 continuously	 documented	 our	 whereabouts	 and	

conversations	with	a	small	hand-held	Canon	Legria	HFS	100	HD	video	camera.	The	small	

size	camera	was	light	and	flexible	to	handle,	and	easy	to	operate	as	we	moved	around	to	

different	sites	and	contexts.	The	documentation	tool	did	not	intrude	or	interfere	much	in	

the	way	we	 behaved	 during	 recording,	whether	we	were	 visiting	 sites	 or	 just	 talking	

with	each	other.	In	all	three	locations,	the	guides	could	at	any	moment	ask	me	to	turn	off	

the	 camera	 during	 conversations	 that	 they	 did	 not	 want	 me	 to	 record.	 On	 such	

occasions,	I	then	turned	off	the	camera	as	asked.		

	

The	video	camera	became	an	extension	of	my	body.	Operating	 the	 camera	meant	 that	

my	 own	 behaviour	 and	 reactions	 also	 became	 recorded	 and	 remained	 present	 in	 the	

recorded	material.	The	camera	was	continuously	recording;	since	I	did	not	know	what	

was	going	to	happen	next,	any	moment	could	be	potentially	interesting	and	could	hold	

opportunities	 for	 research	 about	 the	 site.	 Important	 to	mention	 is	 also	 the	 fact	 that	 I	

never	 returned	 to	 re-shoot	 a	 scene	 or	 asked	 the	 guides	 to	 perform	 for	 me	 or	 retell	

stories	 to	make	 sure	 that	 the	 framing,	 focus	 or	 sound	was	 correct.	 I	 never	made	 any	

attempt	to	reposition	anyone	within	the	camera	frame.	This	was	an	important	decision	

that	allowed	the	camera	to	be	an	overall	witness	to	what	was	taking	place	between	us,	

rather	 than	 a	 directed	 and	 choreographed	 tool.	 Thus,	 I	 avoided	 interfering	 with	 the	

nature	of	our	being	together	and	did	not	attempt	to	impose	any	particular	scenario.		

	

Filming	in	this	way	was	a	choice	and	a	means	to	ensure	the	reality	and	intimacy	of	the	

events	and	the	authenticity	of	the	material,	but	it	was	also	a	consequence	of	my	choice	to	

travel	alone,	without	a	crew.	
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5.4	 	 Travelling	alone		
	

	

Travelling	 alone	 to	 an	 unfamiliar	 environment,	 I	 have	 to	make	 a	 deliberate	 choice	 to	

place	my	trust	in	my	guide	and	in	what	he	or	she	wants	to	share	with	me	and	wants	me	

to	 experience.	 A	 crew	would	 have	 created	 a	 safe	 zone	 of	 already	 familiar	 people	 and	

opinions,	and	 this	 is	what	 I	deliberately	decided	 to	avoid.	 I	wanted	 there	 to	be	as	 few	

boundaries	between	me	and	my	guides	as	possible.	What	 I	 see	and	experience	during	

my	 first	 solo	 trip	 to	 a	 place	 increases	 my	 awareness	 of	 that	 place	 and	 sharpens	 my	

senses.	 Being	 alone	 in	 a	 potentially	 risky	 environment	 helps	 to	 stimulate	 the	 senses,	

enabling	me	 to	 learn	more	 from	my	 interactions	with	 the	people.	Since	 the	guides	are	

responsible	 for	 me,	 my	 vulnerability	 influences	 our	 relationship.	 My	 experience	 has	

been	 that	 entering	 a	 site	 from	 a	 vulnerable	 and	 open	 position	 makes	 it	 easier	 for	

‘nearby’	 conversations	 to	 develop.	 It	 strengthens	 the	 likelihood	 of	what	 Deleuze	 calls	

‘the	 encountered	 sign’,	 meaning	 that	 my	 senses	 are	 prompting	 me	 to	 think	 about,	

understand	and	learn	from	the	place	itself	and	its	people.	

	

The	guides	with	whom	I	shared		‘the	nearby’	and	intimate	conversations	confirmed	that	

they	would	not	have	communicated	with	me	in	the	same	personal	way,	if	there	had	been	

other	 people	 present	 during	 the	 time	 we	 spent	 together.	 Although	 I	 did	 discuss	 and	

think	about	the	possibility	of	travelling	with	a	crew,	to	improve	the	quality	of	filming,	it	

was	 a	 conscious	 choice	 to	 continue	 by	myself,	 because	 I	 felt	 that	 travelling	 in	 a	 team	

would	possibly	compromise	my	ability	to	learn	through	my	senses	and	also	the	‘nearby’	

conversations	I	had	previously	discovered	to	be	so	fruitful.	Being	alone	on	site	became	a	

method	that	I	applied	throughout	the	three	projects.	
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5.5		Limited	time	frame		
	

	

I	have	often	been	asked	how	long	I	stayed	at	the	various	sites	to	gather	material	for	my	

artworks.	As	Chernobyl	was	 the	 first	 research	place,	 and	 this	 experience	 informed	 the	

development	 of	 a	 new	work	method,	working	with	 short	 time	 limits	 became	a	way	of	

organizing	my	research	trips	from	then	on.	The	short	time	frame	was	also	a	consequence	

of	my	personal	situation	as	a	single	parent,	which	prevented	me	from	being	away	from	

home	for	long	periods	of	time.		

My	 first	 field	 trip	 to	 Chernobyl	 lasted	 two	nights	 and	 three	days,	while	 on	 the	 second	

occasion	I	stayed	three	nights	and	four	days,	the	maximum	time	visitors	were	allowed	to	

stay	in	the	zone	back	then.	In	Detroit,	my	visit	lasted	ten	days,	and	in	the	case	of	Kiruna	I	

made	two	seven-day	trips.	Although	the	visits	were	short,	at	all	three	places,	by	the	time	

of	my	 final	departure	 I	was	satisfied	 that	 I	had	gathered	enough	material	 to	develop	a	

new	art	project;	had	this	not	been	the	case,	I	would	have	returned	to	the	site	until	I	was	

convinced	that	my	research	was	complete.		

	

The	sense	of	having	gathered	 ‘enough’	did	not	mean	that	during	my	stay	I	had	already	

developed	 a	 storyline	 that	 I	 could	 simply	put	 into	practice	 on	 returning	home.	On	 the	

contrary,	often	my	mind	was	 filled	with	more	questions	than	answers.	 ‘Enough’	means	

that	 I	 also	 had	 a	 sense	 of	 having	 experienced	 the	 above-mentioned	 ‘encountered	

moments’,	 in	which	 feelings	 function	 as	 a	 catalyst	 for	deep	 thought	–	moments	with	 a	

richness	and	resistance	in	their	visual,	conceptual	and	verbal	content,	moments	in	which	

I	had	taken	part,	which	I	had	witnessed	and	documented	on	site.	This	feeling	of	‘enough’	

contained	 information	I	could	not	 fully	grasp,	 fathom,	or	understand.	Often	the	 factual,	

visual,	 or	 emotional	 information	and	material	was	 self-contradictory,	 in	 the	 sense	 that	

there	was	no	continuous	thread	or	real	logic	running	through	it.	The	feeling	of	‘enough’	

involved	more	questions	than	answers,	more	confusion	than	clarity;	I	can	describe	it	as	a	

sense	of	complexity	which	made	me	spend	time	thinking	and	reflecting	on	the	material	

almost	compulsively,	until	I	had	mentally	processed	it	and	was	ready	to	start	editing	and	

develop	the	projects	 into	 finished	artworks.	From	an	outside	position,	one	could	argue	

that	the	material	I	had	decided	was	'enough'	to	work	with	was	in	fact	very	little,	that	it	

concerned	 only	 a	 few	 people	 living	 in	 large-scale,	 dramatic,	 politically	 and	

environmentally	 significant	 landscapes.	 To	me	 the	micro-perspectives	 of	 everyday	 life	
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within	these	uncertain	zones	worked	in	my	projects’	 favour.	 Instead	of	 focusing	on	the	

big	dramatic	changes	in	Chernobyl	and	Detroit	(as	the	mass	media	would),	my	method	of	

being	guided	and	‘not	knowing’	what	I	was	looking	for,	forced	me	to	really	look	for	the	

less	obvious	in	the	situations	my	guides	invited	me	into.	The	different	situations	in	which	

I	was	participating	had	to	be	considered	and	analysed	from	a	different	perspective,	 if	 I	

was	to	find	their	inherent	relevance	and	value.	It	was	the	smaller	details	of	the	everyday	

lives	 of	 the	 people	 I	was	with	 that	 constituted	 the	most	 valuable	 information.	 If	 I	 had	

come	 with	 a	 pre-established	 storyline	 in	 mind	 intentionally	 trying	 to	 capture	 the	

monumental	drama	of	the	site,	 I	might	have	overlooked	the	information	to	be	found	in	

the	informal	after-hours	stories	told	at	night	in	Chernobyl,	or	in	the	clumsy	efforts	to	kill	

one	tiny	rabbit	in	Detroit.	The	maker	of	monumental	films	would	perhaps	have	told	his	

friends	about	such	episodes,	but	he	probably	would	not	have	made	them	the	centre	of	a	

film,	thus	investing	the	ambiguous	situation	with	the	power	to	symbolize	the	difficulties	

involved	in	choosing	a	life	outside	of	capitalism.	[Note:	Kiruna	might	be	a	bit	different	in	

this	respect].	

	

The	 short	 time	 span	 and	 the	 slow	 evolution	 of	my	method	 of	 being	 guided	 taught	me	

vital	 importance	 of	 ensuring	 that	 I	 used	 the	 time	 on	my	 field	 trips	 as	 effectively	 and	

eventfully	as	possible.		

Since	 experience	 had	 taught	 me	 that	 the	 projects	 stood	 and	 fell	 on	 the	 relationships	

established	 with	 people	 on	 location,	 building	 a	 trusting	 relationship	 with	 the	 guides	

became	my	most	important	task	during	the	time	we	spent	together.	Since	I	was	staying	

with	 the	 guides	 in	 Chernobyl	 and	 Detroit,	 and	 given	 the	 intensity	 of	 our	 situation	 as	

guide	 and	 guided,	 it	 would	 not	 have	 been	 possible	 to	 prolong	 these	 encounters	 for	 a	

longer	 period.	 Taking	 up	 valuable	 time	 from	 the	 guides’	 ordinary	 lives,	 I	 could	 easily	

have	become	a	burden	to	their	daily	existence,	or	worse,	an	intruder	in	their	lives.	The	

brevity	 of	 our	 interactions	 can	 therefore	 be	 compared	with	 the	possibilities	 of	 certain	

intimate	conversations	that	only	occurs	a	few	times	in	life,	in	utterly	improbable	places,	

but	during	which	we	still	build	bridges	of	trust	and	share	ideas	while	fully	aware	that	we	

will	 soon	 be	 separated,	 possibly	 never	 to	 meet	 again.	 I	 was	 soon	 going	 to	 leave.	 The	

intensity	 of	 our	 sharing	 was	 therefore	 dependent	 on	 my	 departure,	 which	 was	 an	

agreement	and	a	premise	for	our	trust.		
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6.	 	FROM	RAW	MATRIAL	TO	FINAL	PROJECTS		
	

	

Coming	home	 from	the	second	 field	 trip	 to	Chernobyl,	my	new	main	working	material	

was	now	video	 footage,	 as	opposed	 to	photography,	which	had	been	 the	 focal	point	of	

previous	projects	like	Bipolar	Horizon.	New	to	the	film	medium,	I	had	a	set	of	technical	

and	artistic	challenges	to	come	to	terms	with	in	order	to	transform	the	collected	material	

into	finished	art	projects.	Since	I	had	been	using	the	camera	as	an	extension	of	my	body,	

the	quality	of	 the	material	 at	 first	 seemed	 frustrating	 and	difficult	 to	work	with.	 In	 an	

attempt	 to	 gain	 a	 new	 perspective	 on	 these	 highly	 mediated	 sites,	 I	 had	 essentially	

reversed	the	traditional	approach	to	making	a	documentary	film.	My	‘open	position’	and	

‘nearby’	perspective	of	being	guided	restricted	me	from	creating	a	script	or	a	fixed	plan	

for	the	shooting	of	 the	film.	Neither	did	I	choose	my	guides	and	their	 fellow	friends,	 in	

contrast	 to	other	 filmmakers	who	would	 cast	 the	protagonists	of	 their	 films.	Nor	did	 I	

work	 with	 a	 crew	 that	 would	 ensure	 the	 quality	 of	 the	 sound,	 film,	 or	 lighting.	 The	

material	 had	 to	 be	 compressed	 and	 I	 had	 to	 find	 out	what	 I	wanted	 to	 tell	 and	 how	 I	

wanted	the	stories	 to	be	told.	 I	had	to	choose	a	material	 that	could	sum	up	the	overall	

experience	of	the	stay.	

		

I	 had	 hours	 and	 hours	 of	 unsteady	 recordings,	 with	 poor	 quality	 of	 both	 image	 and	

sound.	My	presence	 in	 the	material	was	 all	 over	 the	 place,	 something	 I	 never	 thought	

about	 while	 recording	 the	 intimate	 conversations.	 In	 many	 sequences,	 my	 voice	

interrupts	 the	guides	while	 they	are	 talking	and	overlaps	with	 their	voices,	distracting	

from	the	flow	of	their	speech.	The	important	evening	I	spent	in	Dennis’	room,	the	lighting	

in	the	room	where	we	were	sitting	is	so	dim	that	the	two	men	almost	disappear	into	the	

darkness.		

Nevertheless,	 I	 realized	 I	 had	 learned	 something	 very	 valuable	 from	my	 guides.	 If	 the	

lack	of	camera	skills	worked	to	the	project’s	disadvantage,	the	manner	in	which	I	came	

close	to	my	guides	and	their	friends	through	my	personal	engagement	and	participation	

in	 their	 daily	 activities	 worked	 in	 favour	 of	 the	 project.	 On	 location	 I	 had	 been	more	

accomplished	 at	 preparing	 the	 right	 conditions	 for	 fruitful	 dialogues	 than	 I	 had	 at	

filming.		
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It	 was	 in	 the	 oral	 storytelling,	 rather	 than	 the	 images	 of	 the	 destroyed	 society	 that	

interested	me	so	much	and	kept	my	mind	busy.	Recognizing	the	value	in	this	material,	I	

realized	that	the	oral	stories	had	to	become	the	main	material	and	the	foundation	of	the	

films.	The	dialogues	we	shared	contained	new	information	about	survival	practices	and	

how	 people	 adapted	 in	 the	 aftermath	 of	 tragedy.	 The	 downside	 of	 the	 conditions	

required	 for	 an	 intimate	 exchange	 with	 my	 guides	 was	 an	 improvised,	 raw,	 and	

imperfect	 footage.	 I	 needed	 to	 turn	 the	 lack	 of	 control	 in	 the	 filmed	 material	 into	

something	positive	rather	than	accepting	it	as	a	disadvantage	to	the	project.			

	

The	question	was	how	to	use	 the	recordings	 from	our	encounters	 in	such	a	way	 that	 I	

could	convey	to	an	audience	the	new	perspective	they	had	opened	up.		

The	 unintentional	 defects	 of	 the	 recordings	 from	 Chernobyl	 were	 not	 something	 I	

wanted	 to	 repeat	 in	 Detroit,	 where	 I	 therefore	 made	 an	 effort	 to	 improve	 the	 way	 I	

handled	the	camera	during	conversations.	I	decided	to	respond	in	a	more	bodily	manner,	

to	avoid	the	oral	interruptions	that	marred	the	recorded	conversations.		

	

Although	 I	 did	 consider	 going	back	on	 location	 to	 re-film	 certain	 sequences,	 I	 realized	

that	the	result	would	not	be	the	same	as	the	situations	I	had	taken	part	in.	Returning	to	

the	 site,	 I	 would	 come	with	 preconceived	 ideas	 about	 the	 people	 I	 now	 knew,	 which	

would	disturb	the	dialogues	and	the	immediacy	of	the	footage	and	risk	changing	the	way	

I	viewed	the	guides.	As	‘first	time’	testimony,	the	documentation	of	the	unplanned	events	

had	an	authenticity	that	was	neither	constructed	nor	directed,	but	close	to	what	actually	

took	place	on	location.	

	

The	 slow	 processing	 of	 the	 material	 was	 a	 consequence	 not	 just	 of	 the	 technical	

challenges	 inherent	 in	 the	material,	but	also	of	my	strong	emotional	attachment	 to	my	

guides	 in	 both	 Chernobyl	 and	 Detroit.	 Having	 been	 an	 active	 participant	 in	 our	

conversations	 and	 activities,	 I	 had	 developed	 an	 emotional	 attachment	 to	 the	 guides,	

which	made	it	difficult	to	maintain	a	professional	distance	and	select	from	the	material.	

The	problem	of	shaping	of	the	material	into	a	new	form	of	story,	a	coherent	story	of	what	

had	struck	me	so	much	on	site,	 continued	 to	work	my	mind.	What	was	 important	and	

what	was	less	important?	I	needed	to	dissociate	myself	from	the	actual	experience	of	my	

visits	and	the	guides	and	therefore	decided	to	work	with	an	editor.	
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6.1	 	 Working	with	an	editor	–	content	versus	form	
	

	

The	person	I	chose	was	the	filmmaker	and	editor	Rune	Hov.	When	we	discussed	working	

together,	I	mentioned	that	one	prerequisite	for	me	to	invite	in	an	editor	was	that	he	had	

to	 connect	 emotionally	 with	 the	 paradoxical	 realities	 in	 the	 material.	 To	 me	 it	 was	

important	 that	 he	 could	 grasp,	 even	 feel,	 and	 understand	 the	 emotional	 tensions	 that	

accompanied	the	contradictions	within	the	material,	since	this	was	the	essence	of	what	I	

had	 found	so	 striking	on	 location	and	 the	 thing	 I	wanted	 to	 convey	 to	 the	viewer.	The	

emotional	aspect	in	the	material,	which	arises	from	the	tension	between	what	we	see	on	

site	and	what	the	guides	actually	say,	had	to	be	balanced	to	convey	a	story	that	would	be	

convincing	in	its	own	right.		

The	manner	in	which	Hov	and	I	decided	to	work	was	similar	to	what	happened	on	site;	

we	proceeded	without	a	script	or	a	real	plan.	The	stories	of	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour	and	

Land	 of	 Freedom	 were	 constructed	 through	 a	 process	 of	 visual	 trial	 and	 error	 on	 the	

editing	screen;	the	approach	was	practice	based	and	experimental,	rather	than	planned.	

Hov	edited	the	first	few	minutes	alone,	and	from	there	on	I	sat	at	his	side	and	we	shaped	

the	form	and	stories	of	the	films	together.	The	fact	that	I	did	not	do	the	technical	work	of	

editing	myself	allowed	me	to	maintain	a	more	distant	position	from	where	I	could	better	

focus	on	the	story's	development	and	content	on	screen.	As	an	outsider	to	the	material,	

Hov	also	functioned	as	a	discussion	partner	who	could	tell	me	what	was	and	what	was	

not	 tangible	 to	 someone	 receiving	 the	 material,	 which	 was	 crucial	 to	 the	 project’s	

completion.	Working	with	an	editor	helped	me	to	transition	from	the	‘insider’,	 ‘nearby’,	

‘on-site’	mode	of	experiencing	the	material,	which	was	still	so	close	to	the	experience	of	

being	guided,	to	seeing	the	material	from	a	more	distant	perspective.	In	this	respect,	the	

editor’s	position	served	as	a	bridge	I	had	to	cross	to	gain	the	distance	I	needed	in	order	

to	construct	the	story	I	wanted	to	tell.		

	

Early	 on,	 it	 became	 clear	 that	 the	 film	 was	 not	 going	 to	 reflect	 the	 method	 of	 being	

guided,	as	this	would	detract	attention	from	what	I	was	aiming	to	express	and	would	be	

too	self-centred.		

	

	

Although	 we	 were	 fully	 aware	 of	 the	 limitations	 of	 the	 recordings,	 Rune	 Hov	 and	 I	
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decided	that	our	editing	and	artistic	strategy	should	be	to	stay	as	close	as	possible	to	the	

material	and	to	my	experiences	from	the	place.	Since	the	content	of	the	spoken	word	was	

the	foundation	of	the	project,	we	would	focus	on	this	aspect	of	the	material	regardless	of	

its	form	or	the	defects	of	the	filming.		

	

We	worked	on	the	assumption	that	what	was	important	as	content	to	me	would	also	be	

interesting	 to	 the	 viewer.	 Once	 we	 had	 decided	 which	 sequences	 best	 conveyed	 the	

image	of	Chernobyl	that	my	guides	had	managed	to	evoke,	then	those	sequences	became	

building	 blocks	 irrespective	 of	 their	 visual	 or	 audio	 quality.	 This	 meant	 using	 the	

recorded	material	as	it	was,	without	trying	to	hide	its	imperfections.		

	

My	way	of	working	from	an	intimate	‘nearby’	position	is	impossible	to	plan	or	direct,	but	

the	stories	told	by	the	guides	and	the	images	we	see	contain	a	oppositional	quality	or	a		

resistance	which	had	to	be	rendered	tangible	if	I	was	to	succeed	in	telling	the	story.		

After	absorbing	and	internalising	the	material,	I	could	recognize	that	something	valuable	

was	to	be	found	in	the	shaky	imperfect	footage	that	could	be	used	as	building	blocks	in	

the	story	I	wanted	to	tell.		

	

The	restless	unsteady	camera	images	illustrated	my	position	in	the	film,	as	an	artist	and	

visitor	 to	 a	 foreign	 territory,	 without	 making	 me	 a	 protagonist	 in	 the	 story.	 The	

movements	and	reactions	of	my	 ‘searching	 in’	and	exploration	of	 the	urban	 landscape,	

indicative	of	the	outsider	perspective,	help	the	viewer	to	feel	the	atmosphere	of	the	site.	

When	I	was	nervous	it	showed	in	the	camera	movements;	when	I	searched,	the	camera	

went	 searching	 as	 well.	 The	 material	 reflected	 a	 psychological	 tension	 within	 the	

situations	I	was	taking	part	in	and	was	specific	to	the	experience	of	each	place.		

	

Whereas	 in	 the	 Chernobyl	 material	 the	 unsteadiness	 of	 the	 camerawork	 is	 evident	

throughout,	although	particularly	so	when	I	am	exploring	the	buildings	of	the	ruined	city	

of	 Pripyat,	 and	 during	 the	 car	 rides,	 the	 unsteadiness	 of	 the	 Detroit	 recordings	 is	

confined	mainly	to	the	documentation	material	about	the	urban	farmers	in	action	and	at	
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work.	 The	 shaky	 footage	 was	 not	 overtly	 aesthetic	 or	 monumental,	 which	 helped	 to	

avoid	the	danger	of	aestheticizing	the	remains	following	the	tragedy	at	Chernobyl.27		

	

	
Film	still	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour,	2012.	An	example	of	a	sequence	in	the	film	with	
unsteady	camera	movements.	Walking	the	buildings	of	the	abandoned	city	of	Pripyat	,	
entering	rooms	to	see	the	destructions	within	them.		
	
	

On	 the	 contrary,	 I	 thought	 the	 unstable	 camera	 images	 served	 as	 an	 underlying	

metaphor	 for	 the	 instability	 within	 the	 uncertain	 zones	 I	 visited.	 Visually	 the	 images	

could	help	to	situate	the	site	as	one	outside	of	the	so-called	‘normal	society’,	thus	making	

the	uncertain	zones	palpable	to	the	viewer.	

The	images	reflect	my	presence	on	site,	seeing	it	for	the	first	time,	revealing	my	way	of	

looking	into	the	ruins	of	the	lost	society,	and	my	way	of	being	with	the	guides.	There	is	a	

real-time	edginess	to	the	images,	which,	in	the	Chernobyl	material,	connects	the	site	to	

the	media	 reports,	 and,	 in	 the	 case	 of	Detroit	 brings	 the	 life	 and	 actions	 of	 the	 urban	

farming	community	closer	to	the	viewer.		

But	for	me	the	most	important	thing	about	acknowledging	a	new	quality	in	the	imperfect	

images	was	 that	 the	 unsteadiness	 of	 the	material	 seemed	 to	 forcefully	 contradict	 the	

information	shared	by	my	guides	in	Chernobyl	and	their	vision	of	this	place	as	paradise.	

In	contrast	to	the	sunny	riverside	landscape	the	guides	had	invited	me	to	to	share	with	

																																																								
27	Quality	wise	the	 filmed	 images	were	not	 in	a	shape	and	quality	 to	be	understood	as	
estheticized	 symbols	 of	 the	 lost	 society	 and	 ideology	which	 I	 had	 turned	 the	 interior	
architecture	and	abandoned	objects	into	in	the	photographic	still	life	series	from	Bipolar	Horizon	in	Spitsbergen.	



	 76	

them,	 enjoying	 the	 lives	 they	 had	 chosen,	 the	 imperfect	 footage	 showed	 the	 scarred	

remains	of	what	had	once	been	a	thriving	community.		

It	is	in	this	collision	between	the	information	from	the	guides	and	the	unsteady	images	

from	the	site	itself	that	a	poetic	element	comes	into	play,	making	the	images	important	

as	a	visual	 tool	 I	could	work	with	 in	the	editing,	as	building	blocks	 for	 the	 film.	 In	this	

meeting	point,	the	complexity	of	human	adaption	could	be	made	palpable	to	the	viewer	

without	 adding	 a	 judgemental	 overtone	 to	 the	 film,	 something	 I	 certainly	 wanted	 to	

avoid.	The	juxtaposition	of	the	two	types	of	information	reveals	a	gap	between	the	two	

realities	of	the	place,	a	contradiction	between	what	the	guides	say	and	what	we	see.	This	

approach	to	the	imperfect	images	opens	up	the	possibility	of	an	aesthetic	reading	with	

poetic	qualities,	making	it	possible	to	depict	Chernobyl	as	both	a	hell	and	a	paradise	at	

the	 same	 time.	 A	 contradiction	 that	 can	 be	 considered	 in	 light	 of	 Jacque	 Ranciére’s	

statement	that:	the	aesthetic	is	the	ability	to	think	contradictions.28	

	

Once	I	recognized	the	values	of	this	raw	material	from	Chernobyl,	I	decided	to	zoom	in	

even	closer	on	the	micro-society	of	the	urban	farmers,	allowing	the	broader	perspective	

and	context	to	be	evoked	by	Larry’s	stories	rather	than	by	monumental	images.		

In	Detroit	the	unsteady	camerawork	is	evident	primarily	in	the	material	that	documents	

the	young	women	 in	action.	 In	many	cases,	 the	camera	zooms	 in	on	 their	 fuzzy	hands	

working	so	hard	trying	to	transform	their	large	ideas	into	action.		

I	looked	for	contradictory	information	within	the	material	itself	to	convey	to	the	viewer	

that	there	was	a	gap	between	what	the	urban	farmers	where	saying	and	what	they	were	

doing.		

																																																								
28	Claire	Bishop:	'The	Social	Turn:	Collaboration	and	Its	Discontents',	Artforum,	February	
2006,	pp.	179-185	
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Siri	Hermansen	Film	still	Land	of	freedom	(Detroit),	2012	

	

	

The	actions	of	the	hands	at	work	immediately	convey	their	attempts	to	put	their	 ideas	

and	stories	into	practice,	yet	there	is	a	contrast	in	the	small	scale	of	their	production	and	

the	 evident	 lack	 of	 experience.	 Although	 this	 contrast	 exposes	 how	 far	 they	 are	 from	

achieving	 the	 large-scale	 ideas	 they	 talk	 about,	 the	 images	 document	 their	 hard	work	

and	offer	a	point	of	entrance	to	what	they	are	trying	to	accomplish.	In	consequence,	the	

contradictions	could	serve	as	a	way	to	avoiding	a	judgemental	tone	in	the	film,	leaving	it	

up	 to	 the	 viewers	 to	 draw	 their	 own	 conclusions	 from	 the	 images	 and	 tales	 they	 are	

presented	with.	
	

Despite	 their	 imperfections	 their	 raw	 idiom	 and	 abrupt	 shifts	 and	 changes,	 these	

recordings	can	be	edited	to	highlight	paradoxes	and	contradictions.	The	shift	carry	the	

viewer	in	and	out	of	different	realities,	from	the	small	scale	to	larger	consequences	seen	

from	a	broader	perspective.	 The	 familiar	 preconceptions	 about	 the	places	 thereby	 get	

shaken	up	and	mixed	into	the	space.		
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In	the	subtitling,	we	decided	not	to	correct	the	English	grammar,	but	to	be	as	faithful	to	

the	 spoken	 word	 as	 possible.	 In	 other	 words,	 we	 retained	 the	 authentic	 voice	 of	 the	

guides,	who,	in	Chernobyl	at	least,	were	not	speaking	their	own	language.		
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6.2	 	 Chernobyl	Mon	Amour	–	Composing	the	story	as	a	journey	
	

	

The	guides	at	Chernobyl	described	a	world	of	ruins	that	was	in	some	ways	mysterious	

and	paradoxical:	a	zone	filled	with	dangers,	which	nevertheless	gave	them	freedom	and	

harmony.	This	was	very	clearly	their	reality,	which	carried	an	atmosphere	that	was	self-

contradictory.	This	complexity	could	only	be	fully	grasped	and	expressed	to	the	viewer	

using	an	emotional	and	imaginative	approach	in	the	editing.		

	

The	film	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour	 is	composed	as	a	journey,	containing	both	mythical	and	

real	aspects.	The	journey	of	the	film	consists	of	a	prologue	describing	our	entry	into	the	

zone,	 a	 middle	 part,	 our	 exit	 from	 the	 zone,	 and	 an	 epilogue.	 The	 entrance	 and	 exit	

sequences	 make	 use	 of	 dual	 images,	 depicting	 the	 plane	 journey,	 a	 car	 ride,	 and	

impressions	of	the	destroyed	city,	repeated	in	reverse	at	the	end	of	the	film.		

	

	
Images	above:	Examples	of	dual	images,	indicating	that	the	journey	has	changed	
something.	The	two	images	on	the	left	are	from	the	beginning,	those	on	the	right	from	
the	end	of	the	film.		
	

	

When	 composing	 this	 structure	 I	 thought	 of	 the	wings	 of	 butterflies.	When	 open,	 the	

patterns	on	 the	wings	are	 identical.	To	 the	viewer	 I	wanted	 the	 journey	 to	unfold	 in	a	

way	that	indicated	that	the	vision	of	Chernobyl	changes	as	a	consequence	of	the	journey	

itself.	By	contrasting	the	micro-perspective	of	the	intimate	conversations	with	images	of	
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the	ruined,	abandoned	buildings	of	Pripyat	and	landscape	scenes,	I	wanted	to	evoke	the	

paradox	of	something	both	paradise-like	and	yet	utterly	desolate.	

	

We	 established	 the	 paradoxical	 perspective	 right	 from	 the	 starting	 sequence.	 The	

prologue	begins	with	a	black	frame	and	a	voiceover	saying:	“Life	inside	of	the	exclusion	

zone	is	very	beautiful,	very	beautiful	life.”		

	

The	 title	 “Chernobyl	 Mon	 Amour”	 which	 follows	 and	 underlines	 the	 content	 of	 the	

voiceover,	 revealing	 Chernobyl	 as	 a	 place	 that	 is	 loved.	 A	 hint	 the	 viewer	 may	 not	

understand	 at	 first,	 since	 it	 contradicts	 the	 familiar	 idea	 of	 the	 place	 as	 a	 site	 of	

catastrophe,	 an	 idea	 that	 is	 given	 support	 in	 footage	 depicting	 the	 destruction	 as	 we	

enter	the	exclusion	zone.	

	

To	 draw	 the	 viewer	 into	 the	 atmosphere	 of	 the	 paradoxical	 realities	 of	 the	 zone,	 I	

decided	to	add	the	music	that	Eduard	Artemyevand	had	composed	for	the	film	Stalker	as	

a	 soundtrack.29	The	music	 refers	 to	 the	 film,	which	 the	 guides	had	 seen	 and	 evidently	

identified	with,	 since	 in	 conversation	 they	 described	 themselves	 as	 Stalkers.	 (Later	 in	

the	film	they	also	mention	that	they	had	guided	the	creators	of	the	videogames	STALKER	

and	Call	of	Duty	4,	which	are	based	on	 the	Chernobyl	zone.)	The	highly	charged	music	

was	 composed	 for	 a	 similarly	 paradoxical	 landscape,	 a	 complex	 zone	 that	 is	

simultaneously	 desolate	 and	 idyllic.	 This	 also	 fits	 the	purpose	 of	 this	 film,	which	 is	 to	

evoke	and	trigger	contradictory	emotions.	

	

Our	 entry	 into	 the	 zone	 is	 preceded	 by	 images	 of	 the	 sky	 seen	 through	 an	 airplane	

window,	followed	by	summer	images	from	a	car-ride	through	the	landscape	leading	into	

the	forbidden	zone,	passing	by	the	Chernobyl	Power	Station.	Short	sequences	depicting	

abandoned	buildings,	 schools	 and	 residential	blocks	eventually	 end	on	a	 rooftop,	with	

the	power	station	in	the	distance.	From	this	vantage	point,	we	get	a	sense	of	the	scale	of	

																																																								
29	The	significance	of	the	tales	and	the	mystical/mythical	atmosphere	that	opened	up	to	me	
through	Dennis	and	Maxim	in	Chernobyl,	where	both	Dennis	and	Maxim	sounded	like	the	
narrative	of	Tarkovsky’s	famous	science	fiction	film	Stalker	(1979).	In	the	film	Stalker,	the	
eponymous	protagonist	brings	two	men	into	a	'zone'	strictly	controlled	by	the	military.	The	
zones	evolutionary	history	and	mode	of	operation	remains	a	mystery	throughout	the	film.	
Thanks	to	the	Stalkers	experience	of	the	zone	and	his	intuition,	they	find	their	way	in	the	
strange,	deadly	dangerous	yet	idyllic	landscape	of	ruins.	The	Stalker	has	the	mysterious	
potential	to	fulfill	people’s	innermost	desires.	
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the	 city	 of	 Pripyat	 and	 of	 the	 number	 of	 people	 who	 once	 inhabited	 the	 now	 empty	

buildings.	 These	 images	 are	 familiar	 from	 the	 mass	 media;	 they	 show	 a	 site	 of	

destruction,	reminding	the	viewer	of	the	scale	of	the	disaster	and	reinforcing	the	idea	of	

the	place	as	somewhere	dangerous,	which	is	how	the	guides	themselves	describe	it	later	

in	the	film.		

	

	

	
Film	Still;	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour,	2012	

	

	
Film	Still;	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour,	2012	
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The	 images	 contradict	 the	 voiceover,	 which	 tells	 us	 how	 beautiful	 life	 within	 the	

forbidden	zone	is.	The	image	shifts	to	rings	expanding	on	the	water	of	the	river,	while	a	

voiceover	 says	 that	 lines	 in	 our	 hands	 can	 appear	 and	 disappear.	 This	 introduces	 the	

aspect	of	something	imaginary	and	mystical.		

	

	

	
Film	Still;	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour,	2012	

	

	

The	most	important	decision	I	made	in	making	the	film	was	to	stick	with	the	experience	

and	 image	 that	Dennis	 and	Maxim	had	of	Chernobyl	 as	 a	paradise-like	 zone	 that	 gave	

them	a	sense	of	self	that	would	have	been	impossible	to	find	anywhere	else.		

In	the	middle	section,	the	ruined	landscape	is	contrasted	with	the	Chernobyl	River	under	

the	summer	sun;	it	is	here	that	we	get	to	meet	Dennis	and	Maxim.		
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Film	Still;	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour,	2012	

	

	

The	 intimate	 conversations	 between	 Dennis,	 Maxim	 and	 myself	 among	 the	 beautiful	

natural	surroundings	of	the	riverbank	and	in	the	dark	hotel	room,	enable	the	viewer	to	

grasp	their	perspective	of	the	zone	as	a	paradise,	a	landscape	protected	by	God.	I	allow	

contradictions	to	come	to	the	surface	through	their	own	stories	by	including	their	own	

paradoxical	oral	accounts.	One	example	of	this	is	that	Maxim	says	that	it	is	dangerous	to	

be	there,	yet	he	wants	to	bring	his	family.	As	participant	in	the	film	(as	someone	on	site)	

I	don’t	ask	any	critical	questions,	but	rather	back	up	their	 ideas,	as	 in	the	scene	where	

Dennis	 talks	 about	 feeling	 physically	 healthy	 within	 the	 zone,	 but	 falling	 ill	 when	 he	

leaves,	to	which	I	respond	that	his	body	almost	prefers	the	radiation.	The	story	of	how	

Dennis’s	 body	 has	 adapted	 to	 the	 radioactive	 air	 is	 a	 reality,	 but	 to	 the	 spectator	 the	

information	 is	 unfathomable	 and	 seems	 somehow	 mysterious.	 These	 conversations	

showed	 that	 the	 guides	 were	 aware	 of	 the	 dangers	 to	 which	 they	 were	 exposing	

themselves,	but	 took	a	deliberate	choice	 to	 live	 there.	 It	was	 important	 to	me	 that	 the	

film	did	not	portray	them	as	victims,	but	rather	expressed	that	the	choice	of	living	there	

was	 complex	 and	 paradoxical,	 foremost	 because	 of	 the	 need	 to	 adapt	 physically	 and	

psychologically	to	the	zone.	In	the	film,	Maxim	and	Dennis	continue	to	eulogize	the	zone	

as	a	paradise,	recounting	how	they	go	out	into	the	courtyard	of	the	hotel	in	the	evening,	

sipping	beer,	and	listening	to	the	nightingale.	
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The	 exit	 sequence	 shows	 further	 images	 from	 the	 abandoned	 territory.	Almost	 totally	

devoid	of	human	life,	the	idyllic	aspect	of	the	zone	stands	in	sharp	contrast	to	the	built-

up	 areas	 of	 Chernobyl,	 the	 abandoned	 buildings	 and	 destroyed	 urban	 landscape	 from	

which	everything	of	value	has	been	removed.	The	film	images	show	the	car	progressing	

slowly	out	of	the	zone,	this	time	during	the	winter,	driving	past	the	same	alley	of	trees,	

this	 time	without	 leaves.	 The	 final	 sequence	 is	 again	 taken	 from	 the	 plane;	 a	 circular	

rainbow	is	visible	beneath	the	wing	of	the	plane.	The	change	in	season	implies	that	the	

journey	 itself	has	somehow	changed	the	view	of	Chernobyl.	The	music	 is	added	to	 the	

dual-image	sequences	showing	the	destroyed	society	and	which	remind	us	of	the	utter	

devastation,	both	visible	and	invisible,	of	the	place	the	guides	call	paradise.	Adding	the	

music	 to	 the	 wordless	 sequences	 at	 the	 beginning	 and	 end	 of	 the	 film	 creates	 an	

emotional	 layer	that	 lingers	afterwards.	The	 images	and	music	combined	are	meant	to	

create	 an	 impression	 of	 there	 being	 an	 inside	 and	 an	 outside	 to	 the	 uncertain	 zone	

where	different	realities	and	comprehensions	of	the	world	operates.		

		

The	epilogue	is	a	text	added	from	the	bible	describing	a	prophecy	about	the	‘end	of	the	

world’:	

“And	the	third	angel	sounded,	and	there	fell	a	great	star	from	heaven,	burning	as	it	were	a	
lamp,	and	it	fell	upon	the	third	part	of	the	rivers,	and	upon	the	fountains	of	waters;	And	the	
name	of	the	star	is	called	Wormwood:	and	the	third	part	of	the	waters	became	wormwood;	
and	 many	 men	 died	 of	 the	 waters,	 because	 they	 were	 made	 bitter.”	
Revelation	8:10-11	

The	Russian	word	for	wormwood	is	Chernobyl,	relating	this	end	of	the	world	prophecy	

to	 the	 place	 of	 that	 name.	 Wormwood	 (Chernobyl)	 is	 mentioned	 seven	 times	 in	 the	

Jewish	bible,	and	has	from	ancient	times	been	an	important	religious	place	for	both	Jews	

and	Orthodox	Christians.		

Bringing	 this	 biblical	 and	 mystical	 aspect	 into	 the	 film	 supports	 the	 idea	 –	 also	

mentioned	in	the	film	–	that	there	is	a	mystical	connection	between	Chernobyl	and	God,	

with	 ties	 back	 to	 ancient	 times	 long	 before	 the	 Chernobyl	 power-plant	 existed	 and	

exploded.	Therefore,	this	zone	can	be	seen	as	a	place	within	a	larger	context	that	is	still	

of	relevance	to	the	site.	It	embeds	Maxim’s	idea	of	God’s	presence	at	the	place	within	a	

broader	 context,	 even	 a	 plan.	 It	 suggests	 that,	 despite	 the	many	 dangers	 of	 the	 zone,	

from	a	mythical	perspective	it	can	still	be	a	place	of	freedom	and	hope	for	the	future.		
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6.3	 	 The	photographs		
	
	
	

Travelling	 to	 Chernobyl	 for	 the	 first	 time,	 I	 noticed	 the	 trees.	 They	were	 trees,	 yet	

something	 about	 them	 caught	 my	 attention.	 Some	 alleys	 were	 completely	 dead;	

others	contained	rows	of	trees	that	looked	abnormally	high,	or	stunted,	twisted	into	

mysterious	 shapes,	 unlike	 anything	 I	 had	 seen	 before.	 Many	 trees	 had	 galls,	 burls,	

tumor-like	outgrowths	sprouting	 from	their	branches.	The	 trees’	DNA	had	changed.	

They	were	still	trees,	yet	different	from	the	trees	they	should	have	become.	

Trees	have	a	poetic	quality;	they	frequently	figure	as	symbols	and	metaphors	in	art	and	

religion.	The	patience	of	their	rooted	position,	never	moving	from	the	place	where	a	tiny	

seed	 took	 root.	 Trees	 grows	 at	 once	downwards	 into	 earth	 and	upwards	 towards	 the	

sky,	changing	with	the	seasons,	reminding	us	of	the	passing	of	time.		

	

To	show	how	also	nature	had	changed	and	adapted	to	the	radioactive	environment,	I	

documented	the	trees	photographically.	The	static,	framed	images	of	trees	reflects	the	

landscape	 from	 another	 perspective	 that	 contrasts	 with	 the	 moving	 images	 of	 the	

film.	 The	 still	 images	 present	 an	 opportunity	 for	 more	 intimate	 viewing	 and	 for	

discovering	the	changes	through	slow	observation.		

	

The	two	photographic	series	I	will	mention	here	are:	Miming	the	Mother	Tongue	–	Day	

and	Night	 (35	 cm	 x	 50	 cm),	 and	 Travelogue	 to	 Chernobyl,	 which	 consisted	 of	 four	

pictures	sized	116.5	cm	x	96.5	cm.	Printed	in	black	and	white,	both	series	depict	trees	

which	 have	 suffered	 genetic	mutations	 due	 to	 radiation	 and	 now	 have	 deformities	

that	make	them	stand	out	in	the	landscape.	

	

Miming	 the	Mother	Tongue	–	Day	and	Night	 is	 a	 study	 of	 twelve	 individual	 trees	 in	

their	 natural	 habitat.	 Each	 of	 the	 twelve	 images	 is	 duplicated	 to	 produce	 a	 double	

image.	Of	these	paired	images,	one	of	the	copies	is	left	in	its	original	state,	depicting	

the	tree	in	daytime,	whereas	the	second	image	is	altered.	By	adding	a	black	filter	over	

the	 sky,	 gives	 the	 impression	 of	 a	 night	 vision.	 The	 black	 sky	 emphasizes	 how	 the	

trees	have	changed	and	 imbues	 the	 image	with	a	saturated	quality.	Adding	this	day	

and	 night	 was	 a	 way	 to	 highlight	 the	 changes	 over	 time	 (day	 and	 night)	 and	 also	

served	to	express	the	darker	consequences	of	man-made	nuclear	pollution.		



	 86	

The	 title	 was	 also	 chosen	 to	 express	 and	 evoke	 ideas	 of	 change.	 I	 used	 the	 term	

‘miming’	to	hint	to	the	viewer	that	the	trees	are	striving	to	become	what	the	seed	of	

their	 mother-trees	 intended	 them	 to	 be,	 although	 they	 are	 failing	 to	 realise	 the	

potential	of	their	original	genetic	material.		

The	 same	 kind	 of	 ideas	 underlie	 the	 series	Travelogue	 to	Chernobyl,	 which	 depicts	

deformed	trees	along	a	rural	alley	leading	into	the	exclusion	zone.	To	me,	the	shapes	

of	these	trees	is	reminiscent	of	trolls,	 the	mythical	 figures	that	 inhabit	the	woods	in	

Norwegian	 fairy	 tales.	 There	 is	 a	 cinematic	 quality	 to	 these	 images	 that	 I	 found	

interesting	 in	 the	 exhibition	 situation,	 where	 the	 series	 functioned	 as	 a	 kind	 of	

preview	of	the	events	shown	in	the	unsteady	but	essentially	real-time	medium	of	the	

full-colour,	edited	video	 film.	The	choice	 to	present	 these	photographs	 in	black	and	

white	 introduces	 a	 timeless	 idiom,	 which	 has	 the	 artistic	 purpose	 of	 serving	 as	 a	

contrast	to	the	film,	while	also	emphasizing	something	enduring.	It	also	refers	loosely	

to	the	film	Stalker,	where	the	sequences	that	take	place	outside	the	zone	are	shot	in	in	

black	and	white,	while	those	inside	the	zone	are	in	colour.		

	

	

	

	 	
Siri	Hermansen		Miming	the	Mother	Tongue	–	Day	and	Night,	2012			
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Siri	Hermansen		Travelogue	to	Chernobyl,	2013	Digital	Photography	116	cm	x	94.5	cm		 	
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Siri	Hermansen	Travelogue	to	Chernobyl,	2013	Digital	Photography	116	cm	x	94.5	cm	
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6.4		 Editing	the	Detroit	material	
	

	

In	 the	 film	 Land	 of	 Freedom,	 I	 wanted	 to	 reveal	 the	 complexity	 of	 the	 urban	 farmers’	

heroic	ideas	for	a	possible	new	future,	and	the	struggles	involved	in	bringing	their	visions	

to	life	away	from	capitalism.	I	wanted	to	show	the	ruined	society	and	the	abandoned	land	

in	 Detroit	 from	 the	 urban	 farmers’	 perspective,	 as	 a	 place	 that	 offers	 space	 for	

experimental	living.		

	

The	title	of	the	film	‘Land	of	Freedom’	suggests	that,	to	some	people,	the	inhabitable	areas	

of	Detroit	represent	a	freedom	they	could	not	find	elsewhere,	in	contrast	to	the	way	the	

city	 is	 usually	 described	 in	 the	 mass	 media,	 where	 the	 emphasis	 tends	 to	 be	 on	 the	

economic	 collapse.	 To	 convey	 this	 view,	 I	 needed	 to	 zoom	 in	 and	 focus	 on	 the	 urban	

farmers,	 their	way	of	 thinking	and	their	everyday	actions.	 In	order	 to	 illustrate	 that	 the	

urban	farmers	constitute	a	parallel	community	outside	of	normal	society,	I	also	focus	on	

Larry	D’Mongo	as	a	mediator	to	the	life	of	the	city	in	general.	

	

The	 film	starts	abruptly,	with	Larry	standing	behind	his	 famous	Detroit	bar,	giving	us	a	

short	version	of	Detroit’s	rise	and	fall,	contextualising	the	city’s	destiny	as	he	understands	

it.	Via	his	connection	to	Kt,	Larry	leads	us	on	to	the	topic	of	the	urban	farmers.		

	

The	 stable	 images	 of	 Larry	 give	way	 to	 the	 shakier	movements	 of	 the	 camera	 used	 to	

record	Emily,	Kt	and	myself	driving	off	after	the	rabbit-killing	workshop.	From	there,	the	

film	 takes	 us	 back	 to	 the	 cause	 of	 our	 impetuous	 movements	 and	 agitated	 emotions,	

namely,	 the	workshop	 itself	 –	 as	 an	 example	 of	 the	 urban	 farming	 ideology	 of	 sharing	

knowledge	and	tools	in	action.	We	see	Minnie	teaching	the	young	girls	the	survival	skill	of	

slaughtering	rabbits	for	food,	a	practice	that	proves	more	demanding	than	imagined.	The	

decision	 to	 place	 this	 highly	 dramatic	 episode	 early	 in	 the	 film	 helps	 to	 establish	 the	

parallel	 society	 Kt	 and	 her	 fellows	 have	 formed,	 and	 to	 illustrate	 the	 challenges	 of	 the	

alternative	lifestyle	they	have	chosen.	But	by	putting	this	scene	early	on,	I	also	prevented	

it	from	becoming	a	climactic	moment,	the	highlight	of	the	film,	which	I	did	not	want.	

The	choice	to	linger	on	the	moment	of	the	rabbit	killing	was	a	way	to	encourage	viewers	

to	engage	emotionally	with	the	urban	farmers’	life-style.			
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Land	of	Freedom,	2012.	Still	image	

	

The	 film	 continues	 in	 Emily’s	 garden,	where	 the	 rabbits	 are	 skinned	 and	 gutted	 on	 a	

small	bench,	and	in	the	voiceover	we	hear	Kt	saying	that	that	they	are	not	farmers,	but	

merely	 acting	 as	 farmers.	 The	 viewer	 can	 associate	 their	 activities	 with	 a	 broader	

ideology,	 in	 which	 the	 rabbit	 workshop	 is	 one	 of	 many	 things	 the	 activists	 have	 to	

contend	 with	 in	 their	 efforts	 to	 change	 the	 world.	 The	 sun	 is	 shining	 and	 the	 group	

express	happiness	with	what	they	are	doing;	it	is	a	choice.		

	

I	used	music	to	emphasize	the	collective,	 friendly	atmosphere	within	the	group	people	

who	have	gathered	voluntarily	to	learn	how	to	slaughter	rabbits	for	food,	an	atmosphere	

that	continues	 into	the	small	party	around	the	bonfire.	The	faces	we	see	also	 illustrate	

that	the	urban	farming	community	consists	mainly	of	white	people.			

	

The	film	continues	by	cross-editing	Larry’s	thoughts	with	scenes	showing	Kt	and	Emilie	

using	urban	 farming	as	a	 tool	 to	achieve	a	new	sustainable	way	of	 life	 for	 themselves,	

and	 their	 hopes	 that	 they	 can	 influence	 the	 poor	 people	 of	 the	 neighbourhood	 to	 use	

urban	farming	as	a	way	out	of	poverty.	We	see	Emily	harvesting	from	her	vegetable	field,	

Kt	selling	products	at	a	newly	established	market	they	have	created	to	make	ecological	

food	available	 to	 the	neighbourhood.	These	scenes	are	 interspersed	with	sequences	of	

Larry	 D'Mongo	 analyzing	 the	 importance	 of	 what	 the	 urban	 farmers	 are	 doing	 as	 a	

counter	movement	to	the	global	food	industry	and	as	community	builders.	We	also	see	
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Kt	in	action	at	the	small	farm	at	the	teenage	high	school,	telling	us	that	they	are	teaching	

the	teenage	mums	how	to	take	care	of	the	animals	as	a	means	teach	them	how	to	take	

better	care	of	the	babies	they	will	soon	have.		

	

	
Land	of	Freedom,	2012.	Film	still.		
Over:	Goat’s	milk	and	eggs	collected	from	the	urban	farm	at	St	Catherine	Academy,	High	
School.		
Under:	Emily	harvesting	produce	from	her	urban	garden	for	sale	on	a	local	community	
market.		
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The	stories	told	by	Kt	and	Emilie,	supported	by	scenes	of	Larry	describing	his	high	hopes	

and	explaining	the	relevance	of	the	urban	farmers,	are	contrasted	with	images	of	what	

they	actually	produce.		

	

	There	 is	 a	 paradoxical	 clash	 between	 the	 heroisms	 of	 the	 urban	 farmers’	 ideas	 and	

actions,	 and	 the	 tiny	 scale	 of	 their	 farm,	 the	 one	 jar	 of	 goat’s	milk,	 the	 few	 eggs,	 the	

pumpkins	in	the	pantry.	The	images	of	this	produce	were	an	attempt	to	point	out	the	gap	

between	their	ambitions	and	their	actual	achievements	without	becoming	judgemental.	I	

wanted	to	prompt	reflections	on	whether	this	new	model	of	life	is	realistic.	Choosing	to	

linger	on	these	images	allows	viewers	to	make	up	their	own	minds,	thus	engaging	their	

own	opinions	as	relevant.		

	

I	also	brought	Monk,	Kt’s	boyfriend	into	play	as	a	representative	for	the	district	they	had	

chosen	 to	 live	 in.	 In	 his	 brief	 account	 of	 his	 education,	 he	 hints	 at	 the	 kind	 of	

environment	 the	 white	 urban	 farmers	 have	 chosen	 to	 move	 into	 and	 are	 trying	 to	

change.	Monk	 is	 doubtful	whether	 the	white	 farmers’	 life-style	will	 help	 the	 locals	 to	

emerge	 from	 poverty,	 and	 reminds	 them	 about	 the	 legacy	 of	 slavery.	 His	 comments	

introduce	 another	 aspect	 to	 the	 complex	 situation,	 one	 that	 has	 little	 to	 do	 with	 the	

current	events	in	the	city.		

Yet	Larry’s	reflections	about	a	broader	movement	of	political	protest	against	the	choices	

of	US	governments	also	shows	why	he	is	sympathetic	towards	Kt	and	her	friends	rather	

than	 inclined	 to	 treat	 them	as	 strangers.	 Seen	 in	a	broader	 context	of	protests	against	

how	the	world	is	governed,	their	way	of	life	makes	them	interesting	as	representatives	

of	an	alternative	society	and	as	examples	of	how	resistance	can	be	organized	in	practice	

outside	of	the	so-called	normal	society.		

The	 artist-farmers	 appear	 willing	 to	 accept	 the	 consequences	 of	 living	 in	 accordance	

with	their	ethical	values	in	their	attempt	to	liberate	themselves	from	the	global	economy	

that	governs	the	surrounding	society.	But	at	the	same	time,	their	actions	also	reveal	that	

in	 today’s	 society	 their	 ideas	 are	 difficult	 to	 propagate	 and	 spread	 to	 the	 so-called	

normal	society.	The	small	community	to	which	Kt	belongs	proves	that	it	is	hard	to	build	

an	alternative	economy	or	an	alternative	way	of	life	in	today’s	society,	even	on	the	plots	

of	vacant	land	and	among	the	abandoned	buildings	of	Detroit.	The	film	ends	with	images	

of	an	unstable	kite	flying	in	the	air,	dipping	down,	threatening	to	fall,	rising	up	again.			
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6.5	 	 Exhibiting	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour	and	Land	of	Freedom	together		
	
	
	
During	 the	 process	 of	 editing	 the	 two	 films,	 the	 idea	 to	 exhibit	 the	 projects	 from	

Chernobyl	 and	 Detroit	 together	 became	 steadily	 more	 decisive.	 During	 the	 main	

exhibition	of	my	research	period	at	the	Stenersen	Art	Museum,	which	ran	from	November	

2012	to	December	2013,	I	decided	to	present	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour	and	Land	of	Freedom	

side	 by	 side.	Although	 they	were	 separate	 projects,	 they	 shared	many	 connections	 that	

could	be	 loosely	 related	 to	 the	Cold	War.	The	projects	describe	 imploded	 societies	 that	

were	once	successful	images	of	Communism	and	Capitalism.	Both	projects	depict	people	

who	 have	 deliberately	 formed	 parallel	 societies	 to	 mainstream	 human	 life	 and	 found	

freedom	 and	 happiness.	 In	 both	 cases	 I	 zoomed	 in	 on	 the	 micro-perspectives	 of	

individuals	trying	to	carve	out	a	future	for	themselves	in	the	most	unlikely	circumstances,	

among	the	ruins	of	once	advanced	industrial	societies.		

	

The	title	of	the	exhibition	was	“The	Economy	of	Survival”.	A	title	I	had	chosen	as	a	result	

of	 my	 experience	 of	 survival	 in	 these	 uncertain	 zones,	 where	 existence	 is	 other	

parameters	 and	 factors	 than	 the	 financial	 economy.	 Despite	 the	 many	 difficulties	

encountered	 by	 the	 people	 I	 engaged	 with,	 the	 value	 of	 existing	 inside	 of	 these	 zones	

amounted	 to	 a	 life	 that	 was	 better	 than	 the	 one	 they	 would	 lead	 in	 so-called	 normal	

society.	In	this	respect,	exhibiting	the	two	projects	together	seemed	to	offer	a	reading	of	

these	places	that	added	to	a	broader	vision	of	collapsed	societies	within	a	global	context,	

but	which	also	served	as	a	critique	of	so-called	normal	society.	

	

The	exhibition	area	was	organised	with	a	single	point	of	access,	forcing	the	viewer	to	see	

the	exhibition	for	a	second	time	when	returning	to	the	entrance/exit.	With	the	exception	

of	 the	 first	 room,	 where	 parts	 from	 both	 projects	 were	 shown,	 the	 two	 projects	 were	

separate	from	each	other,	with	Land	of	Freedom	coming	first,	followed	by	Chernobyl	Mon	

Amour.	Thus	the	viewer	was	led	through	the	different	stages	of	the	exhibition,	making	his	

or	 her	 bodily	movement	 into	 the	 element	 that	 combines	 the	 two	 projects.	 I	 added	 two	

neon	 signs	 with	 the	 texts	 CHANGE,	 and	 LIBERATION	 IS	 NOT	 FREEDOM,	 and	 two	 bell	

sculptures	as	visual	tools	and	signs	to	link	the	two	projects.	
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In	the	entrance	room	to	the	exhibition,	I	hung	the	series	of	small-format	photographs	of	

trees,	Miming	 the	 Mother	 Tongue	 –	 Night	 and	 Day,	 in	 one	 part	 of	 the	 room	 with	 the	

intimate	picture	The	Rabbit	Dinner,	showing	the	urban	farmers	around	the	bonfire,	on	the	

opposite	wall.	Between	these	images	of	nature	and	people,	I	hung	a	large	brass	bell	from	

the	 ceiling	 so	 that	 it	 hovered	 just	 above	 the	 floor.	 The	 inspiration	 for	 this,	 which	 was	

simply	 called	 The	 Bell,	 came	 from	 Chernobyl,	 where	 bells	 are	 frequently	 used	 to	

commemorate	the	accident	and	to	mark	the	site	as	a	religious	place30.	In	this	context	the	

brass	bell	symbolizes	both	a	‘warning’	and	a	‘calling’	for	something,	evoking	a	dichotomy.	

The	neon	sign	CHANGE	was	a	way	to	express	that	the	exhibition	was	about	change,	and	

could	be	read	from	different	perspectives,	cultural,	political,	environmental	etc.	

In	the	following	room	I	projected	Land	of	Freedom	on	a	large	wall	where	visitors	could	sit	

down	to	watch	the	film	in	comfort,	as	it	lasted	nearly	thirty	minutes.	

	

	
Installation	View:	Land	of	Freedom,	2012.	Stenersen	Artmuseum	The	Economy	of	
Survival	2012/2013.		

																																																								
30	In	Andrei	Tarkovski’s	film	”Andrey	Rublev”,	there	is	also	a	bell	maker.	
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Installation	View	from	Stenersen	Artmuseum	The	Economy	of	Survival	2012/2013.	
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On	exiting	from	the	film	the	audience	could	see	the	bell	and	the	neon	sign	CHANGE	on	

one	side	and	a	new	neon	sign	that	read	LIBERATION	IS	NOT	FREEDOM,	to	express	that	

there	is	more	to	freedom	than	just	liberation.	

	

	

	

	
Liberation	is	not	freedom,	neon	sign,	210	cm	x	15	cm	x	15	cm.	
Installation	View	from	Stenersen	Art	Museum,	The	Economy	of	Survival,	2012/2013.		
	

	

	

From	this	dark	hallway	with	its	neon	sign,	the	route	led	on	into	a	large	room	devoted	to	

the	 site	 of	 Chernobyl.	 The	 large-scale	 photographs	 (96	 cm	 x	 116	 cm)	 were	 mostly	

depictions	 of	 the	 idyllic	 landscape	 in	 the	 forbidden	 zone.	 On	 closer	 inspection,	 one	

became	aware	of	the	deformed	trees.	This	photographic	room	allowed	people	to	see	the	

landscape	 undergoing	 change	 and	 also	 the	 landscape	 in	 use	 in	 the	 triptych	 of	 Dennis	

fishing	in	the	polluted	river.		
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Installation	view	from	Stenersen	Art	Museum,	The	Economy	of	Survival,	2012/2013.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
Dennis	Fishing	in	the	Chernobyl	River,	2012.	Triptych	116	cm	x	94.5	cm.	
Installation	view	from	Stenersen	Art	Museum,	The	Economy	of	Survival,	2012/2013.		
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Chernobyl	Mon	Amour,	2012		Film	Still	

	

	
Siri	Hermansen	The	Bell	Stick,	tree	trunk,		blue	bells	in	various	sizes.	700	m	x	30	x	34	cm		
Installation	View	from	Stenersen	Artmuseum	The	Economy	of	Survival	2012/2013:		
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This	 room	 led	 into	 the	 final	 room	 of	 the	 exhibition,	where	 the	 film	Chernobyl	Mon	

Amour	was	 projected.	On	 the	 floor	 a	 large	 sculpture	 called	The	Bell	Stick,	 featuring	

thousands	of	small	blue	bells,	shimmered	in	the	dark,	a	reference	back	to	the	bell	in	

the	first	room	but	also	to	the	deformed	trees	in	the	previous	room.		

	

Showing	 Chernobyl	Mon	Amour	 and	 Land	of	 Freedom	 together	 reinforced	 both	 projects	

because	both	are	about	what	remains	from	the	collapse	of	Communism	and	Capitalism	as	

we	knew	it.	Amid	the	ruins,	we	find	new	societies	emerging,	growing	from	the	rubble	of	

the	man-made	catastrophes,	as	parallel	worlds	to	that	of	so-called	normal	society.	These	

are	sites	where	resistance	can	manifest	 itself.	Through	 these	close-up	studies	of	Dennis	

and	Maxim	in	Chernobyl	and	the	urban	farmers	of	Detroit,	we	discover	that	paradoxical	

realities	can	live	side	by	side	in	the	human	body	and	mind,	as	well	as	in	nature,	and	that	

this	amounts	to	a	survival	strategy.		

	

Presenting	 the	 two	projects	 together	offers	a	new	reading	of	 the	 two	places	 that	adds	a	

different	 layer	 to	 the	way	 they	 are	depicted	 in	 the	mass	media,	 as	 uninhabitable	 areas.	

Instead	we	see	them	as	 locations	where	people	pursue	a	new	kind	of	normality.	But	we	

also	learn	that,	to	the	extent	that	they	are	inhabitable,	these	uncertain	zones	offer	people	

a	possibility	to	distance	themselves	physically	and	mentally	from	normal	society.	Thus	the	

micro	stories	in	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour	and	Land	of	Freedom	are	also	about	larger	political	

structures	and	changes	in	a	global	perspective;	they	are	about	resistance	to	a	globalized	

world	and	the	boundaries	that	go	with	it.		

	

The	exhibition	was	well	attended	by	both	the	public	and	the	media,	and	overwhelmingly	

well	 received,	 with	 many	 positive	 reviews	 in	 the	 press.	 The	 work	 has	 led	 to	 new	

exhibition	opportunities	worldwide	and	has	since	been	shown	in	Asia,	several	European	

countries,	USA	and	in	African.	The	highpoint	of	this	exhibition	activity	was	participation	in	

the	Biennale	of	Sydney	2014,	in	Australia.		
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7.	 TERRA	NULLIUS	–	KIRUNA	
	
Nothing	tells	memory	from	ordinary	moments.		
Only	afterwards	do	they	claim	remembrance	on	accounts	of	their	scars.31	

Chris	Marker	

	

After	 my	 artistic	 investigations	 at	 Chernobyl	 and	 Detroit,	 my	 interest	 shifted	 from	

collapsed	 industrial	 societies	 to	 the	 societal	 implications	 of	 industrial	 expansion.	 The	

context	 I	engaged	 in	 for	my	 third	and	 final	project	 in	 this	 research	 fellowship	was	 the	

Sami	 region	 of	 Northern	 Scandinavia,	 which	 is	 now	 affected	 by	 extensive	 mining	

operations	by	Canadian,	Australian,	British	and	other	 international	mining	 companies,	

activities	 that	 threaten	 to	 change	 the	 landscape	 forever	 and	 to	destroy	 the	 traditional	

way	of	life	and	livelihood	of	the	Sami	reindeer	herders.		

	

The	 starting	 point	was	 an	 encounter	with	 associate	 professor	 of	 law	Matthias	 Åhren,	

who	 has	 researched	 the	 legal	 aspect	 of	 the	 mining	 expansion	 and	 concluded	 that	

opening	up	for	mining	exploration	in	the	Sami	territories	 is	a	violation	of	national	and	

international	law.	Laws	that	were	created	to	protect	the	Sami’s	indigenous	rights	to	the	

use	of	the	land.	‘With	the	blessing	of	the	nations,’	he	says,	‘Lapland	is	being	colonized	by	

international	 finance	 power.’ 32 	The	 conflict	 is	 not	 just	 between	 local	 culture	 and	

international	capital,	but	also	between	two	kinds	of	economies	and	their	very	different	

approaches	to	the	use	of	land	on	which	both	depend.		

Inspired	by	the	urban	farmers	of	Detroit,	who	use	their	small-scale	means	and	efforts	to	

try	 to	 change	 the	 world,	 I	 wanted	 to	 raise	 my	 voice	 as	 an	 artist	 and	 highlight	 the	

irreparable	 consequences	 of	 the	 injustice	 currently	 being	 inflicted	 on	 the	 indigenous	

people,	threatening	the	survival	of	their	culture.	

	

																																																								
31	Magnus	Bärtås,	You	told	Me	–	work	stories	and	video	essays,	p.	204:	ArtMonitor;	Thesis	
nr:	19,	2010.	
32	Jon	Matthias	Åhren,	lecture	held	at	the	Arctic	University	of	Tromsø,	Norway,	in	the	
seminar	Contested	Landscape	–	Lost	Ecologies,	in	the	conference	Arctic	Frontiers,	
January	24th	2013.	Åhren	states	that	although	Sweden	and	Norway	have	sufficient	laws	
to	protect	their	indigenous	Sami	people,	the	laws	are	not	applied	when	they	come	into	
conflict	with	the	mineral	law.	“The	Swedish	Minerals	Act	(1991:45)	is	the	principal	law	
regulating	the	mining	industry	and	it	governs	the	procedure	for	acquiring	exploration	
permits	and	exploitation	commissions	on	land,	irrespective	of	who	owns	the	land	to	be	
explored	or	exploited.”		
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Siri	Hermansen©2013	Ruptures	Studies	of	Girjas	Samiland	(Kiruna)	-	Kiirunavaara	
Mountain	#20	
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7.1	 	 Kiruna	
	
	
	

	
	
Siri	Hermansen:	view	of	Kiruna	and	LKAB:	Research	documentation,	Kiruna	June	2013	
	
	
	
For	 my	 case	 study,	 I	 decided	 that	 Kiruna,	 Sweden’s	 northern	 most	 city	 situated	 in	

Lapland,	 would	 be	 an	 interesting	 place	 to	 start	 investigating	 the	 territorial	 conflict	

caused	 by	 the	 expansion	 of	 the	mining	 industry.	With	 a	 population	 of	 23,000,	 Kiruna	

was	built	to	serve	the	cornerstone,	state-owned	mining	company	LKAB,	which	runs	the	

largest	 underground	 mine	 in	 the	 world.	 The	 town	 is	 situated	 between	 the	 two	

mountains	Luossavaara,	which	means	Sami	Mountain,	 and	Kiirunavaara,	which	means	

ptarmigan.	 The	 Sami	 names	 indicate	 that	 the	 region	 has	 been	 inhabited	 by	 the	 Sami	

people	since	ancient	times.		

	

The	fact	that	Kiruna	already	has	a	well	developed	mining	infrastructure	makes	it	easier,	

faster	and	cheaper	for	the	corporations	to	develop	new	mines	in	this	area		than	would	

be	 the	 case	 in	 more	 remote	 sites	 without	 infrastructure.	 This	 also	 makes	 it	 more	

profitable	 for	 investors.	 In	2012,	 the	Australian	company	Hannans	Reward	Ltd	gained	

access	to	copper	and	gold	deposits	in	Sweden	and	Norway.	The	company	is	the	biggest	
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investor	 seeking	 to	 capitalize	 on	 the	 underground	 resources	 in	 the	 Northern	

Hemisphere.		

	

The	 Sami	 settlements	 in	 the	 region	 and	 their	 existing	 local	 economy	 and	way	 of	 life,	

based	on	reindeer	herding,	stand	in	sharp	contrast	to	the	mining	companies’	interest	in	

the	area.	The	mining	industry	and	the	Sami	culture	represent	two	opposing	approaches	

to	the	use	of	land.	The	Sami	approach	is	based	on	the	sustainability	of	nature,	whereas	

the	 mining	 industry	 blasts	 the	 minerals	 out	 of	 the	 ground,	 drastically	 changing	 the	

landscape	 and	 disrupting	 the	 reindeer	migration	 routes	 and	 feeding	 grounds,	making	

the	 land	 they	require	useless.	Despite	 the	existence	of	Swedish	and	 international	 laws	

created	to	protect	the	Sami’s	indigenous	rights	to	the	use	of	the	land,	the	laws	seem	not	

to	 be	 applied	 in	 competition	with	 the	mining	 industry,	 where	 short-term	 profits	 and	

new	 jobs	 in	 the	 district	 are	 given	 higher	 priority	 than	 the	 preservation	 the	 Sami’s	

ancient	way	of	life.		

	

As	a	result	of	LKAB’s	expanding	mining	activities	new	subsidence	threatens	the	whole	

town	of	Kiruna,	which	is	in	danger	of	sinking	into	the	ground.	In	2007,	the	local	council	

granted	LKAB	permission	to	demolish	the	city	centre	and	rebuild	it	3	km	to	the	east.	The	

market	price	 for	 iron	 is	 so	profitable	as	 to	make	 the	demolition	and	 rebuilding	of	 the	

town	economically	worthwhile.	In	order	to	qualify	for	a	home	in	the	new	town,	which	is	

scheduled	 to	 be	 built	 between	 2018	 and	 2033,	 the	 residents	 will	 have	 to	 sell	 their	

houses	and	apartments	for	less	than	market	value	to	LKAB.		

	

The	 thoroughly	 unusual	 decision	 to	move	 an	 entire	 town	 centre	 to	 suit	 the	 needs	 of	

LKAB	has	caught	media	attention	around	the	world.	However,	the	media	only	reporting	

the	corporate	propaganda,	in	which	the	short-term	economic	success	story	prevails	over	

a	more	 complex	 story.	The	media	 reports	 inform	us	 that	 the	new	 town	 represents	 an	

ideal	opportunity	to	establish	a	sustainable	urban	settlement	in	the	high	north,	whereas	

the	 alternative	 scenario	 of	 shutting	 down	 the	 mine	 would	 leave	 thousands	 of	 local	

people	unemployed.33	What	the	mainstream	media	do	not	discuss	in	any	depth	are	the	

stories	about	capitalism	using	the	democratic	political	system	as	an	instrument	to	make	

																																																								
33	http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/architecture-design-
blog/2014/oct/22/kiruna-sweden-town-moved-east-iron-ore-mine	
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short-term	 profits.	 Neither	 has	 the	 expansion	 of	 new	mining	 activities	 into	 the	 Sami	

territories	been	given	much	attention.		

	

As	 a	 result	 of	 the	 lack	 of	 information,	 the	 deep	 changes	 about	 to	 happen	 in	 the	 Sami	

territories	are	allowed	to	take	place	without	any	real	debate.	The	industrial	intervention	

is	allowed	to	progress	almost	unnoticed	by	the	broader	public.	In	this	regard,	the	mining	

companies’	one-sided	information	strategy	has	proved	successful.	The	Sami	perspective	

has	remained	underrepresented	and	still	goes	unheard.	
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7.2		 Change	in	method	
	

	

The	 aim	 of	 my	 research	 trips	 was	 to	 better	 understand	 the	 conflicting	 interests	

concerning	 the	 use	 of	 land	 and	natural	 resources	 in	Kiruna,	 and	 to	 present	 this	 as	 an	

example	 of	 a	 larger	 political	 trend	 in	 Scandinavia,	 where	 mining	 is	 expanding	 into	

Lapland.		

	

The	scale	and	complexity	of	this	site	demanded	a	different	research	approach,	one	that	

would	 allow	me	 to	 gain	 a	 broader	 overview	of	 the	 situation	 and	 of	 the	 parties	 in	 the	

conflict.	In	sociological	terms,	the	endeavour	to	understand	a	broader	societal	situation	

requires	one	 to	work	 from	a	macro-perspective.	 “Macro-level	sociology	 looks	at	 large-

scale	 social	 processes,	 such	 as	 social	 stability	 and	 change.”34 	In	 consequence,	 my	

research	approach	shifted	 from	a	micro-perspective	 focus	on	the	site,	as	 I	had	used	 in	

Chernobyl,	and	especially	in	Detroit,	to	a	macro-perspective	in	Kiruna.	In	contrast	to	the	

earlier	projects,	where	I	had	enlisted	the	help	of	insiders,	I	now	worked	alone,	moving	

around	in	the	area	in	a	hired	car	to	investigate	the	different	positions	of	the	participants.	

Whereas	 it	 was	 the	 human	 aspect	 I	 had	 concentrated	 on	 in	 the	 uncertain	 zones	 of	

Chernobyl	 and	 Detroit,	 in	 Kiruna	 I	 focused	 on	 the	 landscape	 itself	 as	 the	 main	

protagonist.	 This	 landscape	 seemed	 not	 so	 much	 an	 uncertain	 zone	 as	 a	 contested	

territory.		

	

The	 shift	 in	 approach	 seemed	more	 fitting	 to	 the	 large-scale	 political	 changes	 taking	

place	in	my	own	part	of	the	world.	In	contrast	to	the	two	previous	projects,	where	my	

artistic	 stance	 towards	 the	 site	 had	 been	 ‘open’	 and	 ‘nearby’	 –	 a	 non-judgemental	

approach	based	on	a	deliberate	 ‘not	knowing’	and	the	 trust	 I	placed	 in	my	guides	–	 in	

Kiruna	 I	already	had	preconceived	knowledge	about	 the	conflict	 I	wanted	 to	research.	

More	outspokenly	politically	engaged,	I	used	the	sense	of	the	injustice	that	was	about	to	

happen	 as	 a	 catalyst	 and	 driving	 force	 in	my	 pursuit	 to	 understand	what	was	 taking	

place.	Before	engaging	with	the	site,	I	decided	to	make	the	capitalist	exploitation	of	the	

																																																								
34	Source:	Boundless.	“Levels	of	Analysis:	Micro	and	Macro”.	Boundless	Sociology.	
Boundless,	14	Nov.	2014.	Retrieved	27	Jan.	2015	from	
https://www.boundless.com/sociology/textbooks/boundless-sociology-
textbook/sociology-1/the-sociological-approach-25/levels-of-analysis-mirco-and-
macro-161-2417/	
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Sami	 territories	 and	 the	 conflicting	 value	 structures	 concerning	 the	 use	 of	 land	 the	

central	focus	of	the	work.		

	

My	basic	research	material	was	gathered	during	two	one-week	field	trips	to	Kiruna	and	

a	 journey	to	the	Arctic	University	 in	Tromsø,	where	I	met	with	associate	professor	Jon	

Matthias	Åhren.		

	

The	questions	I	wanted	to	look	into	during	my	field	trips	included	how	the	Sami	people	

dealt	 with	 the	 conflicting	 interests	 on	 their	 territory.	 Could	 anybody	 just	 enter	 these	

northern	regions	and	help	themselves	to	the	mineral	riches	lying	underground?	Was	it	

possible	 that	 Norwegian	 and	 Swedish	 authorities	 would	 grant	 permission	 to	

international	mining	companies	to	start	operations	in	Lapland	in	contravention	of	both	

constitutional	 and	 international	 laws?	 If	 so,	 how	 did	 the	 mining	 industry	 influence	

everyday	life	and	survival	among	the	Sami	in	this	region?		

To	 find	answers	 to	 these	questions,	 I	needed	voices	 that	 could	articulate	 the	different	

interests	at	stake.	This	time,	I	decided	to	search	not	for	intimate,	subjective	voices,	but	

for	more	official	spokespersons	for	the	various	conflicting	standpoints.		
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7.3		 Dramatic	societal	changes	and	zones	of	attraction		
	

Against	all	odds,	places	with	dramatic	destinies	often	develop	a	mythical	aura	that	some	

people	 (including	 myself)	 find	 attractive.	 In	 this	 respect,	 Kiruna	 is	 no	 different	 from	

Chernobyl	 and	 Detroit.	 For	 a	 variety	 of	 reasons	 all	 three	 places	 are	 interesting	 to	

scientists,	 journalists,	 artists,	 and	 other	 people	 who	 wish	 to	 witness	 and	 explore	 the	

spectacle	 of	 societal	 change	 and	 the	 drama	 that	 follows.	 Although	 different	 in	

organization,	 the	 three	 sites	 have	 therefore	 developed	 different	 tourist	 services	 to	

welcome	and	serve	the	interests	of	visitors.		

Chernobyl	 welcomes	 some	 8,000	 people	 annually.	 Since	 the	 computer	 games	

S.T.A.L.K.E.R	and	Call	of	Duty	4	used	Chernobyl	as	their	setting,	an	increasing	number	of	

people,	mostly	younger	men,	have	visited	the	site.	As	already	mentioned,	it	is	mandatory	

for	visitors	to	Chernobyl	to	be	guided	by	one	of	the	eight	state	employed	guides.			

In	 Detroit,	 the	 number	 of	 visitors	 is	 not	 so	 clear,	 but	 small-scale	 businesses	 offering	

private	 and	 personal	 guide	 services	 have	 sprung	 up	 to	 meet	 the	 demand	 for	 insider	

knowledge	 about	 the	 abandoned	districts	 and	 for	 access	 to	 the	many	 iconic	 buildings	

from	the	days	of	former	glory.	

Of	 the	 three	 sites,	 Kiruna	 receives	 by	 far	 the	 largest	 number	 of	 visitors,	 with	 hotels	

counting	around	300,000	tourist-nights	in	1998.35	Although	this	figure	is	now	outdated,	

it	 still	 shows	 how	 important	 tourism	 is	 as	 a	 source	 of	 income	 for	 Kiruna	 and	 the	

surrounding	 areas.	 Within	 Kiruna	 Municipality	 lies	 the	 Abisko	 National	 Park.	 It	 was	

established	 in	 1909,	 the	 same	 year	 Sweden	 passed	 its	 first	 laws	 on	 nature	

conservation.36	Swedes	and	international	visitors	travel	to	Kiruna	to	experience	the	wild	

life	 and	 the	 beauty	 of	 one	 of	 Europe’s	most	 remote	 nature	 reserves.	 The	 visitors	 also	

wants	 to	 experience	 for	 themselves	 the	midnight	 sun	 during	 summer	 and	 the	 aurora	

borealis	during	winter,	 exquisite	phenomena	of	 the	arctic	 region	and	exclusive	 to	 this	

part	of	the	world.		

In	 addition,	 visitors	 come	 to	 learn	 about	 the	 Sami	 culture	 and	 to	 experience	 nature	

through	 their	cultural	heritage	and	way	of	 living	 in	nature.	Local	 tourist	bureaus	offer	

																																																								
35	Barck,	Åke	(27	April	2000).	“Näringsliv	och	forskning	–	Turismen”.	Kiruna	100-
årsboken	(in	Swedish).	Kiruna:	Kiruna	kommun.	pp.	60–74.	ISBN	91-630-9371-5.	
36	http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abisko_National_Park	
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various	 activities	 to	 facilitate	 the	 exploration	 of	 the	 area’s	 hitherto	 untouched	 nature.	

Popular	tourist	activities	include	hiking,	biking,	cross-country	skiing,	outdoor	camping,	

fishing	and	climbing	the	Kebnekaise,	Sweden’s	highest	mountain.		

	

Amid	 the	beauty	of	 the	 landscape,	 the	 same	 tourists	visit	 the	mining	 company	LKAB’s	

newly	 developed	 multimedia	 centre	 and	 museum,	 constructed	 underground	 in	 the	

mining	area.	As	many	as,	30,000	people	annually	take	part	in	LKAB’s	guided	tours.	In	the	

high	season,	visitors	can	choose	between	four	guided	tours	a	day.	The	three-hour	tour,	

which	costs	280	SEK	(€30)	per	person,	takes	the	visitor	inside	the	mining	area	to	learn	

about	 the	 industrial	 processes	 that	made	 the	 company	 the	biggest	 provider	 of	 iron	 in	

Europe.		

The	remarkable	story	of	 the	demolition	and	moving	of	Kiruna	 town	has	also	attracted	

many	 new	 visitors,	 who	want	 to	witness	 Kiruna	 as	 it	 is	 to	 day	 before	 it	 is	 destroyed	

forever.	 With	 this	 diversity	 of	 interests,	 tourism	 is	 in	 itself	 an	 important	 source	 of	

income	and	part	of	the	economy	of	the	mine,	the	town	and	the	Sami	people.		

	

There	is	an	absurdity	 in	the	fact	that	many	of	the	tourists	who	come	here	primarily	to	

experience	the	nature	and	the	Sami	folklore	also	go	to	visit	LKAB’s	adventure	centre,	for	

Kiruna	is	an	international	example	of	how	money	and	capitalism	can	destroy	not	just	the	

landscape	but	also	one	of	Scandinavia’s	indigenous	cultures	and	a	whole	community.	
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7.4		 Being	guided	from	a	macro	perspective	–	giving	voices	to	official		
spokespersons	

	

Following	my	interest	in	being	guided	as	a	way	to	gain	information,	I	decided	to	actively	

use	 information	 from	official	 spokespersons	 in	order	 to	gain	a	broader	viewpoint	and	

less	intimate	perspective.	I	wanted	the	different	parties	in	the	conflict	to	describe	their	

standpoints	themselves.		

	

I	started	with	the	state	company	LKAB	and	booked	a	guided	tour	of	LKAB’s	underground	

media	centre	together	with	other	tourists.	What	struck	me	most	about	the	guided	tour	

was	the	way	LKAB	presented	their	industrial	success	as	a	fairy-tale,	communicating	the	

consequences	of	 their	success	and	the	relocation	of	 the	town	as	unproblematic	 for	 the	

many	people	concerned,	almost	as	if	it	were	exciting	news	for	the	whole	community.	A	

propaganda	film	explained	how	the	 industry	and	the	Sami	people	 lived	side	by	side	as	

equals	in	good	times	and	in	bad	times.		

	

I	followed	up	the	theme	by	interviewing	LKAB’s	communications	officer,	Ylva	Syvertsen,	

in	 their	 communications	 centre,	which	 is	 in	Kiruna’s	 cultural	house.	The	media	 centre	

was	part	of	 the	mining	company’s	open	communications	strategy,	whereby	 it	offers	as	

much	 information	 as	 possible	 to	 citizens,	 visitors,	 and	 journalists	 interested	 in	 the	

relocation	 of	 the	 town.	 In	 total	 it	 has	 hired	 seven	 communications	 officers	 to	 get	 its	

message	across.	Situated	in	the	entrance	area	of	the	cultural	house,	the	media	centre	is	

open	 to	 all	 tourists	 entering	 the	 building	 and	 is	 permanently	 lit	 for	 filming	 the	

company’s	official	spokespersons	being	interviewed	by	the	mass	media.	A	model	of	the	

town	stands	 in	 the	middle,	with	 large	maps	of	 it	hanging	on	 the	walls,	describing	how	

the	crack	formations	have	‘forced’	the	town	to	relocate.		

The	 propaganda	 narrative	 promulgated	 by	 this	 cornerstone	 industry	 and	 the	

acquiescence	of	the	municipality	show	how	far	the	Swedish	authorities	are	willing	to	go	

to	ensure	industrial	success	in	this	area.			

	

In	addition,	I	gathered	official	data	and	information	that	was	accessible	on	the	internet.	

From	the	website	of	Australian	mining	company	Hannans	Reward,	I	copied	a	marketing	

film	in	which	director	Damian	Hicks	describes,	not	least	to	potential	new	shareholders,	

how	easy	 it	 is	 to	establish	a	mining	 industry	 in	Kiruna,	since	 large	databases	and	core	

archives	 are	 made	 available	 to	 anyone	 looking	 for	 minerals	 in	 Sweden.	 Mining	
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concessions	and	the	rights	to	minerals	are	effectively	given	to	any	mining	company	free	

of	charge.	This	information	was	confirmed	by	associate	professor	Åhren,	who	says	that	

the	Swedish	government	charges	only	0.7	%	of	the	mining	companies’	profits.		

	

I	 also	 took	 the	 car	 and	 drove	 to	 the	 Abisko	 National	 Park,	 where	 I	 hiked	 around	 the	

contested	landscape.	I	wanted	to	get	a	feel	for	the	region	that	has	not	yet	been	changed	

by	 the	 industry,	 and	 to	 film	my	 impressions	of	 the	nature	 that	 so	many	 tourists	 came	

here	to	enjoy.	

	

To	 get	 a	 fuller	 view	 of	 the	 under-communicated	 Sami	 perspective,	 I	 needed	 to	 learn	

about	the	culture	and	life-style	of	the	Sami	people	in	the	region	and	how	their	reindeer	

industry	 functioned.	 Reindeer	 herder	 Per	 Erik	 Marsja	 agreed	 to	 help	 me	 with	 my	

research.	Marsja	had	followed	his	family	tradition	and	had	been	leading	the	Girja	Sami	

for	twenty	years.	This	group	of	people	were	still	herding	reindeer	in	the	region,	but	their	

way	 of	 life	 was	 now	 under	 threat	 from	 the	 activities	 of	 Hannans	 Reward	 on	 their	

territory.		

	

Marsja	showed	me	the	 landscape	where	Hannans	Reward	would	start	 test	drilling	 the	

following	 year,	 destroying	 not	 just	 the	 feeding	 grounds	 for	 his	 reindeers,	 which	 for	

countless	generations	had	followed	the	same	paths,	but	also	holy	mountains	sacred	to	

the	 Sami	 people.	 Although	 I	was	 not	 allowed	 to	 film,	 Per	 Erik	 showed	me	 one	 of	 the	

ancient	 sacrificial	 sites	 that	 are	 still	 in	use.	He	described	how	 the	Sami	 still	 adhere	 to	

their	ancient	mythology,	which	 they	 retain	parallel	 to	 the	Christianity	and	secularized	

mindset	into	which	they	have	slowly	been	integrated.	

But	many	of	the	ancient	sacrificial	sites	were	kept	secret	to	prevent	public	exposure,	and	

to	protect	them	as	part	of	the	Sami	heritage.	Marsja	knew	I	was	his	ally,	which	is	why	he	

showed	me	what	he	and	his	Sami	community	were	so	desperate	to	conserve.	

	

Per	Erik	 talked	at	 length	about	how	he	had	 learnt	 from	his	grandparents	and	parents,	

and	was	now	teaching	his	own	children,	never	to	break	or	destroy	anything	in	nature,	

not	even	a	single	branch,	unless	it	was	absolutely	necessary	for	survival.		

	

To	better	understand	the	opposing	views	on	the	use	of	land,	I	hired	a	helicopter.	From	

the	 sky,	 we	 had	 a	 bird’s-eye	 view	 of	 the	 landscape.	We	 flew	 over	 the	 self-sustaining	
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nature,	the	feeding	grounds	of	his	reindeers,	which	provided	him	and	his	family	with	a	

livelihood.	 We	 landed	 at	 the	 sacred	 Rakkori	 Mountain	 and	 continued	 into	 the	 vast	

territory	where	LKAB	conducts	its	mining	operations.	In	contrast	to	the	sustainable	use	

of	land,	the	mining	companies	exploit	the	ground,	emptying	it	of	anything	of	value.	We	

could	 see	 how	 the	 surface	 of	 the	 ground	 had	 been	 penetrated,	 stripped	 away,	 and	

blasted	 in	the	mining	process.	From	the	sky,	 the	subsidence	cracks	were	visible	to	the	

eye,	 moving	 steadily	 closer	 to	 the	 town	 and	 thereby	 necessitating	 its	 relocation.	 The	

helicopter	perspective	made	the	clash	between	the	two	value	systems	blatantly	obvious.	

From	 above	 it	 became	 easy	 to	 envisage,	 even	 predict,	 what	 impact	 new	 mining	

operations	would	have	on	the	landscape	of	the	Girja	Sami.	We	could	also	see	old	mines,	

which	 had	 simply	 been	 abandoned,	 the	 ground	 on	 which	 they	 stood	 left	 unrestored,	

despite	 demands	 from	 the	 authorities	 that	 they	 should	 be	 cleared	 up.	When	 Per	 Erik	

talked	 about	 the	 cracks	 and	 abandoned	mine	 pits	 in	 the	 earth,	 he	 described	 them	 as	

wounds	to	the	mountain,	which	would	take	thousands	of	years	to	heal.		

	

Marsja	 also	 introduced	me	 to	 Stina	 Inga,	 a	 local	 poet.	Her	 beautiful	 existential	 poems	

were	based	on	her	Sami	culture	and	highlight	how	different	that	way	of	life	is	from	the	

industrialized	 society	 that	 now	 surrounds	 them.	 Her	 poems	 are	 self-portraits	 of	 her	

existence	 as	 a	 Sami,	 but	 can	 be	 understood	 from	 a	 broader	 prospect,	 as	 expressing	 a	

collective	struggle	to	survive	within	the	Swedish	society.		

To	put	the	Sami	perspective	in	a	broader	context,	I	decided	to	give	an	important	role	to	

associate	 professor	 Åhren	 and	 his	 reflections	 on	 the	 legal	 implications	 of	 the	mining	

expansion	for	the	Sami	people.	Being	himself	of	Sami-descent	and	an	activist	on	behalf	

of	 his	 people,	 Åhren	 represents	 the	 Sami	 side	 of	 the	 conflict.	 He	was	 in	 a	 position	 to	

provide	valuable	information	that	challenged	the	position	that	was	fed	to	the	media	by	

the	mining	companies	and	the	state	authorities.		

	

The	macro-perspective	I	was	looking	for	via	this	way	of	working	was	less	dependent	on	

my	 interaction	with	 the	site	as	such	 than	had	been	 the	case	 in	Chernobyl	and	Detroit.	

The	inclusion	of	official	spokespersons	and	my	focus	on	gaining	a	broader	macro-view	

of	 the	 situation	 led	 to	 a	 result	 that	 has	 a	much	 stronger	 documentary	 idiom	 than	 the	

previous	works.	But	the	way	I	filmed	during	the	stay	added	to	the	documentary	aspect.	

In	Chernobyl	and	Detroit	I	had	used	a	small	handheld	Canon	HD	Legria	HFS100,	but	for	

the	 Kiruna	 project	 I	 wanted	 an	 improved	 quality	 of	 filming.	 In	 Kiruna	 I	 used	 a	 HD	
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Panasonic	ag-hmc	151e	video	camera,	which	was	a	lot	larger	and	more	cumbersome	to	

use	as	an	extension	to	my	body.	Working	for	the	first	time	with	a	large	camera,	I	noticed	

how	it	gave	me	a	certain	authority.	Often,	I	was	received	less	as	an	artist	and	more	as	a	

Journalist.	The	filmed	material	I	gathered	was	more	in	the	style	of	factual	testimony	and	

was	less	intimate	in	its	content	and	character.	

	

The	research	material	proved	that	the	mining	industry	is	being	encouraged	by	political	

forces	to	bring	activities	into	a	region	that	is	described	as	unexplored,	and	unexploited;	

it	is	therefore	a	profitable	place	for	the	mining	industry	to	invest	in.	One	aspect	of	this	

scenario	is	that	the	Sami	people,	who	have	inhabited	these	regions	for	centuries,	using	

nature	as	a	self-sustaining	foundation	for	their	ancient	culture	and	economy,	have	been	

largely	ignored	both	legally	and	culturally.	

	

Although	some	of	the	information	I	gathered	is	publically	available	on-line	or	from	the	

Kiruna’s	communications	offices,	my	aim	was	to	combine	it	in	a	way	that	highlights	the	

clash	of	interests.		

	

In	this	conflict,	the	two	parties	involved	seemed	dramatically	unequal.	Not	only	do	the	

mining	 companies	 have	 a	 strong	 propaganda	 machinery,	 they	 also	 enjoy	 full	 state	

support,	with	the	Swedish	authorities	practically	giving	them	the	land	they	need.	They	

express	no	 concern	 about	 the	 implications	 for	 the	 survival	 of	 the	 Sami	 culture,	which	

they	don’t	even	mention,	because	from	their	perspective	there	is	no	conflict.	

The	 Sami	 side	 of	 the	 story,	 and	 their	 fight	 to	 survive	 as	 caretakers	 of	 ancient	 but	

enduring	 culture,	 gaines	 almost	 no	 coverage	 at	 all.	 The	 Sami	 community	 have	 bought	

GPS	transmitters	to	track	the	migration	routes	of	their	reindeer	and	thus	establish	that	

they	needed	the	land	for	their	reindeer	herds.	But,	as	Per	Erik	Marsja	says,	their	protests	

go	 largely	unheard.	The	state	and	the	 laws	that	were	meant	to	protect	them	are	doing	

the	 opposite.	 They	 are	 not	 taking	 communal	 action	 because	 they	 feel	 powerless	 and	

defeated.	Their	silent	protests	were	proving	largely	ineffective	as	a	weapon	against	the	

many	 companies	 searching	 to	 capitalize	 on	 the	 ground	 they	where	 they	 grazed	 their	

reindeer.	It	is	a	situation	that	is	easy	to	understand,	but	difficult	to	accept.	



	 113	

7.5		 Terra	Nullius	I	&	II	and	Ruptures	–	Studies	of	Girjas	Samiland.	

	
	
	
	

	
	
Installation	view:	Oslo	Fine	Art	Society	Terra	Nullius	I,	2013.	
	

	

	

Lapland	faces	dramatic	transformations.	Kiruna	is	undergoing	drastic	change,	not	as	the	

result	 of	 a	 one-off	 drama,	 as	was	 the	 case	 in	 Chernobyl,	 but	 as	 the	 result	 of	 a	 steady	

strategy.	What	is	happening	in	Kiruna	is	fully	planned	and	officially	endorsed.		

	

Featuring	 the	 information	 services	 and	 official	 spokespersons	 from	 both	 the	 mining	

industry	and	the	Sami	community	I	wanted	to	show	the	conflict	between	different	uses	

of	 the	 land	 and	 the	 clash	 of	 different	 value	 structures.	 The	 work	 aims	 to	 portray	

capitalism	and	one	of	 its	expanding	 industries	 in	action,	and	to	present	a	 larger,	more	

complex	 image	of	how	the	global	economy	 is	depriving	 the	 indigenous	Sami	people	of	

the	possibility	to	practise	their	ancient	life-style,	a	life-style	based	on	knowledge	passed	

down	from	one	generation	to	the	next	for	many	centuries.	I	wanted	to	show	that	despite	
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being	protected	by	the	Swedish	Constitution	and	various	international	laws,	the	Sami’s	

rights	are	virtually	ignored	when	they	stand	in	competition	with	the	short-term	benefits	

that	mining	brings	to	the	region.	The	work	gives	expression	to	a	predicament	and	shows	

the	consequences	of	processes	taking	place	right	now.		

	

The	title	Terra	Nullius	helps	to	focus	the	project	on	the	conflict	concerning	rights	to	the	

use	of	 land.	The	 title	establishes	a	historic	 link	back	 to	 the	 times	of	colonialism,	when	

Europeans	 used	 the	 term	 terra	 nullius	 (literally,	 “land	 that	 belongs	 to	 no	 one”)	 to	

describe	 land	 they	were	 in	 the	process	of	conquering.	 Indigenous	peoples	who	 looked	

different	and	behaved	differently	from	the	Europeans	were	considered	to	have	no	legal	

rights	 to	 the	 land	when	 it	 came	 to	 a	 conflict	with	 the	 Europeans.	 Associate	 professor	

Åhren	uses	the	term	explicitly	in	the	work.	In	international	law	‘terra	nullius’	describes	

territory	that	nobody	owns	and	which	can	in	consequence	be	claimed	by	the	first	nation	

to	discover,	according	to	the	principle	of	“finders	keepers”.37	

	

I	decided	to	split	the	material	I	had	collected	between	two	separate	films:	Terra	Nullius	

Part	I,	which	presents	 the	clash	of	 interests,	and	Terra	Nullius	Part	II,	which	describes	

primarily	 the	 Sami	 perspectives.	 The	 films	 contain	 elements	 that	 echo	 each	 other	 to	

strengthen	their	connection.	In	addition,	I	produced	a	study	of	the	landscape	in	the	form	

of	a	photographic	series,	titled	Ruptures	–	Studies	of	Girjas	Samiland.		

	

For	the	exhibition	context,	it	seemed	necessary	to	divide	the	material	between	two	films	

because	of	 the	complexity	of	 the	 information	I	wanted	to	present	to	the	audience.	The	

resulting	 need	 for	 the	 audience	 to	 move	 physically	 between	 the	 two	 parts,	 with	 the	

photographs	 located	 between	 them,	 was	 designed	 to	 function	 as	 a	 mental	 breathing	

space	and	a	time	for	reflection.				

	

	

	
	

	

	
	
																																																								
37	http://www.nfsa.gov.au/digitallearning/mabo/tn_01.shtml	
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7.6	 	 Terra	Nullius	Part	I	
	

	

Terra	Nullius	Part	I	presents	three	spokespersons	for	the	colliding	interests	in	the	region	

concerning	 the	 right	 to	 the	use	 of	 the	 land	 and	natural	 resources	 around	Kiruna.	 The	

new	 mining	 industry	 is	 represented	 by	 Damian	 Hicks	 from	 Hannans	 Reward,	 who	

explains	how	the	unexplored	land	holds	the	prospect	of	a	great	mining	future.	The	old	

mining	industry	is	represented	by	LKAB,	whose	point	of	view	is	conveyed	in	sequences	

showing	the	propagandistic	guided	tour	and	the	interview	with	information	officer	Ylva	

Syvertsen.	Reindeer	herder	Per	Erik	Marsja	describes	the	Sami’s	relationship	to	land.		

	

The	different	voices	are	cross-edited	without	giving	predominance	to	any	of	them.	The	

different	 perspectives	 are	 reflected	 in	 the	 contradictory	 statements	 of	 the	 various	

speakers.		

Viewers	are	invited	to	draw	their	own	conclusions	from	the	presented	positions.	

	

In	support	of	the	different	perspectives	and	in	order	to	help	the	viewer	grasp	the	scale	

of	the	contested	landscape,	I	inserted	maps	and	aerial	views.	As	a	visual	counterpart	to	

Damian	 Hicks’	 account	 of	 Sweden	 offering	 great	 mining	 opportunities	 at	 the	 lowest	

possible	 cost,	 I	 adapted	 a	 map	 on	 which	 the	 companies	 with	 mining	 concessions	 in	

Northern	Sweden	were	marked	with	red	dots.		

	

Maps	 also	 feature	 in	 the	 sequences	 with	 Per	 Erik,	 who	 uses	 them	 to	 show	 different	

prospecting	sites	within	his	reindeer	district,	and	on	the	computer,	the	routes	followed	

by	his	reindeer,	which	were	tracked	using	the	GPS	transmitters.	
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Film	still	Terra	Nullius	I.	Ylva	Syvertsen,	pointing	to	an	aerial	photograph,	while	
explaining	how	cracks	in	the	ground	as	a	result	of	LKAB’s	mining	operations	have	led	
to	the	need	to	relocate	the	town.		
	

The	map	illustrates	the	Swedish	policy	
of	actively	supporting	mining	but	also	
shows	 how	 the	 new	 mining	
concessions	 are	 invading	 the	 Sami’s	
ancestral	lands.	Thus	the	map	in	Terra	
Nullius	 I	 highlights	 the	 concerns	 of	
both	 Marsja	 and	 Associate	 Professor	
Åhren. 
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Installation	view:	Oslo	Fine	Art	Society	Terra	Nullius	I,	2013:	
Ylva	Syvertsen,	with	the	model	of	the	town,	explaining	LKAB’s	mining	operations	and	
their	consequences.		
	

	
Film	still:	Terra	Nullius	I:		Per	Erik	Marsja	points	to	a	regional	map	showing	where	
mineral	deposits	have	been	found,	as	the	mining	companies	had	expected.		
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Film	still:	Terra	Nullius	I:	GPS	positions	of	Per	Erik	Marsja’s	reindeers	on	his	computer.		
	

	

Between	 these	 sequences,	 I	 inserted	 landscape	 images	 to	 illustrate	 both	 the	 Sami	

territory	 in	 its	 still	pristine	condition	and	how	that	 landscape	 is	being	changed	by	 the	

mining	industry.		
	

	

	

	
Film	Still	depicting	the	contested	Samiland:	Terra	Nullius	I.	
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These	 landscape	 scenes	 are	 wordless	 sequences,	 meant	 for	 the	 viewer	 to	 linger	 in,	

depicting	 the	 different	 ways	 of	 relating	 to	 land	 and	 nature.	 The	 contested	 landscape	

itself	thus	became	the	main	character	of	the	film.	

	

	
LKAB	mine:	Film	still,	Terra	Nullius	I.	

	

	

	

The	three	speakers	in	the	film	present	arguments	about	the	exploitation	and	use	of	the	

land	which,	on	their	own,	sound	coherent,	but	which,	when	taken	together	are	mutually	

incompatible.	 Yet	 they	 are	 all	 talking	 about	 the	 same	 landscape.	 In	 this	 way	 I	 could	

convey	 the	 conflicting	 value	 systems.	 Furthermore,	 the	 structure	makes	 it	 palpable	 to	

the	viewer	that	there	is	no	real	communication	between	the	parties	involved.	In	fact	it	is	

only	the	Sami	who	experience	what	is	happening	as	a	conflict	and	catastrophe.	

	
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



	 120	

7.7	 	 Terra	Nullius	II	
	
	
	

Terra	Nullius	II	starts	of	with	Stina	Inga’s	poem,	“There	is	a	Place	of	Sacrifice”,	presented	

on	a	black	screen	with	the	white	text	pulsing	rhythmically	in	time	with	the	voice	of	the	

poet.		

	

	

	

	

	
There	is	a	place	of	sacrifice	

An	ancient	place	of	sacrifice	with	hidden	treasures	

With	ancient	gods	

There	is	a	cold	spring	that,	has	no	beginning.	

And	a	lake	with	two	bottoms	

There	flows	a	stream	that	has	taken	the	life	of	a	girl	

One	can	hear	her	scream	

And	a	place	where	Stállo	left	footprints	as	he	stepped	over	the	lake	

There	is	a	village	where	the	gnomes	and	goblins	scare	people	

And	a	baby	without	a	name	that	screams	on	the	far	side	of	the	river	

There	is	a	reindeer	bull	who	appears	three	times	to	people	

And	there	is	a	people,	

A	people	who	believe	in	all	this	

	

	

	 	 Stina	Inga	
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Terra	Nullius	II,	film	still:	Associate	Professor	of	Law,	Matthias	Åhren	in	his	office.		

	

	

	

The	poem	is	followed	by	an	abrupt	shift	of	scene	to	Åhren’s	office,	where	he	describes	

what	is	going	on	as	colonization	in	its	purest	form.	Terra	Nullius	II	gives	centre	stage	to	

Associate	Professor	Åhren	and	his	legal	arguments.	I	felt	that	his	account	of	the	political	

and	 legal	 injustice	being	 inflicted	on	 the	Sami	population	of	Scandinavia	needed	 to	be	

brought	 to	 the	 attention	of	 a	broader	 audience.	Åhren	draws	a	broader	picture	of	 the	

conflict	 that	 involves	not	only	Kiruna,	but	Sapmi	as	a	whole,	which	also	overlaps	with	

Norway.	With	reference	to	the	history	of	European	colonization	of	other	lands	inhabited	

by	 indigenous	peoples,	he	states	that	the	Sami	people	are	being	treated	as	shadows	in	

their	 own	 culture,	meaning	 that	 they	 are	 invisible	 to	 the	 Swedish	 authorities	 and	 the	

mining	industry.		

	

Throughout	the	film,	Åhren’s	stance	is	one	of	firm	opposition	to	the	mining	industry.	He	

depicts	 mining	 as	 a	 threat	 to	 the	 culture	 from	 which	 he	 comes	 and	 to	 democratic	

principles	in	general.	
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Film	still	depicting	Samiland:	Terra	Nullius	II.		

	

To	emphasize	the	territorial	conflict,	I	cut	in	scenes	of	the	hitherto	undisturbed	nature	

and	of	sacred	and	mythical	Sami	sites.	These	reflect	a	Sami	perspective	that	is	invisible	

to	outsiders	and	which	can	only	be	imagined.	These	images	of	the	untouched	landscape	

represent	 nature	 as	 a	 continuation	 of	 the	 past.	 They	 connect	 with	 both	 Stina	 Inga’s	

intimate	 poem	 and	 Åhren’s	 statements,	 both	 of	 which	 strengthen	 the	 indigenous	

perspective.		

	

Stina	Inga’s	poetry	describes	her	personal	relationship	to	nature	as	something	integral	

to	 her	 Sami	 identity.	 Her	 poems	 describe	 the	 mythological	 relationship	 of	 the	 Sami	

people	to	their	landscape;	the	mythology	in	question	is	unique	to	the	Sami	and	has	been	

passed	down	through	countless	generations.	This	echoes	Per	Erik	Marsja’s	testimony	in	

Terra	Nullius	 I,	 about	 how	 Sami	 culture	 and	mythology	 are	 still	 very	much	 alive,	 and	

nurtured	 in	 parallel	 to	 Swedish	 culture.	 But	 Stina	 Inga’s	 poems	 also	 articulate	 the	

struggle	to	survive	in	a	landscape	and	culture	that	are	changing	profoundly.	

	

In	her	poems	Stina	Inga	visualizes	the	end	of	a	ancient	culture	and	makes	us	understand	

this	vision	as	a	possible	consequence	of	the	current	predicament.		
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If	I	disappear	among	unfamiliar	mountains	

Remind	me	when	the	world	is	blue	in	the	moonlight	

Just	as	blue	as	my	summer	world	was,	

Remind	me	when	the	reindeer	calf	grunts	

With	the	same	voice	I	called	to	you	

Remind	me	when	the	northern	lights	dance	

In	the	same	way	I	danced	for	life	

Remind	me	

When	I	no	longer	exist.	

	

Stina	Inga	

	

	

	

	

	

	

The	 film	 ends	 by	 returning	 one	 last	 time	 to	 the	 LKAB	 guided	 tour.	 The	 visitors	 are	

photographing	themselves	beside	the	mining	tractors,	accepting	iron	balls	as	souvenirs	

of	their	visit,	courtesy	of	the	mining	company.		

	

By	 presenting	 the	 tourists	 as	 part	 of	 the	 film’s	 context	 makes	 them	 into	 passive	

participants	in	the	capitalistic	take	over	of	the	area.	We	can	all	relate	to	being	a	tourist,	

and	 I	 wanted	 the	 viewers	 of	my	 films	 to	 identify	 with	 this	 position,	 so	 that	 they	 too	

would	feel	like	passive	participants	in	the	drama	they	had	just	become	acquainted	with	

by	watching	the	films	in	the	exhibition.	
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7.8		 Photography:	Ruptures	–	Studies	of	Girjas	Samiland	(Kiruna)		
	

	

	
The	photographic	study	Ruptures	–	Studies	of	Girjas	Samiland,		2013.		
Installation	view	Oslo	Fine	Art	Society	2013	
	

	

	

	

When	 taking	 these	 photographs	 I	 treated	 the	 landscape	 as	 a	 skin,	 a	 thin	 covering	 of	

earth,	which	had	been	wounded	with	cracks,	holes	and	slippages.	The	photographs	are	

images	 of	 cracks	 and	 landslides,	 featuring	 changes	 in	 texture	 and	 colour	 due	 to	

vegetation	and	chemical	spills.	The	 images	are	a	mixture	of	overviews,	 taken	 from	the	

helicopter,	 middle-distance	 images,	 and	 close-ups	 shot	 from	 the	 ground.	 The	 title	

Ruptures	–	Studies	of	Girjas	Samiland	was	suggested	by	 the	 landscape	 itself	and	by	Per	

Erik	Marsja’s	description	of	the	wounds	in	the	ground.	After	spending	so	much	time	with	

Per	Erik	during	my	field	trips,	his	view	of	nature,	as	something	not	be	disturbed	unless	

absolutely	necessary,	was	something	I	wanted	to	zoom	in	on	in	the	still	images.		
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The	 photographic	 series	 was	 a	 way	 to	 sharpen	 the	 focus	 on	 what	 the	 conflict	 was	

essentially	 about.	 Namely,	 the	 differences	 between	 mined	 landscape	 and	 a	 self-

sustaining	 landscape.	 The	 images	 of	 the	 ruptured	 landscapes	 illustrate	 the	 impact	 of	

industrialization	on	a	natural	habitat	and	the	implications	this	has	for	those	who	have	a	

very	different	relationship	to	land	and	to	nature.	

	

	

The	series	consists	of	21	photographs	sized	21	cm	x	31	cm.	The	relatively	small	format,	

as	opposed	to	something	larger,	was	chosen	to	avoid	giving	the	impression	of	trying	to	

compete	with	the	grandeur	of	nature	itself,	since	such	attempts	are,	in	my	regard,	very	

seldom	successful.	I	also	chose	the	small	scale	as	a	way	to	make	the	photographs	seem	

like	precious	objects	containing	valuable	information.	Hanging	on	the	wall	as	small-scale	

images,	 they	 required	 the	 step	 up	 close	 in	 order	 to	 explore	 what	 they	 depicted.	 The	

viewer	then	has	to	move	physically	to	pass	from	one	picture	to	the	next.		

	

This	 is	different	 from	the	 films,	where	the	 images	move	while	 the	viewer	sits	still	 in	a	

more	passive	position	while	watching.	In	the	exhibition	context,	this	interactive	element	

encourages	 reflection.	Dividing	 the	material	 between	 two	 films,	with	 the	photographs	

situated	 in	 the	middle,	 so	 that	 the	 viewer	had	 to	move,	 provided	 a	breathing	 space,	 a	

time	to	reflect	on	what	I	think	was	a	massive	amount	of	information.	

	

In	 the	photographs	 the	 land	 itself	come	 into	clear	 focus	as	 the	main	protagonist	 in	 the	

work.	The	photographic	studies	are	meant	to	be	shown	together	with	the	film,	but	can	

also	function	as	a	independent	project,	in	other	words,	they	could	be	shown	without	the	

film.	
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Ruptures,	Studies	of	Girjas	Samiland	(Kiruna),	2013	
Installation	view	Oslo	Fine	Art	Society	
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8.	 	CONCLUDING	THOUGHTS		

8.1		 Morality	and	ethics	as	two	different	starting	points	
	
	
Looking	back,	 I	 see	a	difference	between	 the	works	 I	made	on	 the	question	of	 change	

and	survival	in	Chernobyl	and	Detroit	on	the	one	hand,	and	Kiruna	on	the	other.	In	order	

to	reflect	on	this,	I	will	borrow	Jill	Bennett’s	distinction	between	‘ethical’	and	‘moralistic’	

artworks.	

	

In	 Chernobyl	 and	 Detroit	 I	 experimented	 with	 the	 role	 of	 being	 guided,	 a	 carefully	

developed	method	 of	 entering	 sites	 that	 are	 experiencing	 profound	 change,	 using	 an	

‘open	 position’,	 and	 ‘not	 knowing’	 as	 a	 tool	 to	 learn	 from	 people	 who	 inhabit	 those	

places.	Choosing	to	be	guided	by	a	small	number	of	people	who	had	deliberately	moved	

into	 these	 uncertain	 zones,	 it	 was	 their	 mutual	 relationships	 and	 the	 tales	 they	 told	

about	 their	 lives	 that	 formed	my	 central	material,	 information	 shared	 that	 reflected	 a	

micro-perspective.	 These	 micro-perspectives	 became	 the	 content	 of	 the	 work,	 and	

expressed	what	it	requires	to	adapt	to	and	survive	in	the	two	uncertain	zones,	as	seen	

from	the	guides’	own	points	of	view.		

	

In	her	book	Empathic	Vision,	Jill	Bennett	defines	ethical	artworks	as	something	that	can	

in	it	self	transform	thought:			

“An	 ethics	 is	 enabled	 and	 invigorated	 by	 the	 capacity	 for	 transformation;	 that	 is,	

precisely	by	not	assuming	that	there	is	a	given	outside	to	thinking.”38.	

	

	An	 ethical	 artwork	 is	 political,	 but	 it	 entails	 a	 ‘transformation’,	 Bennett	 says.	 A	

transformational	view	of	the	site	is	conveyed	most	clearly	in	the	project	Chernobyl	Mon	

Amour,	where	 the	main	 content	of	 the	work	 revolves	 around	 the	paradoxical	 realities	

expressed	 by	 the	 guides	 in	 the	 course	 of	 our	 intimate	 conversations.	 The	 viewer	 is	

invited	 to	 sympathize	with	 the	 perspectives	 of	 the	 guides,	 who	 occupy	 a	 paradoxical	

reality	that	destabilizes	and	transforms	the	previously	one-dimensional	media	image	we	

had	of	Chernobyl.		

In	the	film	Land	of	Freedom	(Detroit),	the	transformation	seems	even	more	complex:	it	is	

already	 widely	 known	 that	 the	 city	 is	 full	 of	 ruins	 and	 is	 becoming	 a	 site	 for	 urban	

																																																								
38	Jill	Bennet,	Empathic	Vision,	p.	15.	
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farming.	 What	 is	 new	 and	 changes	 the	 way	 we	 see	 Detroit	 is,	 again,	 the	 paradoxes	

inherent	in	the	micro-perspectives:	what	the	urban	farmers	do	in	practice	is	so	tiny	in	

scale.	Yet,	the	urban	farmers	and	locals	recognize	a	revolution	in	the	making.	

	

In	contrast,	in	Kiruna	and	the	surrounding	region	I	started	out	with	prior	knowledge	of	

the	 colliding	 interests	 concerning	 land	 use,	 and	 of	 the	 effects	 on	 the	 Sami’s	 ability	 to	

sustain	their	ancient	lifestyle	of	reindeer	herding.	By	presenting	the	macro-perspectives	

of	 official	 spokespersons	 from	 the	 opposing	 industries,	Terra	Nullius	 gives	 a	 broader	

overview	of	the	political	situation	and	of	the	contested	landscape,	information	I	felt	was	

under-communicated	in	the	media.		

	

I	 wanted	 to	 express	 artistically	 how	 the	 global	 economy	 and	 capitalist	 interests	 are	

given	 priority	 when	 they	 conflict	 with	 international	 and	 national	 human-rights	 laws.	

The	 work	 in	 itself	 becomes	 moralistic,	 since	 it	 emphasizes	 the	 Sami	 perspectives,	 in	

particular	in	Terra	Nullius	II.		

	

Jill	Bennett	defines	morality	as	follows:		“A	morality	(…)	operates	within	the	bounds	of	a	

given	set	of	conventions,	within	which	social	and	political	problems	must	be	resolved.”39	

To	use	art	in	a	moral	way,	Bennett	says,	means	to	use	it	politically	to	win	sympathy	for	

particular	 people,	 in	 this	 case	 the	 Sami	 and	 their	 cause.	 In	 this	 context,	Terra	Nullius	

express	the	moral	message	that	the	land	rights	of	the	Sami	should	be	respected.	It	points	

out	weaknesses	 in	society,	and	pleads	 for	 the	Sami	 to	be	heard.	But	Bennett	also	says	

that	 in	moralistic	art,	 the	broader	view	of	society	remains	intact.	Thus,	 in	moral	terms	

the	Sami	case	would	be	successful	if	only	their	voice	would	be	heard	by	democracy.	But	

here	lies	the	dilemma	that	Terra	Nullius	also	wants	to	express.	The	Sami	and	their	cause	

cannot	 find	 a	 place	 within	 society	 as	 it	 is.	 With	 this	 difficulty	 in	 mind,	 I	 wanted	 the	

viewer	to	reflect	on	the	incompatible	ways	in	which	the	parties	relate	to	land,	resulting	

in	a	conflict	which	 it	 seems	 impossible	 to	resolve	 for	as	 long	as	society	 functions	as	 it	

does	 at	 present.	 By	 revealing	 the	 consequences	 of	 the	 deep	 changes	 taking	 place	 in	

Kiruna,	we	see	it	as	a	tragic	example	of	what	Habermas	describes	as	a	place	governed	by	

instrumental	 rationality,	 whereby	 the	 latter	 is	 defined	 as	 the	 most	 efficient	 or	 cost-

effective	means	 to	achieve	a	 specific	 end	 that	does	not	 in	 itself	 reflect	on	 the	value	of	

																																																								
39	Jill	Bennet,		Empathic	Vision,	p.	15.	
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that	end.40	

	

Thus,	in	talking	about	society	as	it	is,	Terra	Nullius	is	closer	to	documentary	filmmaking	

than	 are	my	 films	 about	 Chernobyl	 and	 Detroit,	 which	 use	 a	 freer	 artistic	 idiom	 that	

gives	greater	scope	for	interpretation,	activates	the	viewer’s	imagination.	In	this	context,	

we	understand	that	moralistic	artworks	can	function	well	as	a	political	tool	to	highlight	

large-scale	 political	weaknesses	 and	 reveal	 injustices	 in	 society;	 in	 short,	 they	 impart	

political	ideas	to	the	viewer.	However,	from	an	artistic	point	of	view,	the	ethical	artistic	

practice	 was	 a	 more	 interesting,	 demanding	 and	 rewarding	 experience,	 both	 in	 the	

development	 of	 a	 new	 research	method	 and	 in	 the	 creative	process.	 The	 transformed	

visions	of	Chernobyl	and	Detroit	were	a	result	of	the	participatory	observations	and	the	

intimate	 conversations.	 This	 intimacy	 is	 something	 the	 viewer	 can	 identify	 with.	 In	

Terra	Nullius,	on	the	other	hand,	the	official	spokespersons	speak	from	a	more	distanced	

perspective	 of	 objective	 corporate	 visions,	 making	 identification	 and	 emotional	

engagement	more	difficult.	 The	 ethical	 artwork	gives	me	as	 an	 artist	 greater	 scope	 to	

use	 my	 free	 creative	 imagination,	 whereas	 the	 documentary	 and	 moralistic	 artwork	

forces	reality	to	prevail	over	the	imaginative	dimension.		

	

	

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	

	

	
	

																																																								
40	http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Instrumental_rationality	
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8.2			 Events,	change	and	resistance	
	

The	 large-scale	changes	that	took	or	are	taking	place	 in	Chernobyl,	Detroit	and	Kiruna	

can	be	seen	as	events	that	have	changed	the	way	we	look	at	society,	even	the	world.	

The	consequences	and	effects	of	these	events	are	difficult	to	predict	and	make	the	future	

of	these	territories	uncertain.	The	catastrophes	of	Chernobyl	and	Detroit	are	now	past	

events.	 I	 have	 defined	 the	 territories	 in	 which	 changes	 of	 this	 kind	 take	 place	 as	

uncertain	zones,	whereas	the	catastrophe	in	and	around	Kiruna	is	still	slowly	unfolding.	

In	this	case	I	define	the	territory	at	stake	as	a	contested	landscape.		

	

The	 events	 that	 have	 made	 these	 areas	 uncertain	 zones	 or	 contested	 landscape	

distinguish	them	both	physically	and	psychologically	from	the	mainstream	society.	The	

zones	create	a	division	in	space	with	an	inside	(the	zones)	and	an	outside	(mainstream	

society).	 Depending	 on	where	 one	 looks	 from	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 zone,	 the	 perspective	

changes.		

	

The	on-going	territorial	changes	in	the	contested	landscape	of	Kiruna	on	the	one	hand	

and	in	the	exclusion	zone	of	Chernobyl	and	the	abandoned	areas	of	Detroit	on	the	other	

all	have	 to	do	with	society.	Yet	 these	places	are	distinct	 from	so-called	 ‘mainstream’.	 I	

propose	 that	 these	 areas	 should	 be	 regarded	 as	 parallel	 societies	 or	 as	 parallel	 zones	

within	society.	The	sites	are	connected	to	‘mainstream	society’	because	they	reveal	the	

ultimate	 consequences	 of	 societal	 changes	 that	 cannot	 be	 entirely	 controlled	 and	 are	

difficult	to	predict.	The	three	sites	I	have	investigated	are	examples	of	society	being	hit	

by	catastrophe	and	reveal	what	happens	when	societies	break	down.	

Slavoj	Zizek	defines	an	event	as	the	effect	that	seems	to	exceed	its	causes.41	The	news	of	

the	events	of	 the	Chernobyl	accident	and	of	Detroit’s	economic	collapse	have	acquired	

relevance	 far	beyond	 those	 regions	 themselves	 and	become	part	of	 a	 collective	global	

memory.	The	expansion	of	 the	mining	 industry	 in	Kiruna	 is	 still	happening	and	 is	not	

(yet)	 recognized	 as	 a	 catastrophe,	 and	we	 still	 do	 not	 know	how	 it	will	 evolve	 in	 the	

future.	“In	an	event,”	says	Slavoj	Zizek,	“things	not	only	change,	what	changes	is	the	very	

parameter	 by	which	we	measure	 the	 facts	 of	 change,	 i.e.,	 a	 turning	 point	 changes	 the	

entire	field	within	which	facts	appear.”42	

																																																								
41	Slavoj	Zizek,	Event:	Philosophy	in	Transit,	Penguin	Books,	2014,	p.	3.	
42	Ibid.	p.	179.	
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Even	if	nothing	changes	physically	 for	us	as	receivers	of	 the	media	reports	about	such	

events,	 nothing	 remains	 the	 same	because	we	perceive	 the	 event	 through	 our	 human	

emotions.	 Our	 emotional,	 imaginative,	 and	 intellectual	 (interpretative)	 responses	

following	the	news	of	such	events	means	that	we	relate	to	them	profoundly.		

	

Slavoj	Zizek	continues	“...	 the	space	of	an	event	 is	that	which	opens	up	by	the	gap	that	

separates	an	effect	from	its	causes”.43	

	

Being	 guided	 by	 people	 who	 live	 among	 the	 debris	 that	 remains	 after	 the	 events	 at	

Chernobyl	and	Detroit,	and	later	exploring	the	processes	of	change	in	Kiruna,	I	lead	the	

viewer	to	the	epicentre	of	these	events.	In	the	three	works,	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour,	Land	

of	Freedom	and	Terra	Nullius,	 I	hope	to	have	revealed	how	each	 location	creates	a	gap	

that	separates	the	effect	(the	changes)	from	the	cause	(the	event).		

	

The	micro-stories	from	Chernobyl	and	Detroit	teach	us	that	despite	the	many	difficulties	

and	health	risks	involved	in	living	in	these	hostile	environments,	some	people	find	these	

zones	 attractive	 and	 deliberately	 chose	 to	 live	 here.	 The	 gap	 functions	 as	 a	 space	 for	

people	who	want	to	 live	a	different	 life	outside	of	mainstream	society.	 It	 is	part	of	 the	

complexity	 of	 the	 economy	of	 survival	 that	 these	people	 consider	 the	 respective	 zone	

and	 what	 it	 has	 to	 offer	 more	 valuable	 than	 the	 life	 they	 could	 lead	 in	 so-called	

mainstream	 society.	 The	 gap	 becomes	 a	 space	 that	 offers	 the	 freedom	 to	 create	 their	

own	futures,	a	space	they	can	fill	with	their	own	dreams	and	interpretations	of	reality.	

Despite	the	effects	of	these	choices	on	their	lives,	the	gap	protects	them	from	a	society	

they	do	not	want	to	participate	in.		

	

From	 this	 point	 of	 view,	 we	 can	 understand	 their	 choice	 of	 life-style	 under	 these	

conditions	 as	 an	act	of	 resistance	 to	participation	 in	mainstream	society.	We	discover	

that	paradoxical	realities	can	live	side	by	side	within	the	human	body	and	mind,	as	well	

as	in	nature,	and	accepting	this	is	in	itself	a	survival	strategy.	

	

A	French	proverb	says:	plus	ça	change,	plus	c’est	la	même	chose.	Kiruna	and	the	region	

are	being	changed	and	controlled	by	the	power	of	capitalism,	and	that’s	how	it	always	

was.	 Things	 change	 so	 that	 everything	 can	 stay	 the	 same.	 Despite	 newly	 established	
																																																								
43	Ibid.	p.	3.	
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international	 and	 national	 laws	 that	 are	 meant	 to	 protect	 the	 rights	 of	 indigenous	

peoples	 to	 live	 in	 accordance	 with	 their	 cultural	 heritage,	 the	 powers	 that	 now	

determine	how	the	landscape	shall	be	used	amount	to	a	continuation	of	well	established	

historical	patterns	of	 colonization	and	 suppression	of	 indigenous	people.	The	 changes	

therefore	 ensure	 that	 society	 remains	 unchanged.	 Kiruna	 is	 another	 example	 of	 a	

familiar	 strategy	 of	 forcing	 indigenous	 people	 to	 integrate	 into	 the	 so-called	 normal	

society,	by	depriving	them	of	opportunities	to	cultivate	their	own	way	of	life.		

	

The	drastic	decision	to	move	the	town	and	the	expansion	of	the	mining	industry	in	the	

Arctic	 region	 are	 both	 welcomed	 by	 the	 authorities	 because	 they	 represent	 the	

continuation	of	 LKAB’s	 industrial	 activities.	 Securing	new	 jobs,	 and	 tax	money	 for	 the	

state,	not	to	forget	a	flow	of	money	into	private	investors’	pockets,	who	can	then	invest	

in	new	industry,	creating	new	jobs,	more	tax	money	etc.	–	all	this	proves	that	capitalism	

is	dependent	on	continuous	change	in	order	to	survive.	

	

Alternatively,	as	Slavoj	Zizek	puts	it:	“In	capitalism,	where	things	have	to	change	all	the	

time	 to	 remain	 the	 same,	 the	 true	 Event	 would	 have	 been	 to	 transform	 the	 very	

principle	of	 change.”44	From	this	point	of	view,	a	 truly	 radical	 change	would	be	 to	not	

move	the	town,	 to	resist	capitalization	of	 the	Sami	territories,	and	to	 leave	the	 land	to	

the	Sami	people	as	the	foundation	of	their	continued	culture,	thereby	breaking	the	cycle	

of	colonization	and	oppression	and	setting	an	example	to	the	rest	of	the	world.	

	

	

The	French	philosopher	Maurice	Blanchot	writes	in	an	interview	with	himself;			

	

Question:	Will	you	admit	this	fact,	that,	we	are	at	a	turning	point?	

Answer:	If	it	is	a	fact	it	is	not	a	turning	point.45	

	

	

	

	

	

																																																								
44	Ibid.	p.	179.	
45	Maurice	Blanchot’s	self-interview	in	La	Nouvelle	revue	Française,	April	1960.	
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What	Blanchot	is	saying	is	essentially	that	a	turning	point	is	invisible.	

	

Therefore	 from	 this	perspective	 the	profound	changes	 in	Kiruna	 seem	 to	amount	 to	a	

turning	point	but	are	not	so	in	reality;	instead,	they	are	merely	an	attempt	to	sustain	the	

society	of	Kiruna	as	it	is.		

But	for	the	Sami,	their	loss	of	control	over	the	land	on	which	they	live	and	practice	their	

ancient	culture	is	a	true	turning	point,	one	that	seems	invisible	to	society	outside	of	the	

Sami	culture.	There	is	no	real	event’s	taking	place	absorbed	by	the	media	that	changes	

the	way	we	look	at	the	society	forever.	The	fact	that	the	 legally	established	rights	that	

are	 meant	 to	 protect	 the	 Sami	 have	 been	 ignored	 has	 led	 many	 within	 the	 Sami	

community	to	become	passive,	like	a	defeated	people	with	no	real	legal	rights,	who	are	

steadily	 being	 forced	 to	 become	 part	 of	 the	mainstream	 society	 outside	 of	 their	 own	

culture.	

	

The	point	I	am	trying	to	make	is	that	survival	within	the	zones	of	Chernobyl	and	Detroit	

can	be	seen	as	a	place	a	resistance	and	as	a	refusal	to	accept	the	constraints	of	so-called	

normal	society.	The	uncertain	zones	function	as	areas	of	refuge	and	give	space	for	a	kind	

of	freedom	that	is	different	from	that	which	one	can	have	in	normal	society.	In	contrast,	

the	 zone	 of	 uncertainty	 in	 Lapland	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 domain	 where	 freedom	 is	

diminishing.	The	difficulty	the	Sami	are	having	in	acting	out	a	resistance	which	is	heard	

by	 society	 at	 large	 can	be	 seen	 as	 a	 consequence	of	 society’s	 failure	 to	 recognize	 that	

there	is	anything	here	to	be	resisted.	Thus,	the	Sami	perspective	becomes	invisible	and	

fails	 to	engage	society,	 leaving	 them	alone	with	 	 the	 turning	point	 that	 threatens	 their	

existence.	Their	passivity	 is	 therefore	a	result	of	a	 failure	 in	 the	 legal	system	that	was	

meant	 to	 protect	 them.	 The	 result	 is	 the	 destruction	 of	 the	 dreams	 and	 hopes	 for	 a	

continuation	 of	 their	 ancient	 culture.	 The	 Sami	 are	 at	 risk	 of	 becoming	 tourist	

attractions	for	a	mainstream	society	that	has	little	or	no	space	for	alternative	life-styles.	
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9.	 CONCLUSION	
	

	

During	the	 time	I	have	been	working	on	this	research	 fellowship,	a	new	Cold	War	has	

begun	 to	 develop	 between	 the	 East	 and	 the	 West,	 creating	 global	 tensions	 and	

uncertainty	 for	 the	 future.	At	 the	 time	of	writing,	 it	 is	exactly	one	year	since	Russia	 in	

collaboration	with	 Ukrainian	 separatists	 occupied	 the	 Crimea	 and	 started	 a	war	with	

Ukraine.	 Just	 yesterday,	 Vladimir	 Putin	 said	 that	 Russia	 would	 be	 prepared	 to	 use	

nuclear	weapons	 if	necessary	to	obtain	 its	goals.	Last	week,	Norway	held	a	 large-scale	

military	manoeuvres	close	to	its	border	with	Russia,	practising	for	a	possible	invasion.	

In	response,	Putin	has	ordered	40,000	Russian	 troops	 to	 the	same	area,	on	his	side	of	

the	border.		

The	recent	news	of	Detroit	 is	 that	the	multibillionaire	Dan	Gilbert	has	single-handedly	

bought	up	half	of	 the	 centre	of	Detroit,	which	he	 intends	 to	 restore,	 creating	 jobs	and	

economic	activity	–	thus	saving	the	city	from	further	ruin.		

As	 for	 Kiruna,	 the	 planned	 expansion	 of	 mining	 operations	 and	 the	 relocation	 of	 the	

town	are	 going	ahead	as	planned.	 Still	 there	 is	 little	noticeable	media	 coverage	of	 the	

effects	on	 the	Sami	people,	and	certainly	no	big	campaigns	 in	 the	press	or	protests	by	

people	in	general.	

	

The	 research	 fellowship	 offered	 me	 an	 opportunity	 for	 artistic	 experimentation	 and	

research-based	 learning,	 which	 I	 have	 devoted	 to	 the	 projects	 Chernobyl	Mon	Amour,	

Land	of	Freedom,	and	Terra	Nullius.	My	encounters	with	these	three	places	together	with	

the	opportunity	for	research	have	stimulated	in	me	an	interest	in	developing	new	ways	

of	working	and	of	using	film	as	a	medium	and	new	artistic	language.		

	

My	way	of	engaging	with	societies	and	situations	outside	of	my	own	contextual	reality	

has	led	to	rewarding	opportunities	on	the	international	art	scene.	In	particular,	the	films	

Chernobyl	Mon	Amour	 and	Land	of	Freedom	 have	now	been	shown	 in	many	 important	

art	 arenas	 in	 five	 parts	 of	 the	 world:	 Africa,	 Europe,	 America,	 Australia	 and	 Asia,	 of	

which	my	participation	in	the	Sidney	Biennale	was	arguably	the	highlight.		
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All	in	all	this	has	been	a	great	opportunity	for	me	to	establish,	continue	and	expand	my	

artistic	 practice	 on	 the	 international	 art-scene,	 an	 opportunity	 that	 has	 resulted	 in	

invitations	 from	 prestigious	 art	 institutions	 to	 conduct	 further	 artistic	 research	 into	

societal	 change	 and	 survival	 practices.	 These	 invitations	 are	 a	 direct	 result	 of	 the	my	

artistic	achievements	during	the	research	fellowship.	In	2013,	Koyo	Kouoh	the	founder	

of	 Raw	Material	 Company	 in	Dakar,	 Senegal,	 offered	me	 a	 five-week	 residency	 at	 her	

artistic	 research	 centre,	 financed	 by	 Office	 for	 Contemporary	 Art	 Norway	 (OCA)	46.	 In	

2014,	 I	 was	 invited	 to	 a	 four-week	 residency	 at	 the	 cultural	 centre	 Mishkenot	

Sha’ananim	 in	 Jerusalem	 (also	 attended	 by	 Jeff	Wall	 and	 Andres	 Serrano).	 The	 Israel	

residency	was	 financed	entirely	by	 the	Norwegian	Embassy	 in	Tel	Aviv.	 I	 received	 the	

invitation	 from	 the	 institution	 because	 of	 my	 ability	 to	 work	 in	 societies	 that	 are	 in	

conflict	 and	 undergoing	 processes	 of	 profound	 change.	 Both	 residencies	 included	 a	

salary,	project	money,	 research	assistance,	and	opportunities	 to	 teach	and	present	my	

work	in	new	international	networks	and	contexts.		

	

These	experiences	have	broadened	my	geographical	 range	and	 introduced	me	 to	new	

themes.	I	now	feel	capable	of	using	my	artistic	practice	to	create	socially	critical	work	in	

today’s	global	society	applying	both	a	micro-	and	a	macro-perspective.		

	

The	project	Terra	Nullius	 led	 to	a	 film	commission	 for	 the	exhibition	 “1814	revisited”,	

curated	by	Rikke	Komissar.	With	 the	 title	SORRY,	 the	 film	 I	produced	 reflected	on	 the	

Sami	Law,	paragraph	110a,	 in	 the	Norwegian	Constitution.	The	exhibition	commented	

artistically	on	various	aspects	of	the	Norwegian	Constitution	and	was	the	Government’s	

official	exhibition	celebrating	the	bicentenary	of	that	document.	

The	film	SORRY	is	based	on	King	Harald’s	official	apology	from	the	Norwegian	people	to	

the	 Sami	people	 at	 the	opening	of	 the	 Sami	Parliament	 in	1997.	On	 that	occasion,	 the	

King	apologized	for	the	wrongs	inflicted	on	the	Sami	people	by	the	Norwegian	state	as	a	

result	 of	 its	 earlier	 Norwegianization	 policy.	 But	 although	 it	 is	 now	 protected	 in	 the	

Constitution,	 the	 Sami	 culture	 is	 increasingly	 under	 threat	 from	 different	 economic	

interests,	 such	 as	 mining,	 fishing	 and	 the	 oil	 and	 gas	 industries,	 which	 are	 eager	 to	

harvest	the	rich	natural	resources	of	Lapland.	In	the	film	we	meet	the	first	president	of	

the	Sami	parliament,	Ole-Henrik	Magga,	who	 talks	 about	 apology	and	 forgiveness.	We	

also	meet	Carsten	Smith,	the	former	Supreme	Court	Chief	of	Justice	who	formulated	the	
																																																								
46	Koyo	Kouoh	served	as	curatorial	advisor	for	Documenta	12	(2007)	and	13	(2012).	
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Sami	Law	paragraph	for	the	Constitution,	and	the	law	professor	Kirsti	Strøm	Bull,	who	

discusses	 the	 gap	 between	 theory	 and	 practice	 in	 relation	 to	 how	 the	 Sami	 Law	 is	

applied	 in	 competition	with	 capitalist	 interests.	We	 also	meet	 author	Marion	 Palmer,	

who	discovered	her	Sami	roots	as	an	adult.	We	head	out	 to	sea	with	 fisherman	Trond	

Inge	from	Kvalsund,	who	will	soon	be	unable	to	fish	in	the	Repparfjord,	due	to	plans	to	

dump	poisonous	mine	tailings	in	the	fjord,	raising	the	sea	bed	from	a	depth	of	80	to	just	

20	metres.	Today	neither	the	coastal	Sami	nor	the	Norwegians	who	live	along	the	coast	

have	 any	 fishing	 rights.	 For	 the	 rights	 and	 concessions	 have	 all	 been	 sold	 to	 the	

international	fishing	industry.	

	

The	experience	of	applying	both	the	micro-	and	the	macro-perspectives	has	given	me	an	

extensive	toolbox	to	work	with	in	the	future.	Depending	on	the	site	or	themes	I	engage	

with,	I	can	adjust	the	research	between	entering	a	site	‘from	an	open	position’	or	‘with	

preconceived	ideas’,	or	by	combining	the	two	methods	of	research.	

From	 my	 perspective,	 the	 micro-perspective	 with	 its	 human	 interactions	 produced	

artistic	 material	 that	 was	 richer,	 more	 complex	 and	 easier	 to	 expand	 on	 than	 the	

material	gained	from	the	macro-perspective,	with	its	more	formal	questioning	of	official	

spokespersons.	 The	 reason	 for	 this	 is	 that	 the	 personal	 participation	 and	 intimate	

conversations	 of	 the	 micro-perspective	 uncovered	 contradictory	 information	 and	

paradoxical	realities,	which	would	it	would	not	have	been	possible	to	expose	using	the	

macro-perspective.	The	paradoxical	material	was	hard	 to	 convey,	 yet	more	 rewarding	

and	 fulfilling	 to	 experiment	 with	 artistically,	 because	 the	 outcome	 was	 not	 fixed	 in	

advance.	 Engaging	 with	 the	 intimate	 material	 evoked	 emotions	 within	 me,	 which	 I	

wanted	 to	 convey	 to	 the	 viewer.	 Being	 emotionally	 touched	 also	 stimulated	 my	

imagination,	which	 forced	me	 to	 think	 in	 order	 to	 understand	 the	 human	 complexity.	

The	non-judgemental	approach	opened	up	a	space	for	human	identification.	Although	all	

these	art	projects	have	been	very	 important	 to	me,	 the	more	 ‘moralistic’	documentary	

projects	 from	 the	 contested	 landscape	 of	 Kiruna	 and	 Repparfjord	 are	 more	 one	

dimensional,	easier	to	grasp	and	more	likely	to	prompt	a	predictable	stance	contra	the	

capitalist	invasion	of	the	Sami	districts.		

	

For	my	field	trip	to	Israel	in	the	summer	of	2014,	I	bought	a	small	discreet	camera	which	

both	 films	 and	 photographs,	 and	 is	 easy	 to	 handle	 as	 an	 extension	 to	 my	 body.	 The	

timing	 of	 my	 journey	 to	 Jerusalem	 coincided	 with	 the	 kidnapping	 and	 killing	 by	
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Palestinian	 activists	 of	 three	 Israeli	 teenage	 boys.	 On	 the	 day	 of	my	 departure,	 Israel	

started	 the	 massive	 bombing	 of	 the	 West	 Bank	 and	 Ramallah.	 Although	 I	 had	 the	

opportunity	to	follow	both	Palestinian	and	Israeli	photographers	at	work,	and	took	part	

in	situations	that	it	would	have	been	interesting	to	expand	on	from	a	journalistic	point	

of	view,	the	work	that	results	from	this	research	trip	will	focus	instead	on	a	small	bird	

sanctuary,	 which	 was	 set	 up	 by	 Israeli	 artists	 to	 provide	 nesting	 possibilities	 for	 the	

many	migratory	birds	that	have	lost	their	nesting	sites	due	to	the	many	building	projects	

on	the	occupied	the	West	Bank.	The	sanctuary	is	prominently	situated	just	below	Capitol	

Hill	 in	Jerusalem,	where	the	democratically	elected	politicians	govern	the	country.	The	

birds	 that	 find	 their	way	 to	 the	new	homes	 in	 Israel	are	ringed	and	given	registration	

numbers.	Thanks	 to	 the	experience	 I	gained	during	my	research	 fellowship,	my	 future	

projects	 will	 focus	 primarily	 on	 small-scale,	 intimate	 settings,	 which	 can	 function	 to	

describe	larger	political	processes	taking	place	in	the	wider	world.		

My	work	on	this	project	is	still	in	progress,	but	since	it	takes	place	in	Israel,	it	tends	to	be	

read	as	having	a	significance	beyond	 its	basic	good	 intention.	 It	 is	 read	with	a	kind	of	

double	vision,	as	being	about	a	bird	sanctuary	where	wild	birds	are	given	a	place	to	nest	

on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 as	 a	 metaphor	 for	 Israel’s	 policy	 of	 occupying	 the	 Palestinian	

territories.		

The	project	also	includes	a	photographic	series	called	Dreaming	in	the	Stone	Bed	Valley:	

Waking	up	is	the	Hardest	Part,	which	consists	of	 images	of	 temporary	 shelters	built	of	

stones	 in	an	olive	grove	near	 the	checkpoint	between	Israeli	controlled	 Jerusalem	and	

Palestinian	controlled	Bethlehem.	The	beds	are	built	by	Palestinian	workers	as	places	to	

sleep,	which	allow	them	to	avoid	the	long	queues	at	the	cross-border	checkpoints	when	

they	come	to	work	in	the	morning.	They	pass	through	the	checkpoints	around	midnight,	

then	 sleep	 in	 the	 olive	 grove,	 and	 are	 picked	 up	 by	 their	 Jewish	 employers	 in	 the	

morning.	

I	 am	continuing	 to	expand	my	artistic	 research	 into	 societies	undergoing	processes	of	

profound	 change,	 where	 adaption	 and	 survival	 practices	 form	 the	 main	 focus	 of	 my	

interest.		
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Siri	Hermansen	Photographic	Series:	

	Dreaming	in	the	Stone	Bed	Valley,	Waking	up	is	the	Hardest	Part,	2014	
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Lust	for	Life,	Darb	1718,	Cairo	–	Curator,	Marianne	Hultmann.	
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Social	Videoscapes	from	the	North,	Pro	Artibus	Foundation,	Ekenäs/Tammisaari	–

Curator,	Lorella	Scacco.	
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SCREENINGS	OF	TERRA	NULLIUS	
	

Screening	at	Ar(c)t(i)c	Tribes	II	-	Mo	i	Rana	October	25,2014	

As	part	of	his	keynote	Director	Ivar	Smestad	of	Atelier	Nord	in	Oslo	will	screen	my	film	

Terra	 Nullius	 Part	 II	 at	 the	 Arctic	 Tribes	 II	 in	 Mo	 i	 Rana	 	 October	 24-26,	 2014.	 The	

gathering	Ar(c)t(ic)	Tribes	II	is	a	seminar	on	contemporary	art,	urban	development	and	

social	 change,	 focusing	 on	 art	 projects	 in	 public	 spaces.	 What	 happens	 when	 artists	

intervene	directly	in	society?	What	is	the	connection	between	sustainability	and	art,	e.g.	

in	 community	development	 in	 a	 local	 context?	 Is	 it	 possible	 for	 art	 to	be	 an	agent	 for	

social	change?	

	

Screening	of	Terra	Nullius	II	at	Atelier	Nord	ANX,	Oslo	January	15,	-	February	8,	2015.	

The	film	program	Beyond	Horizons	focuses	on	works	by	artists	who	question	the		

governance	of	natural	resources	in	Northern	Norway	and	The	High	North.	An	important		

issue	in	this	regard	is	the	right	to	the	land	and	the	sea.	Another	central	issue	is	climate	change,		

and	the	impact	local	interventions	can	have	on	a	global	scale.	The	screening	will	take	place	at		

Atelier	Nord	ANX,	Olaf	Ryes	Plass	2	between	January	15,	2015	–	February	8,	2015.		

Beyond	Horizons	is	curated	by	Hanne	Hammer	Stien	and	produced	by	Ivar	Smedstad	and		

Nina	Toft.	Participating	artists	are	Geir	Tore	Holm,	Siri	Hermansen,Matti	Aikio,	Karianne		

Stensland,	Tanya	Busse,	Emilija	Skarnulyte,	Kjetil	Berge	and	Oliver	Ressler.	

	

Screening	of	Terra	Nullius	II	at	Tromsø	International	Filmfestival,	January	14,2015	

The	film	program	Beyond	Horizons	focuses	on	works	by	artists	who	question	the		

governance	of	natural	resources	in	Northern	Norway	and	The	High	North.	An		

important	issue	in	this	regard	is	the	right	to	the	land	and	the	sea.	Another	central	

issue	is	climate	change,	and	the	impact	local	interventions	can	have	on	a	global		

scale.The	screening	will	take	place	at	Verdensteateret	at	1p.m.,Wednesday	

January	14,	followed	by	a	debate	at	Verkstedet,	KulturHuset	at	3.15	p.m.Beyond	Horizons		

is	curated	by	Hanne	Hammer	Stien	and	produced	by	Ivar	Smedstad	and	Nina	Toft.		

Participating	artists	are	Geir	Tore	Holm,	Siri	Hermansen,Matti	Aikio,	Karianne	Stensland,		

Tanya	Busse,	Emilija	Skarnulyte,	Kjetil	Berge	and	Oliver	Ressler.	
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In	2013,	I	received	a	10	year	artistic	work	grant	from	the	Norwegian	Government.	With	

an	annual	payment	of	205,	000	NOK,	with	a	possibility	of	another	10	years	renewal,	the	

grant	ensures	my	artistic	practice	as	a	main	activity	of	survival	in	the	years	to	come.		
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previous	work,	and	a	curated	art	residency	with	the	aim	of	conducting	artistic	research	

on	a	 specific	 theme	concerning	 the	many	abandoned	cinemas	of	Dakar,	 Senegal.	 Since	

the	1970s	more	than	thirty	cinemas	in	Dakar	have	been	closed.	The	buildings	stand	like	

monuments	of	a	lost	culture	and	still	function	as	landmarks	in	the	city.	Kouoh	was	one	of	

the	 co-curators	of	Documenta	13.	The	 invitation	 included	a	 salary	and	project	money,	

financed	by	OCA	and	the	Foreign	Ministry	in	Norway.	
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By	invitation	and	initiative	of	the	Cultural	and	Peace	Institute	Mishkenot	sha'ananim	in	

Jerusalem,	 Israel,	 I	was	selected	as	a	researcher	and	cultural	Fellow.	The	programthey	

hosted	was	extensive,	demanding	and	much	appreciated	from	my	part.	The	one	month	

residency	 was	 organised	 in	 three	 parts:	 1)	 presentations	 and	 meetings	 with	 artist	

initiatives	and	collectives,	curators	and	museum	directors.	Among	them	artists	studios,	

Mamuta	Art	and	Media	Centre	in	Hansen	House,	The	Israeli	Center	for	Digital	Art.	

2)	 Teaching	 and	 lecturing;	 at	 Bezalel	 Academy	 of	 Art	 and	 Design,	 Jerusalem,	

Photography	Department,	 lecture	 (Micky	Kratsman,	Head	of	Department),	The	Naggar	

School	of	Photography,	Media,	New	Music,	Visual	Communication	and	Phototherapy	in	

Musrara,	Jerusalem.	Artist	talk	at	The	Shpilman	Institute	for	Photography	(SIP),	Tel	Aviv.	

3)	 Artistic	 research	 with	 assistance;	 Among	 many	 people	 whom	 guided	 me,	 I	 will	

mention	the	Palestinian	press	photographer	Atta	Awisat	who	personally	guided	me	into	

territories,	 I	 otherwise	 would	 not	 have	 been	 able	 to	 experience,	 as	 well	 as	 Head	 of	

Photography	 of	 Getty	 Images,	 Photographer	 Ilia	 Yefimovich	with	whom	 I	 followed	 at	

work	as	a	press	photographer	of	war	and	politics.	Previous	fellows	were	Andres	Serrano	

and	Jeff	Wall.	
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Artist-talk	at	The	Shpilman	Institute	for	Photography	(SIP),	Tel	Aviv.	

3)	 Artistic	 research	 with	 assistance;	 Among	 many	 people	 whom	 guided	 me,	 I	 will	

mentation	the	Palestinian	press	photographer	Atta	Awisat	whom	personally	guided	me	

into	territories	I	other	vice	would	not	have	been	able	to	experience,	as	well	as	Head	of	

photography	of	Getty	Images	Photographer	Ilia	Yefimovich	with	whom	followed	at	work	

as	a	press	photographer	of	war	and	politics.	Previous	 fellows	are	Andres	Serrano	and	

Jeff	Wall.	

The	residency	was	fully	financed	by	the	Norwegian	Embassy	in	Tel	Aviv.	

	

	

	

2015/2016	 	

Art	Price	for	artistic	excellence,	Villa	Concordia,	Bamberg,	Bavarian	State.		

The	award	includes	€16,500	,	an	eleven	month	residency	at	Villa	Concordia	including	a	

free	 apartment	 and	 50m2	 studio	 space.	 The	 art	 award	 is	 financed	 by	 the	 Bavarian	

Ministry	of	Culture	and	Science.	

	

	

	

SELECTED	CONTRIBUTIONS	TO	SEMINARS	/	LECTURES		/	TEACHING	
	
	

2009	

Fall	

In	collaboration	with	former	Dean,	Sonja	Wiik	at	Kunstfag	(KHIO),	I	initiated	a	forum	for	

fellow	artistic	researchers	at	KHIO.	The	initial	idea	was	that	the	forum	should	be	a	place	

to	 discuss	 artistic	 research,	 specifically	 within	 the	 field	 of	 Visual	 Art.	 Due	 to	

collaboration,	 difficulties	 within	 the	 group,	 The	 Stipendiat	 Forum	 lasted	 only	 for	 one	

year.	

	

December	

Professor	Gertrud	Sandquist,	Guest	lecture	at	KHIO		Artistic	Research	-	and	the	

development	of	the	PHD-program	at	Malmø	Art	Academy	

For:	Research	Fellows,	Staff	at	Kunstfag	and	The	Art	Academy	

Closed	session:	Sandquist	gave	feedback	to	each	research	fellow	in	plenum.	
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2010	

April		

Professor	Irit	Rogoff,	Goldsmiths,	University	of	London,,	guest	lecture	at	department	of	

Visual	Art	(KHIO).		

Theme:	speak	and	discuss	artistic	research	in	the	light	of	Goldsmiths'	Phd	program.		

For	Research	fellows	and	staff	at	KHIO-Kunstfag	and	the	Oslo	Art	Academy.		

	
	
Fall	2009	

Seminar	KHIO:	The	power	landscape	of	art	in	the	public	sphere	

The	seminar	was	organized	for	the	students	at	the	Textile	Department	at	the	

Department	of	Art	and	Craft.	The	first	part	was	a	presentation	of	my	artistic	research	

project,	followed	by	discussion.	In	the	second	part	Senior	Adviser	Dag	Wiersholm	from	

Public	Art	Norway	(KORO)	lectured	on	the	power	landscape	of	art	in	the	public	sphere,	a	

research	paper	he	had	published.	

	

	

2010	

February	

World	Wide	Weaving	Seminar	Kunstnernes	Hus	-	February	12,	13,	and	16,	2010.	

Leading	the	workshop	Connect	Me	within	the	World	Wide	Weaving	Seminar.			

Organised	by	Curator	Dorothe	Albrict	and	Hans	Hamid	Rasmussen,	KHIO.	

	

Spring	2010		

Advising	Research	fellowship	candidates	at	KHIO	-	Kunstfag	

Supervising	two	candidates	to	The	National	Artistic	Research	Fellowship	Program	

before	interview	with	the	Steering	Board	Committee	in	June.	One	of	these	candidates,	

Franz	Smith	was	accepted.		

	

	

2011	

Spring		
	
Supervising	-	10	hours	individual	supervising	of	MA2	students	involving,	text,	

argumentation	and	artistic	objects.	
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2011	

June	

With	Sonja	Wiik	I	was	initiatiating,	participating	in	and	organizing	a	three	hour	lecture	

with	the	artist	Isaac	Julien	at	KHIO	in	June	2011.	

	

November	

At	the	Norwegian	Arts	Council	Annual	Conference	in	2011,	I	was	invited	as	a	contributor	

with	a	work	in	process	presentation	of	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour	and	Bipolar	Horizon,	and	

as	a	panellist	in	one	of	the	sessions.	The	theme	of	the	conference	was	archiving	and	the	

making	of	history	in	the	Art	field.		

	

April	

Seminar	-	Artistic	Development	and	Research	Department	of	Visual	Art	April	7	–	8,	

2010.		

Project	presentation,	Seminar	organised	by	Professor	Arne	Åse		

	

Faculty	and	Staff	meeting	(KHIO	)	April	19,	2011	

Presentation	of	the	artistic	research	project	in	progress,	followed	by	group	discussion	

on	different	directions	within	artistic	research.	

	

2012		

	

2012-2013	Oslo	and	Akershus	University	College	of	Applied	Science,	Department	

of	Aesthetics.	

During	2012-2013	together	with	Kristin	Bergaust	I	was	main	Supervisor	of	MA	Student	

Lisa	Jiirvjervi	at	Oslo	and	Akershus	University	College	of	Applied	Science,	Department	of	

Aesthetics.	

	

January		

	

Northern	Findings	-	the	Academy	of	Landscape	and	Territorial	Studies,	Tromsø,	
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As	part	of	the	workshop	Northern	Findings	at	the	Academy	of	Landscape	and	Territorial	

Studies,	Tromsø,	I	was	invited	to	contribute	with	a	two	hour	lecture.	The	Academy	is	

affiliatedto	Oslo	School	of	Architecture	and	Design.	The	theme	of	the	workshop	was	

circling	around	the	notions	of	changing	interpretations	of	the	landscape,	resource	

policy,	resistance	and	new	infrastructures;	With	Tor	Lundberg	Tuorda,	Bjørn	

Gunnarsson,	Tanya	Busse	&	Emilija	Skarnulyte.		

	

March	

Project	presentation	at	student	seminar	on	artistic	research	at	Bergen	Academy	of	the	

Arts,	chaired	by	Professor	Jeremy	Welsh.	

	

2013	

January	

Artist	Talk:	Presentation	of	the	exhibition	The	Economy	of	Survival	at	the	Stenersen	Art	

Museum,	followed	by	questions	and	critique,	Oslo	School	of	Photography	-	2	hours.	

	
	
SEMINAR:	Contested	Landscape	–	Lost	Ecologies,	Arctic	Frontiers	January	24,2013	

Invitation	to	lecture	and	contribute	as	a	panellist	at	the	seminar	Contested	Landscape	–	

Lost	Ecologies	at	the	Arctic	Frontiers	International	Conference,	an	interdisciplinary	

conference	on	climate,	industrial	and	political	future	of	the	arctic.		

	

The	seminar	Contested	Landscape,	was	hosted	by	Oslo	School	of	Architecture	and	

Design,	and	chaired	by	Professor	Janicke		Kampevold	Larsen.	The	intention	of	the	

conference	was	to	be	a	counter-force	to	the	prevailing	forces	and	to	encourage	a	holistic	

approach	to	Circum-polar	landscapes.	With	William	L	Fox,		Director	of	the	Center	for	Art	

and	Environment	at	the	Nevada	Museum	of	Art	in	Reno,	Author	Kjartan	Fløgstad,	

Professor	of	Law	Mattias	Åhren,	Artist	Julia	Martin,	Michael	BravoHead	of	the	

Circumpolar	History	and	Public	Policy	Research	Group	at	the	Scott	Polar	Research	

Institute,	University	of	Cambridge		and	Biologist	Karianne	Bråthen.		

	
Symposium;	Social	Videoscapes	from	the	North	Elverket	in	Tammisaari,	
Finland	May	23,	2013	
In	relation	to	the	exhibition	Social	videoscopes	from	the	North,	at	Elverket	in	Tammisaari,	

Finland	I	contributed	to	the	symposium	was	held	on	May	23,	2013.	Attending	the	
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symposium	was	also	Maria	Friberg,	Eva	Koch	along	with	the	exhibition	curator	Lorella	

Scacco,	curator	Catrin	Lundqvist	from	Moderna	Museet	in	Stockholm,	and	artist	Philip	

von	Knorring.	The	symposium	was	hosted	by	journalist	Christian	Forsberg.	The	socially	

engaged	video,	both	in	video	art	and	documentary,	was	the	theme	of	the	exhibit	and	

symposium.		

A	focus	on	social	concerns	often	coincides	with	the	use	of	documentaries,	a	visual	tradition	

that	 is	very	widespread	in	the	Nordic	countries	and	has	been	adopted	and	developed	not	

only	in	video	art	but	also	in	cinema.	Starting	from	the	notion	of	the	video	art	used	in	the	

Nordic	 countries	 as	 a	medium	 of	 real	 documentation	 and	 social	 commentary,	 the	 show	

presents	 five	 different	 points	 of	 views	 by	 Nordic	 artists:	 From	 the	 ruined	 societies	 of	

Chernobyl	and	Detroit	shot	by	Siri	Hermansen	to	the	living	portrait	of	Eva	Koch;	the	search	

for	 balance	 in	 	 Maria	 Friberg’s	 video	 to	 the	 visual	 poetry	 of	 Rúrí	 and	 even	 to	 the	

"reductionist"	 video	 piece	 of	 Mika	 Taanila.	 Five	 different	 ways	 to	 perceive	 a	 “social	

landscape”.	

	

2013	

October	

Artist	Talk:	Presentation	of	the	exhibition	Terra	Nullius	at	Oslo	Fine	Art	Society.		

MA1	&	MA2	Kunstfag	Khio	–	2	hours.	

Invited	by	Professor	Sunniva	McAlinden	(KHIO).	

	

Artist	Talk:	Presentation	of	the	exhibition	Terra	Nullius	at	Oslo	Fine	Art	Society.	with	

group	discussion.	Textile	Department	BA	Kunstfag	Khio	-	2	hours.		

Invited	by	Hans	Hamid	Rasmussen	(KHIO).	

	

November	2013	

Textile	Mapping/Artistic	Research		

The	goal	of	the	two	weeks	workshop	was	to	examine	and	research	the	City	of	Oslo	from	
a	textile	perspective.	How	does	the	city-textiles	express	social,	geographic	and	
economical	diversity?	What	are	our	references	when	we	think	of	everyday	use	of	fabrics	
and	what	does	it	say	about	our	belonging	in	relation	to	a	larger	societal	body?		
	

The	Workshop	was	for	the	BA	students	at	the	Textile	Department,	with	Hans	Hamid	

Rasmussen.	
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2014	

January		

Artist	talk	at	Oslo	School	of	Photography	

Invited	to	give	an	artist	talk	followed	by	a	discussion	at	Oslo	School	of	Photography.	

	

March	

Masterclass:	The	individual	and	the	collective	–March	21,	2014,	Biennale	of	

Sydney.	

	

As	part	of	the	theoretical	program	at	the	19th	Bienniale	of	Sydney,	I	was	invited	to	

contribute	as	a	lecturer	and	panellist	in	the	Master	class:	“The	Individual	and	the	

Collective”,	at	the	New	South	Wales	Art	Gallery	in	Sydney.	The	fellow	participators	were	

artists	Nathan	Coley	and	Deborah	Kelly.	The	theme	of	the	master	class	was	to	discuss	

self-collectivity	in	art-making,	as	well	as	the	desire	to	make	art	for	the	wider	collective.		

	

These	are	strategies	employed	by	artists	to	critique	the	forces	of	commodification	and	

institutionalisation	to	which	art	is	subject.	Acknowledging	that	particular	attention	has	

been	paid	to	the	modes	and	motives	of	‘collectivity’	in	the	past	decade,	19th	Biennale	

artists	discuss	their	practice	in	relation	to	this	phenomenon.	This	master-class	is	designed	

for	tertiary	students	and	interested	members	of	the	public.	

The	Masterclass	was	chaired	by	Professor	Gary	Sangster.	

	

Panel	discussion:	"Where	Angels	fear	to	thread"	–	March	25,	2014.	

As	part	of	the	theoretical	program	at		Bienniale	of	Sydney		I	was	invited	to	participate	in	

the	panel	"Where	Angels	fear	to	thread"	chaired	by	Jeff	Kahn.	Featured	on	this	panel	

were	three	other	19th	Biennale	artists,	Bodil	Furu,	Ane	Hjort	Guttu	and	Susan	Norrie,	

who	have	embedded	themselves	in	communities	or	certain	geographic	locations	to	develop	

works	with	a	socio-political	focus.	The	conversation	was	a	way	to	examine	the	challenges	

and	rewards	of	this	process,	as	well	as	how	it	might	affect	the	format,	composition	and	

reception	of	the	resulting	artworks.		

	

June	

Artist	talk	at	SIP,	Sphilman	Institute	for	photography	in	Tel	Aviv,	Israel	-		June	25	
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As	guest	of	“The	Jerusalem	Cultural	Fellowship,	Mishkenot	Sha’ananim”	The	Shpilman	

Institute	for	Photography	in	Tel	Aviv,	invited	me	to	give	an	artist	talk		with	a	following	

discussion	on	the	theme,	method	and	result	of	my	research	project	The	Economy	of	

Survival.		

	

Jerusalem	

Guest	Teacher	and	lecturing;	at	Bezalel	Academy	of	Art	and	Design,	Jerusalem,	

Photography	Department,	lecture	(Micky	Kratsman,Head	of	Department)	The	Naggar	

School	of	Photography,	Media,	New	Music,	Visual	Communication	and	Phototherapy	in	

Musrara,	Jerusalem.	

	
2014		 	

December	

Tromsø	Art	Academy	–	Examiner	MA	II	

External	Examinor,	for	MA	II	students	at	The	Academy	of	Art	in	Tromsø.	With	Hanne	

Hammer	Stien	and	Markus	Stegerman.	

	

2016	

March	

Artist	talk	-	Bamberg	Graduate	School	of	Social	Sciences	(Centre	of	Excellency)	

Artist	talk	and	presentation	of	artistic	method	developed	during	my	research	fellowship	

for	the	doctoral	students	and	professors	of	Bamberg	Graduate	School	of	Social	Sciences	

(Centre	of	Excellency)	in	reltation	to	my	exhibition	Dreaming	in	the	Stonebed	Valley	at	

Internationales	Künstlerhause	Villa	Concordia.		

	

April	

Artist	talk	and	workshop		at	the	University	of	Agder	in	Kristiansand	

Artist	talk	and	two	days	workshop	with	MA1	students	at	University	of	Agder	faculty	of	

Kunstfag	,	invited	by	Tormod	Wallem	Anundsen.	
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Selected	Art	Critic	
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Overlevelses-taktikk	
	
	

	
Kjernesunt:	Siri	Hermansens	The	Economy	of	Survival	–	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour	&	
Land	of	Freedom	viser	blant	annet	Dennis	Fishing	in	the	Chernobyl	River.	
	

Siri	Hermansen	viser		
hvordan	folk	lever	også	i	Tsjernobyl	og	i	Detroit.	
Av	Tommy	Olsson	
Publisert:	3.	januar	2013	-	13:26	
	
	
FAKTA	
Anmeldelse	
Siri	Hermansen	
The	Economy	of	Survival	–	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour	&	Land	of	Freedom		
Stenersenmuseet,	Oslo.	Utstillingen	står	til	20.	Januar	
	
Først:	Godt	nyttår	alle	sammen.	Sånn,	da	kan	vi	begynne.	La	oss	da	begynne	nesten	
nøyaktig	syv	år	tidligere,	på	samme	sted,	med	den	samme	kunstneren.	Utstillingen	het	
Bipolar	Horizon	og	var	en	ganske	strikt	dokumentarisk	odyssé	gjennom	en	forlatt	
russisk	bosetning	på	Svalbard.	Noe	hinsides	all	etablert	sporproblematikk,	mer	
hjerteskjærende	manifestert,	der	det	oppsto	i	gjenglemte	badebukser	ved	poolkanten	og	
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tomme	røykpakker	ved	skrivebord	ingen	hadde	sittet	ved	på	lenge.	En	visuell	orgie	i	
rent	og	skjært	fravær.	
Siden	da	har	jeg,	symptomatisk	nok,	ikke	sett	noe	av	Siri	Hermansen.	I	hvert	fall	ikke	noe	
jeg	husker	–	og	jeg	pleier	ikke	å	glemme	noe!	(Du	rykket	til	litt	der,	gjorde	du	ikke?)	
		
Syv	år.	Noen	pleier	å	si	at	ting	går	i	syvårssykluser,	så	her	er	jeg	atter	en	gang	på	
Stenersenmuseet	–	selv	om	det,	isolert	sett	–	er	en	noe	som	heller	går	i	
syvukerssykluser.	Nå	er	situasjonen	en	annen:	Denne	utstillingen	dreier	seg	om	steder	
som	noen	tviholder	på	nettopp	å	ikke	forlate,	selv	om	det	meste	skulle	tale	for	en	rask	
forflyttelse	over	kartet	i	begge	disse	tilfellene.	Det	amerikanske	backlashet	som	rammet	
Detroit	–	selve	monumentet	over	industrialismens	høyproduktivitet	–	har	redusert	
lokalhistorien	til	kullisser	fra	et	forlengst	tapt	øyeblikk.	
Hva	gjør	man	hvis	man	ønsker	å	bli	her?	Dyrker	poteter,	selvfølgelig.	Og	vi	kan	like	godt	
venne	oss	til	den	tanken	med	en	gang.	I	denne	antatt	tilfeldige	rekkefølgen	av	uhell	som	
vi	alle	snubler	oss	frem	gjennom	vil	det	være	uunngåelig	at	vi	før	eller	siden	støter	på	en	
slik	situasjon	der	all	form	for	optimisme	ser	ut	til	å	ha	dratt	videre	til	et	annet	sted	og	
forlatt	oss	i	ruinene	av	det	vi	trodde	vi	ønsket.	(Etc,	etc,	dere	skjønner	hva	jeg	mener).	
Hvorvidt	det	så	er	nødvendig	å	slakte	kaniner	for	å	overleve	vinteren	er	et	helt	annet	
spørsmål.	Jeg	vil	si	at	disse	folkene	er	blitt	feilinformert	–	i	likhet	med	de	fleste	
amerikanere,	og	når	jeg	tenker	meg	om:	hver	eneste	en	av	oss,	overalt	–	men	jeg	lar	det	
stå	åpent	om	min	senere	tids	vegetarianisme	muligens	også	bærer	et	aldri	så	lite	
militant	frø	med	seg,	til	tross	for	at	jeg	normalt	gir	blanke	i	hva	andre	spiser.	
		
Tsjernobyl.	Men	hvis	denne	back	to	basics-kollektive	husholdningstenkingen	er	noe	vi	
har	sett	før,	gir	bildene	fra	Tsjernobyl	oss	et	hint	om	noe	fullstendig	fremmed,	og	noe	vi	
muligens	er	blitt	gitt	et	hint	om	i	en	gammel	film	av	Tarkovskij	(men	det	er	også	så	nært	
vi	kommer).	Trærne	vokser	annerledes	siden	reaktoren	konket	i	1986	i	det	som	den	
gang	var	den	ukrainske	delen	av	Sovjetunionen.	Merkelige,	forskrudde	formasjoner	som	
noen	ganger	gir	inntrykk	å	vokse	nedover,	enda	de	strekker	seg	voldsomt	høyt	opp.	En	
natur	som	ikke	lenger	er	hva	den	var.	
Det	er	ikke	det	eneste.	Begge	guidene	Hermansen	snakker	med	i	filmen	gir	uttrykk	for	
det	samme;	alt	er	bra	så	lenge	de	oppholder	seg	i	området,	men	så	fort	de	drar	et	annet	
sted	plages	de	av	hodepine.	En	effekt	av	kontinuerlig	eksponering	for	stråling.	Noe	vi	
kan	kalle	en	arbeidsskade.	Men,	og	dette	er	det	som	virkelig	forundrer	meg,	og	som	
dypest	sett	utgjør	selve	navet	i	denne	utstillingen:	det	ser	ikke	ut	til	å	plage	dem	noe	
særlig.	Tvertimot,	det	virker	nesten	som	om	de	føler	seg	priviligert.	
Dette	er	akseptert	som	«deres»	landskap.	«Jeg	har	det	godt	her»	sier	en	av	dem,	stående	
midt	i	den	uberegnelige	muterte	naturen	han	etter	hvert	er	blitt	en	del	av.	«The	zone	
looks	after	its	own»	tar	jeg	meg	i	å	tenke,	og	blir	nesten	misunnelig	over	denne	graden	
av	harmoni	de	har	klart	å	etablere	mellom	seg	selv	og	omgivelsene.	Og	i	den	tilbakelente	
samtalen	er	det	ikke	til	å	komme	forbi	–	det	blir	bare	tydeligere	for	hvert	ord;	disse	
gutta	vet	noe	vi	ikke	vet.	Det	burde	ikke	ligge	noen	form	for	attraksjon	her,	men	
dessverre	gjør	det	jo	det.	
		
Kodeknekking.	Såvel	Tsjernobyl	som	Detroit	ser	av	forskjellige	grunner	forlokkende	ut	
fra	der	jeg	sitter	i	et	hav	av	fullstendig	ubegripelige	krav	fra	Nav,	Skatteetaten	og	
Lånekassen,	mens	jeg	trøtt	betrakter	de	voksende	ansamlingene	av	plater,	bøker,	mer	
papir,	skittentøy	og	pizzakartonger	utover	gulvet,	der	noen	av	julegavene	fra	2011	
fortsatt	er	synlige	et	sted	langt	ned	og	der	julegavene	fra	2012	ligger	øverst.	
Det	er,	alt	tatt	i	betrakting,	ikke	disse	folkene	som	har	et	problem	med	å	overleve,	vil	jeg	
si.	De	har	tross	alt	knekket	en	kode	de	færreste	av	oss	er	i	nærheten	av	en	gang	å	tenke	
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over	som	en	mulighet.	Et	kort	øyeblikk	sitter	jeg	der	og	kjenner	en	utrolig	lengsel	til	
Tsjernobyl,	før	jeg	skjerper	meg	og	minner	meg	selv	på	at	det	jo	ikke	er	det	geografiske	
punktet	min	lengsel	vekkes	av,	men	atter	en	gang	denne	særheten	som	før	eller	siden	
kryper	over	enhver	voksen	mann	som	nærmer	seg	respektabel	alder.	
Man	vil	for	faen	bare	være	i	fred	–	det	er	det	hele.	Og	det	går	jo	ikke,	for	da	blir	man	
alene,	og	det	finnes	ikke	noe	tristere	enn	en	ensom	godt	voksen	mann.	Nå,	de	kunne	latt	
kaninene	være	i	fred	–	men	ellers	vil	jeg	si	vi	trenger	denne	basiskunnskapen	Siri	
Hermansen	dokumenterer.	Muligens	før	vi	aner.	
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Kunst	Kritikk		

	
11.01.13	
	

Var	det	noen	som	hvisket	dommedag?	
Av	Stian	Gabrielsen	

	

Siri	Hermansen,	Bone	fire	Detroit,	2012.	

Et	par	hender	klemmer	kaninen	mot	bakken	og	et	langt	knivredskap	sikter	seg	inn	mot	nakken	før	
det	leverer	tre	kontante	hugg.	Forløpet	akkompagneres	av	stemmer	som	kommenterer	med	en	
blanding	av	fascinasjon	og	avsky.	«I	think	she’s	dead	now»,	sier	en	jente,	mens	det	avlidde	dyret	
ligger	med	halsen	halvt	avkappet	og	sparker	bakpotene	taktfast	og	voldsomt	ut	i	lufta	slik	at	hele	
den	vesle	kroppen	rykker	bortover	gressmatten.	Klippet	ligger	lenge	nok	til	at	ubekvemheten	som	
vitnene	åpenbart	føler	smitter	over	på	seeren.	

Denne	fomlete	kaninslaktingen	er	åpningsscenen	i	Siri	Hermansens	dokumentarfilm	Land	of	
Freedom,	som	inngår	i	utstillingen	Economy	of	Survival	på	Stenersenmuseet.	Kaninens	rykkvise	
kramper	gir	en	følelse	av	å	betrakte	noe	som	best	kan	beskrives	som	«virkelig»	og	skaper	ikke	
bare	en	identifisering	med	vitnene	i	filmen	–	som	lik	seeren	befinner	seg	utenfor	bildet	–	men	også	
en	fysisk	fornemmelse	av	død.	At	Hermansen	velger	å	åpne	den	ellers	stillfarne	dokumentaren	sin	
med	denne	lett	urovekkende	scenen	skaper	en	interessant	ramme	rundt	den	øvrige	fortellingen.	
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Siri	Hermansen,	Land	of	Freedom,	milking,	2012.	

Kaninslakterne,	viser	det	seg,	er	noen	unge,	amerikanske	kunstnere	som	har	bosatt	seg	i	en	av	de	
mest	nedslitte	områdene	av	Detroit,	hvor	de	driver	et	sosialt	kunstprosjekt	kalt	The	Yes	Farm.	Her	
renoverer	de	hus,	dyrker	egne	grønnsaker,	holder	melkekyr,	underviser	etc.	De	forsøker	kort	
fortalt	å	gjenoppfinne	seg	selv	som	urbane	bønder	og	samfunnsstøtter	i	kjølvannet	av	den	
økonomiske	kollapsen	som	har	forvandlet	store	deler	av	Detroit	til	et	post-industrielt	ødeland.	

Det	finnes	en	dragning	i	Hermansens	dokumentarfilmer	mot	en	slags	samtidige	ruiner:	byer	eller	
byområder	som	av	ulike	grunner	plutselig	er	blitt	forlatt,	være	seg	den	fraflyttede	russiske	
bosettingen	Pyramiden	på	Svalbard	(Bipolar	Horizon,	2007);	katastrofeområdet	Tsjernobyl	i	
dokumentaren	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour,	den	andre	filmen	på	denne	utstillingen;	eller	Detroit,	den	
amerikanske	bilindustriens	tidligere	hovedsete.	Men	i	stedet	for	å	drive	en	arkeologisk	utgraving	
av	historiske	årsaker	velger	Hermansen	å	fokusere	på	menneskets	tilpasning	til	de	nye	
betingelsene	og	hvordan	disse	ødelagte	miljøene	gjenbrukes.			

	

Siri	Hermansen,	Land	of	Freedom,	Minni,	film	still,	2012.	

Men	Hermansen	er	tydelig	dobbeltsporet:	Parallelt	med	det	oppbyggelige	må	den	sosial	
virkelighet	ofte	vike	for	en	type	avhumanisert	naturalisme.	Eksempelvis	er	det	påfallende	at	den	
eneste	representanten	vi	møter	fra	det	sosiale	segmentet	disse	kunstnerne	ønsker	å	identifisere	
seg	med	er	en	ung,	forsagt	afroamerikaner	som	mumlende	uttrykker	en	viss	reservasjon	mot	
prosjektet	og	sammenligner	det	å	dyrke	grønnsaker	i	hagen	med	slavearbeid.	Denne	større	sosiale	
virkeligheten	er	kun	vagt	antydet	i	kunstnernes	forsøk	på	å	forklare	hva	de	driver	med	og	
gjennom	en	vindskeiv	samfunnsanalyse	fremført	av	en	entusiastisk	kaféeier	ved	navn	Larry	
D’Mongo	(som	pussig	nok	bærer	det	i	sammenhengen	slående	epitetet:	«King	of	the	underworld»).	
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I	stedet	vies	det	både	i	Land	of	Freedom	og	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour,	mye	plass	til	bilder	der	
kameraet	betrakter	de	mennesketomme	omgivelsene,	gjerne	falleferdige	hus	og	
produksjonslokaler,	eller	rene	naturfoto	som	fisk	svømmende	under	en	speilblank	vannflate.	

	

Siri	Hermansen,	Chernobyl	Powerplant,	2012.	

De	to	mannlige	guidene	som	vi	følger	i	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour	gir	også	uttrykk	for	en	romantisk	og	
subjektiv	forbindelse	til	stedet	de	befinner	seg	på.	Her	er	isolasjonen	enda	tydeligere.	De	to	sitter	
på	det	halvmørke	hotellrommet	omkranset	av	spritflasker	og	snakker	om	å	høre	på	nattergaler	i	
timesvis,	eller	om	hvordan	kroppene	deres	nå	er	så	vant	med	strålingen	at	de	føler	seg	uvel	først	
når	de	forlater	den	radioaktive	sonen.	Det	de	beskriver	er	først	og	fremst	en	tilstand	av	selvvalgt	
sosial	avsondring,	men	man	aner	også	en	dragning	mot	sivilisatorisk	undergang.	Og	gir	ikke	den	
forhutlede	enklaven	av	amerikanske	noenogtjueåringer	som	sitter	omsluttet	av	tett	mørke	og	
stirrer	inn	i	flammene	mens	de	venter	på	nygrillet	kanin	i	Land	of	Freedom,	tydelige	assosiasjoner	
til	en	postapokalyptisk	tilstand	hvor	mennesket	overskuer	og	kontrollerer	lite	annet	enn	sin	nære	
verden?			
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Siri	Hermansen,	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour,	film	still,	2012.	

I	tillegg	til	filmene	viser	Hermansen	også	noen	fotografier,	hovedsaklig	av	trær,	en	stor	bjelle	i	
bronse	hengt	i	en	kjetting	fra	taket,	en	trestokk	kledd	i	små	aluminiumsbjeller	og	to	neonskilt	med	
påskriften	«Change»	og	«Liberation	is	not	freedom».	Disse	verkene	har	en	litt	uklar	status	i	
utstillingen,	hvor	de	to	dokumentarfilmene	tydelig	har	presedens,	og	kan	fort	leses	som	en	slags	
fysiske	avleiringer	av	Hermansens	estetiske	akilleshæl:	den	romantisk-sublime	klisjeen	om	det	
heroiske	individet	stilt	ovenfor	sivilisasjonens	ruiner.	Særlig	objektene	sliter	med	en	scenografisk	
pyntelighet	og	blir	lite	mer	enn	dekor.	

Hermansens	romantiske	motiv	fungerer	bedre	i	dokumentarfilmene.	Ved	å	avstå	fra	å	diskutere	
en	større	politisk	situasjon,	f.eks.	knyttet	til	globalisering,	og	i	stedet	konsentrere	seg	om	
individuelle	overlevelsesstrategier	åpner	kunstneren	for	at	ordet	«survival»	i	utstillingstittelen	
ikke	bare	henspiller	på	overlevelsen	i	økonomisk	forstand,	men	også	det	rent	menneskelige,	som	
om	det	var	et	eksistensielt	prosjekt.	
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Som	skygger	i	sitt	eget	land		
Av:	Mona	Pahle	Bjerke	
http://www.nrk.no/kultur/som-skygger-i-sitt-eget-land-1.11295597	

NRK	:	Publisert	14.10.2013,	kl.	10:35		

	
En	vakker	utstilling	som	setter	en	uhyre	viktig	og	skamfull	sak	på	dagsorden.	

Før	helgen	åpnet	utstillingen	«Terra	Nullius»	med	arbeider	av	kunstneren	Siri	Hermansen.	

I	sine	prosjekter	bruker	Hermansen	film	og	fotografi	til	å	gjøre	en	type	«arkeologiske»	
undersøkelser,	der	hun	«graver	ut»	og	undersøker	spor	av	vår	nære	fortid.	

Hun	er	ofte	på	jakt	etter	en	type	samtidsruinene;	rester	av	noe	som	en	gang	var	levende,	som	nå	
ikke	er	annet	enn	et	talende	fravær.	Hermansen	er	dypt	fascinert	av	steder	som	på	ulike	måter	og	
av	ulike	grunner	har	gjennomgått	en	radikal	forvandling.	

Forlatte	og	forfalne	steder	

I	utstillingen	«Bipolar	Horizon»	som	ble	vist	på	Stenersenmuseet	i	2006,	tok	hun	for	seg	den	
forlatte	russiske	kullgruvebyen	Pyramiden	på	Svalbard.	

I	2012	viste	museet	utstillingen	«The	Economy	of	Survival»	der	Hermansen	tok	fatt	i	den	
ukrainske	byen	Tsjernobyl	i	det	gamle	Sovietunionen:	En	by	lagt	i	grus	av	en	av	vår	egen	tids	
verste	miljøkatastrofer.	

Opp	mot	Tsjernobyl	stilte	hun	den	forfalne,	delvis	forlatte	amerikanske	byen	Detroit	i	Michigan:	
Byen	som	i	sine	velmaktsdager	var	selve	hjertet	i	den	amerikanske	bilindustrien,	men	som	i	dag	
kun	er	en	skygge	av	seg	selv;	med	enorm	arbeidsledighet,	dyp	fattigdom,	og	skremmende	
drapsstatistikk.	
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Groteske	kontraster	

I	den	aktuelle	utstillingen	viser	hun	landeområder	som	slett	ikke	er	forlatt,	men	som	behandles	
som	om	de	var	det.	Det	dreier	seg	om	de	samiske	områdene	rundt	gruvesamfunnet	Kiruna	i	Nord-
Sverige.	

Gjennom	filmer	og	fotografier	skildrer	Hermansen	den	groteske	kontrastene	mellom	samenes	
livsform,	som	bygger	på	en	mangetusenårig	tradisjon,	i	nærhet	med	naturen,	og	den	kommersielle,	
kyniske	jerngruvedriften,	som	ødelegger	deres	livsgrunnlag,	utarmer	reinens	beiteområdet,	og	
raserer	de	gamle	offerplassene.	

Kolonialisering	i	sin	reneste	form	

Gjennom	et	intervju	med	professor	i	rettsvitenskap	Mattias	Åhrén	blir	vi	ledet	inn	i	
problematikken	som	utstillingen	utforsker.	Professoren,	som	er	ansatt	ved	universitetet	i	Tromsø,	
hevder	at	det	svenske	og	norske	myndigheter	gjør	i	de	samiske	områdene,	nemlig	å	tilsidesette	
samenes	lovfestede	eiendomsrett	av	kommersielle	hensyn,	er	kolonisering	i	sin	reneste	form.	

I	filmen	blir	vi	også	ledet	ned	i	gruvesjakten	og	får	se	de	dype	sårene	gruvevirksomheten	
etterlater	seg	i	naturen.	Sårene	og	arrene	som	er	påført	landskapet	kan	vi	også	studere	gjennom	
Hermansens	vakre,	melankolske	fargefotografier.	

Filmatisk	hybridsjanger	

Siri	Hermansen	har	utviklet	et	egenartet	og	interessant	filmatisk	formspråk;	en	klar	
hybridsjanger,	der	hun	blander	rene	dokumentariske	innslag,	som	for	eksempel	det	nevnte	
intervjuet,	med	maleriske,	drømmende	og	poetiske	elementer.	

Det	lyriske	spiller	en	spesielt	viktig	rolle	i	«Terra	Nullius	Part	II»	der	et	sørgmodig	og	gåtefullt	dikt	
går	som	en	rød	tråd	gjennom	det	hele.	

En	svensk	kvinnestemme	resiterer	langsomt.	Diktet	handler	om	gamle,	glemte	fortellinger	fra	
virkeligheten,	sagn	og	myter	knyttet	til	en	natur	som	vrimler	av	guder	og	elementarvesener.	

Her	finnes	alt	dette	forstår	vi	mens	vi	bergtatt	står	og	lytter.	«…Och	det	finnes	ett	folk.	Ett	folk,	som	
tror	på	alt	det	här	…”	»	Står	det	i	det	mektige,	melankolske	diktet	som	er	skrevet	av	den	samiske	
lyrikeren	Stina	Inga.	

Ingenmannsland	

Tittelen	er	interessant.	Terra	Nullius	betyr	et	området	som	ingen	har	hevd	på.	Det	betyr	ikke	at	
det	ikke	bor	mennesker	der,	men	at	det	er	ubebodd	i	en	juridisk	forstand;	at	de	menneskene	som	
lever	der	kort	sagt	ikke	er	til	å	regne	med.	

Ved	å	bruke	denne	betegnelsen,	som	ble	benyttet	om	Australia	og	Amerika	i	kolonialismens	dager,	
formulerer	Hermansen	en	krass	kritikk	av	skandinaviske	myndigheter.	Det	hun	påpeker	med	
utstillingen	er	at	den	kolonialistiske	tankegangen	lever	sitt	uuttalte	liv	i	de	samiske	områdene	den	
dag	i	dag.	Som	Åhrén	understreker	i	filmen	har	samene	en	lovfestet	rett	til	sine	territorier,	men	
loven	tas	ganske	enkelt	ikke	i	bruk.	

Viktig	og	skamfull	sak	

Med	«Terra	Nullius»	setter	Hermansen	slik	en	uhyre	viktig	og	skamfull	sak	på	dagsorden.	
Gjennom	filmene	og	fotografiene	klarer	hun	å	visualisere	disse	viktige	problemstillingene	på	en	
estetisk	sterk	og	gripende	måte.	Jeg	håper	dette	er	en	utstilling	som	mange	vil	sørge	for	å	få	med	
seg.	
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Other	Press	links		
	
Artecultura	
.org	
•	h6p://www.artecultura.org/g_pub.html	
ArOcle.wn.com	
•	
h6p://arOcle.wn.com/view/2013/10/09/Alla_Fabbrica_del_Vapore_videoarte_dal_nord/
#/related_news	
Bobobo.it	
•	h6p://www.bobobo.it/milano/evenO/social-°©-videoscapes-°©-from-°©-the-°©-north-
°©-e19924	
Comune.milano.it	
•	h6p://www.comune.milano.it/portale/ricerca/search?	
q=careof&x=-°©-1099&y=-°©-
51&site=comune_milano_elenco_siO_temaOci&entqr=0&ud=1&output=xml_no_dtd&oe=
UTF-°©-8&ie=UTF-°©-8&client=milano_f	
rontend&proxystylesheet=milano_frontend&styleSize=bigSize&styleColor=invertedColor
&filter=p&cn=&OpoRicerca=comune_milano_homepage	
Equipeco.it	
•	h6p://www.equipeco.it/noOzie-°©-2013/18/	
Frame-°©-finland.fi	
•	h6p://www.frame-°©-finland.fi/en/events/mika-°©-taanila-°©-silence-°©-social-°©-
videoscapes-°©-north-°©-careof-°©-docva-°©-milan-°©-italy-°©-18-°©-9-°©-26-°©-10-
°©-2013/	
Liquida.it	
•	h6p://www.liquida.it/videoarte/	
Nanopress.it	
•	h6p://www.nanopress.it/cultura/2011/06/01/dirty-°©-corner-°©-l-°©-installazione-
°©-di-°©-anish-°©-kapoor-°©-alla-°©-fabbrica-°©-del-°©-vapore_P1836093.html	
Newsit24.it	
•	h6p://www.newsit24.com/noOzie/alla-°©-fabbrica-°©-del-°©-vapore-°©-videoarte-°©-
dal-°©-nord	
Repubblica.it	
•	h6p://ricerca.repubblica.it/repubblica/archivio/repubblica/2013/09/18/giorno-°©-
no6e.mi_032.html	
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Methods	of	Survival:	an	Interview	with	Siri	Hermansen	
http://www.thesip.org/language/en/siri-hermansen/	

By	Rotem	Rozental	

The	Shpilman	Institute	for	Photography	will	host	an	artist	talk	with	Norwegian	Artist	Siri	Hermansen	on	
June	23,	2014.		

Rotem	Rozental:	I	was	wondering	how	did	your	interest	develop	in	these	points	of	transformation,	in	
societal	changes.	What	made	you	position	your	work	in	relation	to	these	shifts?	

Siri	Hermansen:	My	family	is	quite	politically	engaged,	and	I	was	raised	with	a	strong	belief	in	human	
beings	and	the	possibilities	of	change	within	democratic	governing.	

I	think	my	interest	in	postindustrial	places	or	uncertain	zones	have	unconsciously	found	its	way	into	my	
artistic	practice	because	of	the	vast	ideological	changes	in	the	world’s	power	balance	during	my	
adolescent	years:	I	grew	up	during	the	Cold	War,	a	time	which	in	many	ways	influenced	my	artistic	
practice.	Today	it	sounds	strange,	but	I	remember	as	a	young	girl	that	atomic	war	was	something	we	were	
prepared	for.	We	all	knew	to	which	bomb-shelter	we	belonged	if	worse	came	to	worse.	Communism	and	
USSRs	everyday	life	was	something	we	knew	very	little	about	during	the	1970´s	and	beginning	of	the	
1980´s.	

In	this	respect,	having	worked	three	times	with	post	communist	societies	is	not	a	coincidence.	I	felt	a	deep	
curiosity	to	know	more	about	everyday	communist	life	and	culture	which	is	about	to	disappear.	The	other	
projects	have	developed	organically	from	there	on.	
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Bone	Fire,	(Detroit)	II,	from	the	series	Land	of	Freedom	

All	images	are	courtesy	of	the	artist	 	

RR:	I	have	noticed	you	define	your	research	method	as	“a	form	of	shared	anthropology,”	and	it	made	me	
think	about	excavating	cultures,	exposing	indigenous	lives	in	a	changing	landscape.	

SH:	The	projects	offer	unusual	micro-perspectives	on	methods	of	survival	and	processes	of	adaptation,	
providing	an	alternative	view	of	what	is	commonly	presented	in	scientific	reports	and	in	the	media	about	
the	social,	economic	and	environmental	aspects	in	Detroit,	Chernobyl	and	in	Kiruna.	
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The	projects	are	based	on	my	experiences	and	conversations	in	these	places:	participation	in	everyday	
activities	with	two	state-employed	guides	in	Chernobyl,	and	living	with	a	group	of	artist-farmers	who	
have	settled	in	one	of	the	most	underprivileged	areas	of	East	Central	Detroit.	Being	guided	through	these	
places	by	means	of	subjective	perspectives	uncovered	both	the	real	and	the	mythical	dimensions	of	these	
places.	

The	projects	also	discuss	the	ancient	role	of	the	guide	as	a	storyteller	and	a	carrier	of	wisdom	and	truth	
for	society.	

I	always	travel	alone	into	the	territory	I	want	to	learn	more	about	and	my	experience	is	that	being	an	
artist	can	be	an	advantage	in	comparison	to	that	of	a	scientist	or	a	journalist.	I	am	not	visiting	a	place	with	
a	specific	agenda,	but	remain	open	to	the	guides’	perspective.	The	micro-perspective	of	the	guides	is,	at	
best,	also	mirroring	a	broader	perspective,	which	the	spectator	can	identify	with.	

RR:	I	was	wondering	about	the	meeting	points	of	your	photographic	and	cinematic	work,	as	well	as	your	
research	vis-à-vis	this	particular	discipline.	How	does	anthropology	finds	its	way	to	your	work?	

SH:	The	photos	and	films	originate	from	the	same	research	trips	and	are	linked	together	through	me.	
Working	with	the	research	material,	I	single	out	what	is	going	to	be	part	of	the	film	and	what	will	become	
the	photographic	series.	In	the	aftermath	I	see	that	the	photo	series	often	depicts	nature	and	how	it	has	
adapted	to	environmental	changes.	

In	Chernobyl	I	made	two	series	of	trees	that	had	their	DNA	changed	as	a	result	of	the	still	radioactive	air.	
In	Kiruna	I	rented	a	helicopter	to	film	and	photograph	how	the	mining	causes	wounds	and	cracks	in	the	
ground.	The	photo-series	are	stills	of	these	wounds	from	a	bird’s	perspective,	but	they	are	also	seen	from	
the	ground.	
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Cinema,	from	the	series	Bipolar	Horizon	

RR:	Your	motivation	to	explore	the	post-catastrophic	moments	led	you	to	very	different	areas,	ranging	
from	Detroit	in	the	US	to	Russia.	I	was	wondering	if	you	identify	similarities	in	their	conditions	and	if	you	
reflect	their	shared	and	opposed	traits	in	your	work.	

SH:	One	of	the	great	things	about	being	an	artist	is	that	you	are	free	to	choose	how	to	develop	your	
projects.	Personal	instincts	and	desires	can	be	the	main	driving	forces.	When	I	was	standing	in	an	
abandoned	nuclear	factory	in	Chernobyl	in	2010,	where	they	were	most	likely	producing	the	atomic	
weapons	that	have	frightened	me	so	much	as	a	child,	I	somehow	knew	that	I	would	have	to	go	to	the	USA.	
The	collapsed	city	of	Detroit	seemed	like	a	possible	match	to	Chernobyl.	

Despite	the	fact	that	Detroit	and	Chernobyl	are	places	with	very	different	histories,	their	destinies	are	
similar	in	certain	respects.	The	automobile	industry	in	Detroit	and	the	nuclear	technology	and	weapons	
industry	in	Chernobyl	each	spawned	model	political	societies	in	the	USA	and	the	USSR.	Both	cities	were	
industrial	and	technological	centers	that	represented	progress	and	development	for	their	citizens	and	
their	nations.	Whereas	Chernobyl’s	citizens	were	evacuated	and	would	never	be	able	to	return	to	their	
homes	and	lives,	the	citizens	of	Detroit	deliberately	fled	Detroit,	leaving	vast	areas	deserted,	in	their	
pursuit	of	a	new	future	elsewhere.	Gradually,	nature	had	begun	to	take	over	these	abandoned	areas,	with	
wild	animals	moving	back	into	both	cities,	filling	the	vast	human	void.	
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However,	I	have	not	been	interested	in	making	comparisons	between	Chernobyl	and	Detroit	within	my	
actual	works.	Rather,	I	prefer	to	leave	this	aspect	up	to	the	viewer	when	they	are	exhibited	together.	
Bringing	Chernobyl	and	Detroit	together	is	an	invitation	to	juxtapose	the	remains	of	Communist	and	
Capitalist	ideologies.	

RR:	How	do	you	find	your	projects?	What	leads	you	to	these	locations,	environments	or	people?	

SH:	I	have	been	drawn	to	postindustrial	places	since	2004,	when	I	started	documenting	the	abandoned	
Russian	Coalmine	city	Pyramiden	in	the	icy	dessert	of	Spitsbergen,	79	degrees	North.	As	a	result	of	the	
end	of	the	Cold	War	and	a	delayed	Perestroika,	800	inhabitants	were	abruptly	removed	from	their	homes	
during	three	months	during	1998.	It	is	incredible	to	see	how	many	things	were	left	behind.	I	learned	how	I	
could	read	the	ideology	through	the	city’s	topography	and	the	its	remains.	

Underlying	the	project	“Bipolar	Horizon,”	and	other	projects	that	followed,	is	the	notion	that	power	
structures,	and	rapid,	large-scale	political	changes,	can	influence	the	conditions	under	which	both	
individuals	and	groups	of	people	live	in	the	topo-critical	context.	To	a	significant	extent,	this	is	linked	to	
objects	and	physical	infrastructure	like	a	projection	of	mental	existence	and	political	ideas.	

RR:	In	regards	to	projects	such	as	Point	of	View	and	Terra	Nullius,	it	seems	temporality	has	a	crucial	
aspect	in	your	work,	whether	in	regards	to	the	passage	of	time	in	the	land,	in	the	lives	of	your	
photographed	subjects	and	the	processes	you	are	capturing.	Do	you	consider	this	aspect	in	your	work?	

SH:	In	earlier	projects	I	have	been	very	clear	on	not	having	a	moralistic	position	in	the	work,	but	merely	
letting	my	self	be	guided	through	the	landscape	and	stories	of	the	guides.	

Terra	Nullius	is	definitely	a	very	political	artwork.	I	focus	on	the	ongoing	conflict	between	the	mining	
industry	and	the	Saami´s	right	to	their	land	in	Scandinavia.	These	themes	concern	me	directly	as	I	am	a	
citizen	of	Norway,	and	perhaps	this	is	why	I	feel	I	can	have	an	agenda.	This	topic	is	not	sufficiently	
informed	or	discussed	in	the	Scandinavian	media.	In	the	film,	we	learn	how	easy	it	is	for	international	
mining	companies	to	establish	themselves	in	Northern	Scandinavia,	databases	with	information	about	the	
mineral	rich	ground	is	practically	given	away.	In	Sweden	and	Norway,	the	Saami	have	property	rights	to	
the	land	under	the	law,	but	the	problem	is,	according	to	Professor	Åhrén,	that	the	law	is	not	sufficiently	
imposed.	

The	Saami	have	inhabited	the	region	for	over	two-thousand	years.	Their	settlement	sites	and	traditional	
lifestyle	based	on	reindeer	herding	stand	in	sharp	contrast	to	the	mining	companies’	interest	in	the	area.	
Most	importantly,	their	reindeer	pastures	and	migration	routes	have	been	damaged,	but	also	sacrificial	
sites	are	destroyed	as	a	result	of	the	mining	industry.	Today,	many	areas	are	off	limits	due	to	landslides.	
The	cornerstone	mining	company	LKAB	in	Kiruna	in	the	north	of	Sweden	have	got	permission	to	demolish	
the	city	center	and	rebuild	it	three	km	away	at	their	own	expenses,	due	to	cracks	in	the	ground	cased	by	
their	mining	activities.	It	sounds	crazy,	but	it	is	true.	
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Ruptures	Kiirunavaara	Mountain,	Studies	of	Girjas	Samiland	(Kiruna)	08,	from	the	series	Terra	Nullius	

RR:	How	did	you	engage	with	sound	work?	What	did	you	try	to	capture	in	the	sound	installation?	

SH:	“Borderline”	was	my	contribution	to	the	EU	funded	art	project	SEAS,	in	which	artists	from	the	Black	
and	North	Sea	were	invited	to	collaborate.	My	collaboration	did	not	work	out,	but	“Borderline”	became	
my	contribution	to	the	exhibition	that	toured	European	port-cities	for	several	years.	

The	idea	is	simple:	I	collected	prayers	from	a	female	Protestant	priest	from	Tromsø	a	city	in	the	North	of	
Norway.	The	Jewish	prayer	is	performed	by	the	cantor	at	the	great	synagogue	of	Stockholm,	and	the	
Muslim	prayers	came	from	a	minaret	singer	in	Istanbul.	The	prayers	are	installed	in	a	triangle	waving	
back	and	forth	sometimes	in	dialogue	and	sometimes	it	clashes.	

The	project	is	a	direct	response	to	the	fact	that	Norwegian	authorities	do	not	allow	outdoor	prayers.	But	
to	me,	“Borderline”	touches	many	interesting	political,	religious	and	aesthetic	issues,	something	this	
region	is	a	living	symbol	of.	
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	The	Bridge,	Chernobyl,	from	the	series	Chernobyl	Mon	Amour	

RR:	What	brings	you	to	Israel?	Do	you	also	regard	this	location	through	the	prism	of	transformation?	

SH:	I	was	invited	as	a	resident	artist	at	Mishkenot	Sha´ananim	a	few	years	back,	and	now	was	a	suitable	
time	for	me	to	come.	

I	am	really	honored	by	the	invitation	and	the	way	I	have	been	welcomed	by	this	interesting	and	important	
institution	in	Jerusalem.	The	program	they	have	put	up	for	me	is	more	than	I	could	ever	expect.	It	is	
challenging	in	all	its	complexity	and	we	will	see	what	comes	out	of	the	research	material	I	have	gathered	
during	my	stay.	

	
	


