narsdottir
» Principles




=
O

ISBN: ¢78-87-990772-0-5
EAN: 9788799077205

Soley Ragnarsdéttir
Organizing Principles

~
(o
]
&
o
d
-
N
|
i
(o
]
o]
‘:'4
n
o
=
=3
=
5]
(=9
=
=1
2
=
-=
>
=

O—OVERGADEN
Overgaden neden vandet 17, 1414 Kebenhavn K,
overgaden.org

=

reanizing >>

. Principles

FOREWORD

®
AN

It is a great pleasure to introduce this first publication
about the young Danish-Icelandic artist Séley
Ragnarsdéttir. The publication coincides with the
artist’s extensive solo exhibition Organizing Principles,
which unfolds across the entire first floor of
O—Opvergaden with an abundance of works,

from abstract paintings in carved frames over
eye-shaped mobiles, to patterned wallpaper

and pointillist napkin paintings in which amber

and seashells have been encapsulated. With a fine-
tuned sense for the encounters of contrasting materi-
als, the hypnotic effect of ornament’s repetition, and
the psychological as well as mythological significance
of both color and symbols, Ragnarsddttir creates an
eclectic and seductive visual universe that overwhelms

us with its immense degree of detail. To Ragnarsdottir,

art plays with notions of beauty, it converses with the
concept of nature, and offers a scope for the world
to be organized anew, based on its own principles.

The long-term collaboration underlying Ragnarsdottir’s
exhibition and this publication was made possible
through O—Overgaden’s INTRO program, generously
supported by Aage and Johanne Louis-Hansen’s
Foundation. INTRO is a very special and well-
resourced, one-year development program aimed

at supporting young, newly graduated artists with

an attachment to the Danish art scene. The program

is tailored to the artistic practice in question and
provides funding for travel and production as well as
professional, strategic, and technical supervision from
acclaimed Danish and international voices within the
field of visual arts. The collaboration culminates in

a large solo show at O—Overgaden accompanied by

a publication in this series.

For more than 35 years, one of O—Overgaden’s core
priorities has been to help tomorrow’s artists get

ahead in the Danish art scene. The support from Aage
and Johanne Louis-Hansen’s Foundation to further
develop this ambition is very unique and we wish to
express deep gratitude for their engagement. Curator
Miriam Bettin and artist Elif Saydam have contributed
thoughtful texts to the publication and Séley herself
shares her personal secrets about amber—many thanks.
A huge thank you goes to the core team at
O—Overgaden too: curator Ida Schyum, Head of Press
and Communications Line Breedder, our technical
wizard Toke Martins, editor and translator Nanna
Friis, and our all-round helpful intern Rikke Bank.

A special thank you to Christina Wilson and Milena
Bonifacini for their focused and caring mentoring,

and to Anne Riber for being an instrumental part

of the initiation of the INTRO-collaboration. But,

first and foremost, a resounding thank you to Séley
Ragnarsdéttir for the extraordinary and trusting
collaboration, for showing great courage, ambition, and
will to open up her practice for the institution as well
as the audience, and for delivering an exceptionally
powerful exhibition—completely devoted to ornament.

Aukje Lepoutre Ravn
Interim Director, O—OVERGADEN




FOLLOWING
BREATHING,
AFFIRMATION
COMING
OVER
FIRMATION

Soley Ragnarsdottir’s Forms of Existence

Miriam Bettin

“Let'’s think: the sea is terrifying; of course, when its whole mass stands
up and creates havoc with its waves, we run for shelter. But she’s more
treacherous than that; she calms down, and her being then unfolds fully,
and whoever looks then at her long enough is mesmerized, is out of his
own being, transmuted [...] that person will rather drown in her than
continue to face that attraction which keeps the universe being.!”

Walking by the sea, blinking. They are looking

at you, you are looking back. Eyes as a gateway to

the soul are a recurring motif in Séley Ragnarsdottir’s
work. As large-format sculptures hanging from

the ceiling in The Sea as a Picture Fable (2021) or

as pictorial elements in her paintings, they function
as a focal point. In her work, otherwise composed

of pattern and rhythm—dots and dashes, checker,
and flowers—the eyes activate the space
and animate the surface while wavy
brushstrokes resemble the structure of water
or fur as in Untitled (2020). Yet the living
beings remain incorporeal, dissolving as pattern

and into other (both organic and synthetic) matter,
among them amber, shells, resin, epoxy, pressed
flowers, sunflower seeds, plastic stones, sparkles. The
creaturely features are all the more emphasized with
her paintings that stand on curved feet.

Following Donna Haraway’s interspecies theory,
Séley Ragnarsddttir outlines a proposition for a
different way of being, one that is neither human nor
animal, that is genderless, ageless, and bodiless. It can
also be understood as a concept for an inhabitable
world in times of crisis, when climate change and

the pandemic bring forth inequalities all the more:
distribution of resources, access to health care and
education, drawing on (economic) reserves and

a social net, the privilege of staying home, and having
safe spaces. Judith Butler suggests the dismantling

of rigid forms of individuality in order to “imagine
the smaller part that human worlds must play on

this earth whose regeneration we depend upon—and
which, in turn, depends upon our smaller
and more mindful role.”

Ragnarsddttir’s occupation with
the (hyper-)decorative follows the tradition of the
Arts and Crafts movement from the mid-19th century
as well as the Pattern & Decoration movement of
the mid-1970s—movements that were originally
associated with female* labor. Embraced by queer
and feminist identities for its “ornament’s decorative
excess™ and belittled by patriarchy for its kitsch,
primitivism, and “lack of conceptual depth,™
the Pattern and Decoration movement’s “surface
over subject” principle was taken as a welcome
opportunity by the sexist art world to degrade
and sideline a movement in which women* played

the dominant role.

To assume that the decorative cannot,

by definition, be political or moral is misguided.
Juliane Rebentisch concludes in her reflections on
Jack Smith’s camp aesthetic, a style and sensibility
known for its opulence, as follows: “[...] the two
spaces—aesthetic space and moral space—are
closely intertwined, not only with respect to camp’s
contribution to a critical stance that reads history in
nature, but also with respect to a critical melancholy
that enables the experience of joy that comes with
reading nature in history.”

Nanna Friis

Editor:

Translation: Nanna Friis

Images: Anders Sune Berg,
Soley Ragnarsdottir

Soley Ragnarsdottir,

Text: Miriam Bettin, Elif Saydam,
Aukje Lepoutre Ravn

‘ Copy editing: Susannah Worth

Printed in edition of 200 copies

Against Adolf Loos’ infamously misogynist

and colonialist stigma of “ornament as crime,” and
despite all their decorative effects, ornaments have
always been symbolically relevant and crucial for the
observing of and commenting on the world: “To this
very day, they still serve artists as a tool to reflect on
their own culture and criticize, for instance, political
systems, the traditional roles imposed on women,
social conventions and expectations.” With the
P&D movement’s roots in Islamic art, the
turn to the ornamental also meant a
radical shift away from the formal rigor, and
minimal and rationalist concepts of Western Modern
art, toward reclaiming fantasy, color, diversity,
variation of form, sensuality, seduction, and the
affective—thus resulting in a broad accessibility,

flat hierarchies, and democratization.

Tides, yes, breathing, love being a tide coming, and receding, a pendular
insanity, as impatient in its regularity as this gaze on the inbuilt
instability of liquid metals.”

Noteworthy is Ragnarsdottir’s use of material from
industries and activities at the seaside (fishing,
boating, surfing, amber hunting), which stems from
her fascination with her direct surroundings. Studies
of nature are predominant, and diverse knowledge
production and local social habits, patterns,
techniques are put into play, both from the Danish
shore, where Soley Ragnarsdéttir currently lives,
and from Iceland, where she was born.

A starting point for Ragnarsdottir’s work with
popular crafts, such as decoupage, lies in

another biographical source: her mother’s
collection of napkins dating back to 1975,
the same time at which the P&D movement

emerged. The artist uses the napkins as a base layer,
partially painting over them with evenly distributed
acrylic dots, over-decorating them with all kinds of
little treasures, and eventually presenting them on
oversized metal napkin holders (Napkins at the End of
My World, 2021). What is shown on a small scale with
napkins (in its use of pattern and style), continues

in the medium of wallpaper to infinity. Wallpaper is
characterized by the repetition of a motif, which is
constantly connected in harmonious transitions along
the wall and must therefore be suitable for the so-
called “rapport” on all four sides, with the potential
of endless duplication and continuation.®

“It is no coincidence that the word ‘pattern’

also evokes the pattern-like and the

exemplary, which [...] seems to contain a

timeless concept of beauty. No matter how different
flower patterns have been, it is always true that they
never spread anything negative before our eyes, never
withered, never sad, never death, but always the
reverse side of it. Only affirmation of existence and
joy of nature, constantly summer glow and bloom

and splendor and especially the spread abundance.”

Ragnarsddéttir’s wallpapers, produced in
collaboration with artist Joon Yeon Park, are
compositions of digitally traced brushstrokes and
patterns of recurring joyful elements, such as roses,
butterflies, dots, and eyes. They offer an anti-white
cube, a more domestic space for her paintings to
inhabit, and therefore to embrace and exaggerate
the decorative moment to infinity.

Empty shells lic on the beach in hours always uncertain.”

"Etel Adnan, Night, New York 2016, 25. The line
quoted in the title is from the same source.

?Judith Butler, “Creating an Inhabitable World
for Humans Means Dismantling Rigid Forms of
Individuality,” Time, 21 April 2021,
time.com/5953396/judith-butler-safe-world-individuality

3’ Lynne Cooke, “Pattern Recognition,” Artforum,
October 2021, www.artforum.com/print/202108/lynne-
cooke-on-the-pattern-and-decoration-movement-86705

* Ibid.

> Juliane Rebentisch, Camp Materialism,
Cologne/Berlin 2020, 18.

®Ludwig Forum Aachen, press text for Pattern
and Decoration exhibition, 21.09.2018 - 13.01.2019,

ludwigforum.de/en/event/pattern-and-decoration

(31.10.202D)

7 Adnan, Night, 25.

8 See Ernst Wolfgang Mick, ,Zur Geschichte der
Tapete® in: Deutsches Tapetenmuseum Kassel, Kassel
1982, 9.
°Ibid., 10. (translated by the author)

10 Adnan, Night, 9.
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In what was once the working-class living room of
my grandparents’ house, a brutal brown sewage pipe
cut across the wall from the toilet up above. At age
sixteen, my Aunt Fulya painted it into the thick trunk
of an enormous cherry tree, pink flowers cancerously
blooming along the walls and around the corner. Still,
there was no denying that shit was literally moving
through the room. But denial was never the intention.
And acceptance certainly wasn’t an option either.
Embellishment is not a willing co-operation with material
conditions, but a provisional forgiveness of them.

At the beginning of one of his better ballads, Neil
Young croons this warning:

“Love is a rose / but you beiter not pick it / it only grows when ir’s on
the vine / a handful of thorns and you'll know you've missed it / you lose
your love when you say the word ‘mine’.”

Beyond being just a proto-polyamory anthem, it also
contains some wise words about plucking things out
of their breathing context. Gorgeous chiaroscuro still
lifes pack our planet: a lobster (still red) sits next to
a fresh cut flower (still vibrant), its claws poised (still
alive) on a Turkish carpet erroneously placed atop
a Dutch table. Souvenirs from tall ships and death
mask renditions of Western flex are arranged with
from the realm
here; pleasure
allowing twisted
But we can all

a trite gravity sparing them
of the living. No shade
principles are generous in
plots to remain beloved.
collectively shudder at someone special wanting these
things, and someone special getting to paint them.
Power imbalances famously allow no room for error.

Leaving the museum or the living room behind,
imagine a sleight of hand, caused by any number

of things. Perhaps a wet painting slips off the wall,
say, and smears across a brand-new pair of trousers.
The trousers provide a false sense of neutrality for
moving through a very unneutral world, like

a fictional anyone else. The painting never had

a false sense of neutrality to begin with—the trousers
are ruined; the painting is not. To make work while
believing there is no such thing as a mistake is

an ontology incorporating not just encounter and
chance, but disaster as well. The cigarette holes
repeatedly burnt into the polyester pajamas of the
aforementioned grandfather always blossomed into
floral embroideries by the hands of the women
around him—a garden in the ashes. A detached and
resigned narrator within me persists: That happened
10 me, so that became this, she shrugs. I saw this
there, so this became that. Or simply: Whoops.
Will she ever get a grip? No matter how
[ ply my endocrine system, she is waterproof,
or at least resistant, and as undeflatable as a buoy
on the salty sea.

And so to gather the strength needed to absorb
misfortune, she bobs down the street for fuel. My
favorite doner stand is my favorite not for the quality
of its kebab, but for the details behind the counter.
Like in any home, even the most disheveled, there
is a customized logic to it, be it a strict mindfulness
or chaotic suspension of the following: a place for
everything, and everything in its place. The two older
men inside this kiosk run a tight ship and the
kitchen is organized with the severity of a
workshop. But like in every Werkstatt I've
ever worked in, there is a space carved out for
decoration or, to be more precise, personalization. Next
to the window hangs a generic promotional calendar,
suspended next to a well-oiled vintage clock, adorned
with a bouquet of ceramic garlic bulbs. At the base
of each bulb is a single watchful glass eye. Something
about this sparks joy. Unlike most contemporary
examples of customization, it isn’t merely a symptom
of the plague of individuation and the marketability
of infinite choice, of fidget spinners or Insta ads or
investment accounts curated just for you.

Graphic design: fanfare

Typography: Glossy Magazine, Bold Decisions

The exhibition is supported by: Statens Kunstfond

Aage og Johanne Louis-Hansens Fond

Soley Ragnarsdottir wishes to thank
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Knud Hejgaards Fond

The publication is supported by:
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Milena Bonifacini, Elif Saydam,

Miriam Bettin .

Radet for Visuel Kunst

A bowerbird painstakingly collects little bits of

blue plastic to get laid, and we all have our eyes out
for the things that feel so right—or very wrong—to
us, the things we can take home to decorate our
dancefloors in the dirt pit. Mimicry is one of the most
breathtaking features of biology. And so we gather
napkins, or stamps, or stickers, or thimbles, we crush
butterflies between books, we nurture aquariums,

or begonias, or baseball cards, or little
things that look like other little things...
Whatever it may be, every good collection
requires an audience, or at least nerdy
comrades, to verify its existence. Accumulating

and sharing what we are specifically attentive to as
subjects is a pointing-to, a relating, a key to survival.
Like so many other things, it’s a matter of endurance.
Deciding how much to cull from a reference and
how much to leave behind requires a carefully poised
sensitivity towards refinement or tastelessness (pick
your poison), but the artist knows the open secret
best: her collection will survive only if she is aware
of its limits and inadequacies in creating a convincing
picture. She must keep an eye on that.

Optimistically, a single eye signifies safety and
protection. On a bad day it suggests another thing
entirely: a panopticon, a cyclops, a vague malicious
intent. The English naming of a nazar boncuk, or
“evil” eye talisman, is a misnomer but not completely
unfounded. It implies something to be protected
from. Envy circulates as a wandering vapor, gathering
heat until it combusts like oil rags in the middle of
the night. A pair of eyes becomes a different kind

of threat in the form of a body, be it an
attentive lover, a detached observer,
or both. Manga irises glitter with little
white specks of foreshadowing. An endless

procession of cowboy tears catch the light with their
rhinestones. During my most recent flop era—in true
Gen X style—I got lost in the candle series of Gerhard
Richter: there’s no end to what a bit of white light in
a painting can do.

As I write for Séley, my apartment is overrun with
overwintering ladybugs, who make a break inside
every time I crack the windows open in a stubborn
attempt to deny fall. At this point, I could call it

a collection. In her application for a Guggenheim
fellowship in 1976, Ree Morton famously wrote:
“My career probably began at the age of

three, when I took up watching ant hills

and protecting ladybugs. This caused a long
interruption in my artistic progress, because

my family read it as an interest in science and
directed me to nursing.” Misrecognition strikes again.
[, however, in being deemed host by an adorable
invasive species, feel entirely recognized. They
pepper my ceiling beautifully.
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AMBIER
SECRETS

Soley Ragnarsdottir
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Eyes are directed by neon purple light, waves
sharpen the pier, and I'm ready, outside in a hurry.
Thick, fresh ocean air. My body encapsulated in the
Vorupor suit; it camouflages me as a local. | don’t own
the waterproof attire, neither do | have a real kese
(oversized sieve-like tool for amber hunting).

It’s obvious that [ am an amber leech.

I'm not the one who harvests the largest
pieces—they were snatched £ % long ago. 'm fine
with that. Kneeling in the sand,

[ flip through fish ingestions mixed with rocks
and seaweed and shells. 'm wet underneath my suit.
Salt is sticky.

In my area, from Agger to Hanstholm, there are

a number of amber hunters and enthusiasts.

There are amber safaris for tourists, amber shops
both buying and selling, and locals who fabricate
their own amber decorations. Apart from being

in use as early as the Stone Age, amber has also
functioned as a kind of currency. In Ancient Greece
myths existed about the healing powers of amber;
among other things, it was said to cure rheumatism
and eye diseases. Pieces of amber are time capsules,
50 million years old, loosened from the seabed
during storms and showered to the coasts in heaps
of all kinds of seaweed, dead fish, and plastic. Gulls
and humans crowd around the masses; it’s all about
getting there first. Amber networks and phone chains
are activated after the storms, and groups of people
go hunting in their wetsuits and with their specialist
tools. It’s a mixed crowd of old fishermen and amber-

loving e People, primarily male, standing
side-by- / side in the waves, dragging the
seaweed from the ocean up onto the beach.

As they catch  the amber they put it in their mouths
as a test and, in rural manner, they never pull a face.
You don't brag.

And then there is me, the newcomer. On a very good
amber day, I'm able to harvest tiny pieces. It’s easiest
to see the lemon-yellow clots when the sun is out,
but at night the hunt continues. Columns of neon
light dance over Voruper beach, in “the hole” where
most amber is to be found. UV torches make the
amber gleam with a yellow glow and the chances of
a catch are notably increased. In the dark, it is about
digging out those black and dark brown pieces that in

daylight look like rocks. It can be a beginner’s

| mistake to confuse amber with a crab claw,
a swim bladder, or other organic remains.
A useful rule: amber shines back.

I have tried, in vain, to infiltrate amber networks on
social media. I've been making phone calls, sending
multiple emails, and not much has come of it. Amber
has a secrecy in common with mushroom foraging:
once you know the good places, you're not telling
anyone. You don’t make it to the phone list, don’t
receive the texts, unless you're part of the club. So
bring your own culinary sieve and use it as your tool.
And remember: when hunting, cheating is allowed.
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