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I. The D
ead B

irds and O
ther S

tories

Jean W
ainw

rig
ht: W

hen w
as the first tim

e that you thought about m
ortality?

M
o

rten V
iskum

: It w
as probably w

hen I saw
 dead birds on the terrace of our fam

ily house

in N
orw

ay. That is the first clear m
em

ory I have of death. There w
ere huge 2

x
2 m

etre

w
indow

s w
hich reflected nature, these confused the birds and they flew

 into them
 break-

ing their necks and dying. I rem
em

ber being particularly aw
are of this w

hen I w
as six, the

year before I w
as in school: there w

ere thirty-five houses in the developm
ent and every

one had a sim
ilar problem

. I found the dead birds w
hen I w

oke up, it seem
s that they flew

into the w
indow

s early in the m
orning.

JW
: A

t w
hat stage did you feel you had to arrange a burial for the birds?

M
V

: I am
 not sure w

hat I did for the first ones; m
aybe I put them

 in the garbage, as you

couldn’t leave them
 on the w

ooden terrace. There w
as no blood, but if you didn’t clear

them
 aw

ay the insects w
ould com

e and it w
as unpleasant. I rem

em
ber that I started to

m
ake a graveyard under som

e trees in a sm
all w

ood quite close to the house, although

as a child it seem
ed m

uch further. I buried the birds and put dow
n sm

all stones, a w
ood-

en cross, and then arranged som
e very sm

all fresh flow
ers (to fit the scale of the grave)

on top. D
uring that sum

m
er the graveyard becam

e bigger and there ended up being m
ore

than fifty graves, as I also collected the birds from
 the neighbours’gardens, carrying them

to the burial place in m
y arm

s. S
om

e children keep pets and bury them
 w

hen they die of

course, but I w
as doing the ritual alone w

ith w
ild birds.

JW
: They sound like m

iniature installations. M
uch of your w

ork is about quantity, ten thou-

sand candles…
 a m

illion pieces
of jew

ellery…
 it’s a big statem

ent, and a big com
m

itm
ent

to bury all those birds; but it also m
akes one think of the collecting as an art. W

ere you

alw
ays interested in art?

M
V

: Yes, in m
y early school books there are lots of draw

ings filled w
ith colour.

JW
: D

id your parents have w
orks of art on their w

alls?

M
V

: Yes, but it w
as m

y grandfather O
ddgier H

agen V
iskum

 w
ho w

as the collector. H
e ac-

quired a large am
ount of m

ainly N
orw

egian art in his house; he w
as the D

irector of Edu-

cation in M
oss, and one of the people w

ho began the A
rt in S

chools project. H
e w

anted

to use art to educate people and to foster a greater understanding of it. M
y parents also

had som
e paintings

and I rem
em

ber thinking that it w
as norm

al for every hom
e to have
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friends visiting and they cannot speak w
ith him

 as he cannot speak anym
ore. I don’t re-

m
em

ber w
hat else I put in the box but I do rem

em
ber the photograph.

JW
: S

o your father w
as the first person you ever saw

 dead?

M
V

: W
e w

ere at the hospital and m
y brother and I w

ere w
alking outside and w

hen w
e

c am
e back he w

as dead, w
hich w

as a shock. I have seen four people dead in m
y fam

ily,

m
y grandfather, father, grandm

other and m
y m

other-in-law
,but not

all of them
 died

like

this—
they all had cancer but tw

o w
ere very, very old and they looked near death for the

last few
 w

eeks. In contrast m
y father w

as only forty-nine, he died nine days before he

reached fifty and w
as buried on his birthday. It has been m

y goal for so m
any years to be

older than m
y father. A

 goal I have now
 reached.

JW
: There are m

any references to death in your w
orks:

for exam
ple,

one that perhaps

could be related to your father is the C
ancer C

ells
series.

M
V

: I can see w
hy you m

ight m
ake that connection. B

ut w
hat is interesting about those

w
orks,and for exam

ple about
C

ancer C
ells A

B
I – 11841

(1998),is that
w

hen you look

at the series it’s not really possible to know
 how

 they are m
ade. H

ow
ever,

I did a per-

form
ance on video w

hich show
ed the act of m

aking the w
orks and then people realised.

The art cam
e about because I w

as w
orking w

ith laboratory anim
als and at the w

eek-

ends I w
orked on experim

ents that couldn’t be com
pleted during the w

eek, so I finished

them
 on m

y ow
n at w

eekends. I had to take cancer cells out of the stom
achs of the

m
ice, w

hich I first had to kill and then dissect to rem
ove the cells. S

o the m
ateriality of

the w
ork is the actual cancer cells, w

hich have fallen onto the papers that w
ere used to

cover the areas w
here the experim

ents w
ere conducted. They w

ere stacked in such a

w
ay that as m

y series progressed there are few
er and few

er cells. I w
as using the nor-

m
al practice of the laboratory and m

aking art from
 som

ething that is custom
arily dis-

carded as m
edical refuse. W

hen I show
ed them

 in an art exhibition they becam
e som

e-

thing different, but it’s real and it’s about our society, but people found it difficult to re-

late to.

JW
: I find the C

ancer C
ells

series com
pelling, because there’s som

ething about the dis-

appearance and trace that fascinates artists and cancer is som
ething that m

ultiplies,but

w
e constantly w

ork tow
ards its elim

ination. I w
as also thinking of w

orks like A
ndy G

oldsw
or-

thy’s G
iant S

now
balls

(2000):they m
elted over the period of three days until all that w

as

left w
as the trace, or Edw

ard R
uscha’s

S
tains

(1969), his boxed sets of single sheets of

paper, w
here he let selected m

aterials such as acid and LA
 tap w

ater sink dow
n into the

paper ground…
Your w

orks are pow
erful because as soon as you say the w

ord “cancer”,

w
hich is not a neutral w

ord, you create another conceptually terrifying layer.

M
V

: Each person brings their ow
n interpretation, but I also gave each w

ork a colourful

background, so they looked deceptively appealing. I play w
ith this, “You don’t w

ant to

hear about it. You don’t w
ant to know

 about it”, and yet it still attracts you in a w
ay.

JW
: The w

ork raises questions doesn’t it?
There is the w

hole history of anim
al experi-

m
entation, but these anim

als are bred in the interests of m
edical science to find cures for
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art. H
ow

ever m
y grandfather w

as concerned that the artists he knew
 w

ere often poor,so

he advised m
e that it w

as im
portant to pursue m

y dream
 but perhaps to think that as w

ell

as
being an artist I should have a stable profession. S

o I m
ade a decision w

hen I w
as young

that I w
anted to be a vet and

an artist but not as a profession, that changed later and I

d on’t regret it. W
hen I w

ent to art school m
y grandfather w

as very happy but also w
orried

a s I w
as producing art that seem

ed strange to him
. H

e w
as open to all kinds of paintings

and he liked abstract art, but he w
as concerned w

hen he started to read about the cruci-

fied rats and m
y conceptual w

ork, but he soon changed his opinion.

JW
: Your m

other w
as a teacher and your father an architect,so you cam

e

from
 a professional fam

ily. You w
ere extrem

ely upset by your father’s pre-

m
ature death.

M
V

: I greatly adm
ired m

y father O
la V

iskum
, but he died of brain cancer.

I w
as scared to see his dem

ise, w
hich began w

hen I w
as sixteen, the loss

of speech, being unable to eat, the endless hospital visits…
 but som

e-

how
 you alm

ost think to the bitter end that the person w
ill survive. M

y fa-

ther w
as interested in city planning and then w

hen he w
as a young ar-

chitect he w
as m

ade the chief of the city planning departm
ent of D

ram
-

m
en, he w

as very successful and w
ell regarded. W

hen O
slo needed a new

city planner m
y father applied for the job, it w

as a long draw
n out process

and he w
on w

ith a sm
all m

argin. H
ow

ever,in January 1982,w
hen I w

as

sixteen and he had been at his new
 job for a few

 m
onths, he w

as skiing

alone outside our house w
hen he collapsed, som

eone found him
 and

brought him
 hom

e, it w
as the first indication that som

ething w
as w

rong.

H
e w

as diagnosed w
ith cancer of the brain w

hich he lived w
ith for four-

teen m
onths. H

e w
as very scared, but didn’t w

ant to show
 it to his chil-

dren. I w
as at hom

e one day and the doctor telephoned and said there

w
as “no hope”. I heard the conversation from

 outside his study and his

silence, or his answ
er—

he told m
e it w

as the doctor afterw
ards. The doc-

tors tried everything that w
as possible at that tim

e to save him
.

JW
: You have com

m
ented in the past that you w

ere scared of death, w
as your father the

reason?

M
V

: I w
as scared long before m

y father died but I am
 not scared any m

ore. I w
as scared

of not living, I loved life and w
as terrified of no longer being alive.

JW
: W

itnessing your father’s dem
ise and suffering m

ust have been very hard, do you think

it affected your decision to becom
e an artist?

M
V

: Yes I think it did, it m
ade m

e listen to m
y inner dream

s, because m
y father w

ould talk

about his dream
s of w

hat he w
ould do w

hen he retired. H
e w

as in and out of hospital and

the last tim
e he cam

e hom
e I took a photograph and later I m

ade a V
iskum

 B
ox

(V
iskum

B
oxes, 1993–1997), one of the seventy-tw

o that I m
ade as an art student w

ith the last

picture I took of him
 inside it, but I can’t look at it. In the photograph m

y father is sitting

on the sofa, he is bald because of chem
iotherapy and trying to eat, and w

e have som
e

K
ayserling II, 1992

Fetus of a sheep in form
alin, 

2,5 x 4 x 7 cm

P
erform

ance
C

ancer C
ells, 1994

V
ideo stills from

 perform
ance,

dim
ensions variable
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w
hich w

as reflected in the art w
orld in artists such as R

obert M
applethorpe (w

ho had died

in 1989),A
ndres S

errano and C
indy S

herm
an’s 1993 sex doll photographs: so actually it

w
as a very provocative piece to have these im

ages—
the “fantasy love”—

, your blow
-up

dolls w
ith pornographic im

ages.

M
V

: I think it w
as the right tim

e. I don’t think five years earlier it w
ould have been possi-

ble, also I am
 not really interested in draw

ing people. The w
ork is not som

ething I am
 proud

of today, how
ever it w

as interesting in term
s of the process. In m

y interview
 the P

rofes-

sor of A
rt Theory, then S

tian G
røgaard, said: “O

h, this is a really interesting one”,because

I had all these years of theoretical education in a different discipline, so he w
as very curi-

ous about m
e. I had w

ritten a very special proposal. I said that I w
anted to m

ake art and

do som
ething for ordinary people, to put contem

porary art in society and prom
ote de-

bate, som
ething that w

as not only for art critics. A
nd in a w

ay that’s w
hat I have done,

w
ith the Vestfossen K

unstlaboratorium
. B

ut the interview
 w

as really strange, because they

asked m
e w

hether I w
as interested in having a veterinary practice at the A

rt A
cadem

y, and

w
hether I had any problem

s w
ith m

y dogs…
 and I w

as thinking: “I w
ill never be accept-

ed”. The next w
eek I had an exam

 at Vet S
chool, and I w

as thinking: “S
hould I quit? S

hould

I revise for the exam
?”,but then I thought that although it m

ight be m
y last w

eek there, I

should at least continue until the artw
ork w

as finished.

JW
: B

ecause at this point you hadn’t m
ade the installation?

M
V

: N
o. The interview

 cam
e first.

JW
: B

ut w
hat w

ere you basing your idea of being an artist on? W
hat did being an artist

m
ean to you?
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diseases. M
y question is,how

 im
portant is it for people to be com

pelled by the com
plexity,

the links to anim
al science as w

ell as the abstract artw
ork?

M
V

: For m
e it is im

portant to show
 w

ith m
y artw

orks—
and it’s really strange for m

e to see

people getting so angry—
the w

orld as it is. The cells have been isolated and re-contex-

t ualised and conceptually re-fram
ed like a M

arcel D
ucham

p, a contem
porary R

eadym
ade

b y m
e, w

hereas norm
ally these cells are disposed off as toxic w

aste, out of sight. A
nd I

really like that transm
utation that art can effect.

II. R
em

ains From
 H

eaven: A
n A

rt S
chool Training

JW
: C

an w
e talk about your decision to becom

e an artist, you felt the need to train, it w
as

very im
portant to you to have a form

al qualification.

M
V

: Yes. In N
orw

ay tw
o things m

atter: w
hether you have been to the S

tatens K
unstakadem

i

[N
ational A

cadem
y of Fine A

rts] and w
hether you have participated in

H
østutstillingen [The

A
utum

n Exhibition]. If you have, then you are accepted as an artist w
hatever you do. I’m

talking about general opinion. A
t that tim

e I already had tw
ins w

ho w
ere tw

o years old

w
hen I started art school;m

y girlfriend at the tim
e had got together w

ith m
e w

hen I w
as

a student training to be a vet,w
hich I had been doing for six years at the N

orw
egian S

chool

of Veterinary S
cience. S

o of course w
hen I told her that I w

asn’t going to be a vet but

w
anted to be an artist, w

ith four m
ore years of study, it w

as a bit of a shock. B
ut it w

as

very clear to m
e that I had this one chance to be an artist, and I w

anted the best educa-

tion that you could get in N
orw

ay. O
f course,

like m
any artists, I could have taught m

y-

self, but in N
orw

ay it’s m
uch harder if you don’t have the right education.

S
o w

hen I w
ent for m

y interview
 [at the A

cadem
y] I thought, “I can’t m

ake

any m
istakes”,because at that tim

e over one hundred people w
ere selected for interview

but only tw
enty w

ere accepted onto the course. G
etting into veterinary school is also very

difficult, if you don’t have good enough grades you know
 you w

on’t get in, but w
ith art

school I just didn’t know
, because the selection process w

as subjective. S
o I really felt

that if I didn’t do it then, I w
ould have to w

ork as a vet, and it seem
ed unlikely that I w

ould

go back to being a student once I had taken that path.

I w
as told by one of the students already studying at the A

cadem
y:“You

have to be very honest, and if you w
ant to m

ake som
ething big such as an installation—

you have to get there early, because it’s very crow
ded”. S

o on the m
orning of the practi-

cal I arrived early and sat in the m
iddle of the

sculpture hall, w
ith m

y jacket on the floor.

A
ll the other students w

ere sitting against the w
all and they m

ade sm
aller things. I w

as

different from
 the very beginning, I m

ade a huge installation, R
eal Love

(1993): it w
as part-

ly because I w
as afraid that people w

ould see that I w
asn’t an artist, that I had this back-

ground as a vet,so I didn’t w
ant to do anything w

ith anim
als. The installation had sex ad-

vertisem
ents from

 m
agazines w

ith big golden fram
es, and blow

-up dolls from
 sex shops

in different positions on tables around the room
. They told m

e that w
as the first tim

e the

caretaker had ever show
n any interest in a new

 student’s artw
ork! M

any years later I asked

them
 w

hy they let m
e in, and they told m

e they didn’t let m
e in because of w

hat I had

m
ade, but because of w

hat I w
as going to m

ake.

JW
: In 1993 w

hen you applied to the A
cadem

y there w
as all the publicity around A

ID
S

C
ancer C

ells D
ynal561-1249,

1994
(detail)

C
ancer cells and blood on paper,

160 x
360 cm

 overall

B
lood and C

 cer C
ells V

and V
II,

1999
C

ancer cells and blood 
on M

D
F plates, 60 x

60 cm
 each



H
olding H

ands w
ith H

istory
93

92
H

olding H
ands w

ith H
istory

M
V

: A
t that tim

e I had m
any things that I w

anted to say about w
hat I w

as doing or think-

ing about, but I couldn’t w
rite it dow

n and I couldn’t w
rite songs, so I w

as hoping I could

do it w
ith m

y hands. W
hen I got the letter offering m

e a place I w
as crazily happy, it w

as

m
y dream

.

J W
: You m

ade your very controversial R
ats/O

lives
project

(1995)w
hen you w

ere still a

student, w
hich w

as the first of your controversial w
orks to go into the public dom

ain, it

w
as a provocation. S

o, w
ere you looking at other artists’ w

orks, such as P
iero M

anzoni’s

A
rtists’s S

hit(1961)or D
am

ien H
irst?

M
V

: There are tw
o answ

ers to that question. Firstly I w
as told by m

y tutor S
tian G

røgaard

that if I w
anted to becom

e a realartist, I should not get too involved w
ith other artists be-

cause they w
ere going to put m

e dow
n. O

f course I w
ent on trips to different countries

w
ith the other students, and I ate and partied w

ith them
, but they w

ere not m
y friends. I

have only very few
 close artistic friends.

S
econdly the answ

er is yes and no, I saw
 other artists’ w

ork yes, but I

am
 not interested in provoking,

I really think it’s boring in a w
ay. S

o w
hen I first m

ade

R
ats/O

lives
of course there w

ere debates, as I w
as not only still a student but also I had

em
ptied the contents of olive jars and replaced them

 w
ith baby rats in form

alin. I thought:

“H
as everyone m

isunderstood, because it’s not about this controversy it seem
ed to have

caused?” B
ut then I realised that it’s like this alm

ost every tim
e w

ith m
y w

ork. There is

so m
uch “noise”

generated w
hen I do it, but afterw

ards it can be interesting to reflect

and then all the different dialogues are part of the piece or the artw
ork that I do. S

o the

reactions to the tw
enty jars of R

ats/O
lives

that I placed in stores in N
orw

ay w
ere part of

the project, as w
as the press coverage in new

spapers and on TV. B
ut that is not w

hy I

did it.

JW
: W

hat w
as it that attracted you to preserving dead rats?

M
V

: M
y interest began w

ith a chart at m
y school w

ith anim
als on it, and in the basem

ent

of m
y grandparents’ house I used to look at the stored preserved fruits, later at veterinary

school I saw
 preserved specim

ens w
hich w

e studied.

JW
: W

as there a significance for you in the labelling of the olive jars, as yellow
 and red are

not only colours that you often use, but also they are the colours of fast food branding? 

M
V

: The S
&

W
 brand w

as the m
ost beautiful I could find in the sm

all stores in N
orw

ay at

the tim
e, it w

as also a brand I could purchase in bulk. I bought sixty, tw
enty for the stores

and then later tw
enty for the rats and tw

enty for the olives to m
ake tw

enty com
plete sets,

in order to put tw
enty in the stores and then to keep tw

enty as sculptures, then later on,

w
hen these appeared in the shops, I had to m

ake tw
enty duplicates. S

o now
 I think there

are only one or tw
o originals from

 the stores that exist, because all the store ow
ners threw

them
 aw

ay before the people could buy them
.

JW
: D

id you approach the shops?

M
V

: M
ost of m

y w
orks are about not saying anything, because if you ask, you are not al-

low
ed to do it. S

o I just w
ent into the shops and put them

 in.S
o it is the opposite of steal-

ing. The controversy started w
hen one w

om
an w

ho picked up one of the jars w
ent to pay

and then she said that she w
as shocked. That w

as very interesting because I did not ex-

C
ancer C

ells, 1994
V

ideo stills from
 perform
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dim

ensions variable
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pect the extrem
e reaction, but I w

as expecting and hoping that people w
ere thinking that

it w
as som

ething different and strange. B
ut it should not be obvious that it w

as art, be-

cause is
itart?

J W
: Yes. S

o you w
ere questioning, “is it art?”.

M
V

: Yes, because it’s m
any levels, consum

erism
, science, w

hat w
e expect from

 art. The

m
ain reason w

hy it becam
e such a big problem

 and drew
 so m

uch attention w
as because

one of the store assistants thought she had unpacked the jar from
 the supplier and had

put it on the shelf, but she rem
em

bered w
rong. It w

asn’t
unpacked, because Iput it on

the shelves. That’s the reason w
hy all deliveries w

ith all N
ordic countries w

ere stopped

and also the factory w
as closed for inspection. B

ut of course that w
as not m

y intention.

That w
as her (the store stacker) m

isconception.

JW
: W

hat w
as your reaction to that, because that w

as pretty dram
atic, it m

ade the new
s

and the headlines, how
 did your professors react to this?

M
V

: That’s also very interesting, because w
hen I presented this for the first tim

e to m
y

professors at the A
rt A

cadem
y they asked how

 I w
anted to present and display the jars…

because originally in 1995 I did not plan to place them
 in grocery stores but rather place

them
 as objects in an exhibition. B

ut then I thought: “O
h, m

aybe they belong in shops”,

but I didn’t tell m
y tutors. Then I travelled to five different cities in N

orw
ay w

ith the art,

placing an olive jar in four different shops in each city. The last destination w
as Trondheim

,

and after a delayed flight I cam
e hom

e and nothing happened for the first tw
enty-four

hours, but the second day the press started to w
rite about it, then it becam

e a huge sto-

ry. The S
&

W
 brand is A

m
erican, they w

anted to sue m
e

for a m
illion dollars, so conse-

quently m
y professors becam

e afraid because w
hen you are a student there is the ten-

sion betw
een being a private person and the interests of the institution. The consequence

w
as I couldn’t have m

aterials like form
alin in the art school, and I had to get a studio out-

side the A
cadem

y so that the institution w
ould not be im

plicated.

JW
: H

ow
 w

as
the m

illion dollar law
suit resolved?

M
V

: I think that the A
m

erican law
yers for S

&
W

 realised that in N
orw

ay you can’t sue som
e-

body w
ho doesn’t have the m

oney at that tim
e forever, so they dropped the case. B

ut the

police prosecuted m
e,so I got a crim

inal record. I w
as also w

orking in an anim
al labora-

tory at the sam
e tim

e, and I lost that job. S
o it w

as quite dram
atic. B

ut tw
o days later

som
ebody had already bought the glass jars and I got m

y first exhibitions at the S
ogn &

Fjordane A
rt M

useum
in the W

est of N
orw

ay and the Lista Lighthouse G
allery in the S

outh

of N
orw

ay. A
nd then m

y fam
ily stopped asking m

e w
hether I w

as “really going to be an

artist” or “w
as I going to finish m

y veterinary education afterw
ards”, they knew

 I had cho-

sen m
y path.

JW
: Very dram

atic, all in the second year of your course!

M
V

: Yes, so w
hen I w

as at art school I w
anted to learn as m

uch as I could, very quickly.

I w
as into all kinds of activities, applying to artists’ organisations for funding, learning about

the art system
, art history, the role of galleries and m

useum
s and the m

achinations of the
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art w
orld. I w

as reading and learning about other artists and I thought:
“It’s very im

por-

tant not just to be fam
ous for the R

ats/O
lives

project”.
I w

as very clear that this should

be one of m
any kinds of w

orks that in the end w
ould be m

y
body of w

ork. It w
as R

ose

Finn-K
elcey—

one of the guest tutors at college—
w

ho told m
e:“You are not w

orking w
ith

death, you are w
orking w

ith life”. S
he also knew

 D
am

ien H
irst’s w

orks very w
ell, but she

told m
e:“S

om
e of your w

orks look the sam
e, but you have such

different aesthetics, and

also background, so it is so different”. A
fter that I relaxed! W

e also had visits from
 A

ndres

S
errano, and one gallerist from

 M
att’s G

allery in London, R
obin K

lassnik. I never did any-

thing w
ith a brush after I started art school,I realised that I w

anted to m
ake art that had

the appearance of an installation, so I w
as enrolled in the sculpture departm

ent. A
lso at

veterinary college I w
as thinking about carcasses and how

 I could use them
 in the art I

w
anted to m

ake. W
hen I saw

 D
am

ien H
irst’s M

other and C
alf D

ivided
(1993)everything

fell into place,as I had already been m
aking w

orks like this previously,such as Em
bryo

4th Feb 1992.
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Love From
 G

od, R
ed, 1997

C
-print, 90 x

70 cm

O
n pages 102–103

Love From
 G

od Iand II, W
hite, 1997

C
-print, 60 x

50 cm
 each

Love From
 G

od, Tw
o H

eads, 1997
C

-print on canvas, 300 x
200 cm

O
n pages 98–99

I H
ope You D

idn’t D
ie in Vain, 1999

(detail)
M

ice in form
alin (2160 m

ice), 
200 x 800 x 30 cm





H
olding H

ands w
ith H

istory
105

JW
: O

f course,K
lassnik w

as representing very early on people like M
ike N

elson, R
ichard

W
ilson and W

illie D
oherty w

ith his political w
orks from

 N
orthern Ireland. H

e also show
ed

Jordan B
asem

an, July the 12th 1984 (2002–2003),w
hose screen-based piece w

as from

transcriptions of the recording of an execution (of a m
an sadly later declared innocent),a

w
ork that seem

s to resonate w
ith yours. I am

 intrigued w
ith how

 you dealt w
ith death in

y our w
ork w

hile at the A
cadem

y.

M
V

: K
lassnik and I discussed the idea for a w

ork…
 he w

as w
ondering w

hat w
ould hap-

pen if I put all the needles and scalpels I use on dead anim
als into a pile, so I did and m

ade

m
y w

ork Jam
es Last Trip

(1996). I found it really interesting to see w
hat happened if I did-

n’t w
ork as directly as I norm

ally do, w
ith m

y ow
n ideas. S

o I now
 have one w

ork that is

his idea in O
slo. It w

as also interesting to m
eet other visiting artists at the A

cadem
y, but

as a student it is not alw
ays the ones w

ho m
ake the m

ost interesting artw
orks w

ho m
ight

be the best to talk to. W
ith som

e artists such as A
ndres S

errano,
I felt there w

as
m

ore

affinity to his w
ork than in m

y discussions w
ith him

. I have som
e of his w

orks in m
y col-

lection, The S
cream

(1986), Tw
o C

hrists
(1986),

and G
old C

hrist
(1987).

I did how
ever

m
ake m

y series of eighteen photographs Love from
 G

od (1997)not in reaction to his w
ork

but to find m
y ow

n voice w
ith m

y subject m
atter. That w

as a very particular w
ork that is

all about the dissection process that I w
as using in the lab. I m

ade a series of photographs

of a ten-day-old laboratory rat hanging on a cross. This w
ork raised m

any questions in

people’s m
inds about religion and sacrifice, politics and ethics, all them

es that reappear

in m
any of m

y later w
orks. It also highlights the

pow
er that an im

age can have to m
ake

one think, to re-exam
ine and confront.

The religious references in Love From
 G

od
also are im

plied in the elabo-

rate fram
es, to the N

orw
egian hym

n of the sam
e nam

e that is sung at w
eddings and fu-

nerals. V
iew

ers are often surprised at the size of the prints and they som
etim

es find it hard

to confront the stages of dissection of the rat,
until all that is left is the trace of its exis-

tence. These dynam
ics of confrontation in order to speak about m

any issues at once is

very im
portant to m

e, I also feel it is necessary for the view
er to bring to the im

age and

the view
ing space their particular background and interpretation.

JW
: W

hen did you see your first installation in a gallery, can you rem
em

ber any installa-

tions you w
ent into that affected you as relating to a space?

M
V

: It w
as at the first S

aatchi G
allery (in N

orth London), R
ichard W

ilson’s 20:50
(1987):

the w
ay you could sm

ell the sum
p oil, and how

 it affected your equilibrium
 as you w

alked

along the ram
p

w
ith the oil on either side of you.

It w
as of course not the first installa-

tion I had seen, but it w
as the first that affected m

e relating to a space. I w
as intrigued

that you didn’t know
 how

 deep the oil w
as, as in fact its surface is like a m

irror, reflect-

ing the ceiling. I w
as im

pressed by it because of the m
ulti-sensory aspect; it w

as not just

about w
hat you saw

.

Then for m
y final exhibition at the A

rt A
cadem

y in 1997 I m
ade an instal-

lation, R
em

ains From
 H

eaven.It consisted of 658 sm
all objects that w

ere collected from

each day that I w
ent to the A

cadem
y. I placed the objects on four shelves that w

ere m
ount-

ed in a square,
so that you had to w

alk around it. Each object had
a num

ber, that w
as

w
ritten w

ith a label m
achine. The display consisted of anim

al food on cans, m
ice in for-
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I H
ate A

rt I-XV
I, 2013

D
igital print on w

atercolour paper, 
40 x

60 cm
 each
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m
alin, pharm

aceutical products, and m
y notes. It w

as displayed in a system
atic and ra-

tional m
anner, like an archive or a diary of m

y days at the art school. S
om

e people have

seen references to Ilya and Em
ilia K

abakov in this w
ork, in particular their installation

The

G
arbage M

an: The M
an W

ho N
ever Threw

 A
nything A

w
ay

(1988–1995),m
aybe because

t he installation is in The N
ational M

useum
 in O

slo and because ofthe displays it contains,

o r because of the title.

JW
: S

o is R
em

ains from
 H

eaven
a tem

plate for m
any of your later installations w

hich are

often huge and contain hundreds of objects?

M
V

: Yes in som
e w

ays, but this also represents a very happy tim
e for m

e; but of course

it w
as not the only w

ork that I w
as doing that related directly to m

y art school experience.

I began m
y I H

ate A
rt(1996–)and I H

ate M
useum

s
(1996) w

hile I w
as there. The idea be-

gan w
hen I w

as looking at w
orld-fam

ous artw
orks in m

useum
s and then I purchased post-

cards and prints of the w
orks and the buildings. I took them

 back to m
y studio and m

ade

photographic w
orks w

ith a scream
ing rat in the pose of Edvard M

unch in front of each

postcard im
age.

JW
: It’s the dilem

m
a of the art student w

hen you see canonical w
orks, som

e artists have

an extraordinary status.

M
V

: Yes, so I m
ade w

orks w
ith S

alvador D
alí(I H

ate A
rt V

II),V
incent van G

ogh (I H
ate A

rt

II) and H
enri M

atisse. I w
anted to play w

ith all the iconic im
ages and buildings I had seen

because they had m
ade m

e w
ant to go to m

y studio and m
ake art, I didn’t hate them

,

they stim
ulated m

e. I used a rat,as it w
as easy to position itin the Edvard M

unch scream
-

ing pose. It w
as also—

as an art student—
strange to see how

 fam
ous M

unch w
as,yet the

version (of The S
cream

)by A
ndy W

arhol seem
ed to be m

ore know
n than the original

(M
unch) and I w

as playing w
ith that concept of the art industry surrounding M

unch, the

T-shirts, horror film
s and H

allow
een m

asks.

JW
: P

erhaps w
e could just revisit for a m

om
ent the fact that you painted before you w

ent

to the A
rt A

cadem
y.

M
V

: Yes, m
y w

ork w
as very different, I w

as painting w
ith a brush in a m

uch m
ore con-

ventional w
ay, som

ething nice! I w
as interested in a kind of beauty and I didn’t trust m

y-

self to do w
hat I really w

anted, because this is w
hat people liked, and bought. I had som

e

exhibitions of this type of w
ork before I becam

e an artist in the B
odli D

ahl G
allery in O

slo

in 1990 and The A
rt Festival in O

slo in 1991 and 1992.O
ne of m

y paintings from
 that tim

e

w
as a kind of m

oon landscape…

JW
: B

ut even then you can see hints of your later w
ork, in the green and red colours of

your sky and a kind of cell structure in evidence.

M
V

: Yes and I also collected m
y first artw

ork,a M
arc C

hagall lithograph, H
ym

éne, in 1986:

I used the m
oney from

 eighteen m
onths of m

y student scholarship. I w
as thinking: “I’m

going to be a vet and if I w
ant to be part of the art w

orld I have to collect”. I had also kept

m
y clothes from

 1986
so I w

as able, w
hen I m

ade m
y self-portraitA

n A
rtist C

ollecting A
rt

1986–2013
(2013), to have the accurate clothing to dress m

y self-portrait in.The portrait

I H
ate M

useum
s I-IV, 2013

D
igital print on w

atercolour paper, 
40 x 60 cm

 each

O
pposite

Installation photo, 2007
P

aintings on canvas and paper,
taxiderm

ied rat, dim
ensions variable
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is based on a photo of m
e from

 1986,
w

ith the clothes,
the carpet and the w

allall from

that year. I also m
ade another self-portrait in 2013 on m

y 48th birthday, The C
ollector

2013, w
hich has been in m

any exhibitions and can be seen together w
ith m

y ow
n w

orks

or w
orks from

 other artists.

A
nother very personal w

ork related to m
y fam

ily during those years,
for

exam
ple, is B

urial S
hroud

(betw
een 1994 and 1997).I used a knife to pull aw

ay the m
at-

tress m
aterial from

 the bed w
hen som

eone
died, a reference to the departed and the idea

of presence, in an absence.

JW
: You acquired your first dead hand w

hen you w
ere still at the A

cadem
y: can w

e talk

about that?

M
V

: Yes, but that also cam
e about in a very random

 w
ay, because w

hen I had m
y studio

outside the art school I had already had an installation and perform
ance on N

orw
egian

television, in spring 1996. M
y plan w

as that the result of the perform
ance—

a pig’s head

w
ith needles in it used for extracting blood and sam

ples—
w

as going to The N
ational A

u-

tum
n E

xhibition
(H

østutstillingen).
A

t the H
østutstillingen, students from

 other schools

could choose one artist they w
anted to m

eet, and m
ost of them

 w
anted to m

eet m
e. I had

m
any students com

ing to m
y studio w

hen I too
w

as a student; one asked w
hy I alw

ays

used dead anim
als in m

y artw
orks, and w

ithout thinking I answ
ered: “It’s because I don’t

use hum
an beings”, w

hich provoked m
e to think that m

aybe this w
as not true. I began

thinking about how
 I could use hum

ans and it w
as at this point that I started to look for

hum
an body parts. W

ithin tw
o m

onths I had acquired a dead hand in a very special w
ay:

it w
as also, in a w

ay, shocking to have the dead hand in m
y studio, and I w

as not sure if

it w
as ok or not to have it, and to use it.

O
pposite

V
iskum

/W
arhol, 4 M

ao, 2006
P

rint and blood on paper, 80 x
60 cm

V
iskum

/W
arhol, G

reen P
ea, 2006

P
rint and blood on paper, 

103 x
71 cm

V
iskum

/W
arhol, C

hicken S
oup, 2006

P
rint and blood on paper, 

103 x 71 cm

V
iskum

/W
arhol, Tom

ato, 2006
P

rint and blood on paper, 
103 x 71 cm
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V
iskum

/W
arhol, M

arilyn #1
and #2,

2006
P

rint and blood on paper, 
9 1 x

91 cm
 each

V
iskum

/W
arhol,M

ao #1
and #2,

2006
P

rint and blood on paper, 
91 x 91 cm

 each

V
iskum

/W
arhol,Flow

ers #1
and #2,

2006
P

rint and blood on paper, 
91 x 91 cm

 each

V
iskum

/Lichtenstein V, 2006
A

crylic and blood on canvas, 
122 x

122 cm

V
iskum

/Lichtenstein V
I, 2006

A
crylic and blood on canvas, 

122 x 122 cm

V
iskum

/Lichtenstein II, 2006
A

crylic and blood on canvas, 
112 x

112 cm

V
iskum

/Lichtenstein IV, 2006
A

crylic and blood on canvas, 
122 x

122 cm

V
iskum

/Lichtenstein III, 2006
A

crylic and blood on canvas, 
99 x

98 cm

V
iskum

/Lichtenstein I, 2006
A

crylic and blood on canvas, 
99 x

99 cm
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tool, but also w
hat is

the significance of this act for you? You kept the hand in your stu-

dio for six m
onths before you used it?

M
V

: That’s alm
ost the correct story, because using it as a tool w

as m
y intention from

 the

very beginning. The reason w
hy it took six m

onths w
as because I w

as not sure if it w
as

ethical to use it for m
y art. It w

as alw
ays m

y intention to m
ake paintings w

ith it.

JW
: D

id you research the ethical issues surrounding it?

M
V

: M
y m

other alw
ays w

anted m
e to have a law

yer or som
eone I could ask advice from

before I did m
y w

ork, and I told her that I couldn’t have that because all of them
 w

ould

have to say “N
o”.

JW
: I w

ant to pursue the idea of the authentic, how
 w

e talk about the “hand of the artist”,

w
ere any of those ideas in your m

ind?

M
V

: I think w
hat you are saying is true and part of the reason. W

hen people ask w
hy I use

the dead hands, I tell the sam
e story, it is also about art history because artists such as
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III. The H
and That N

ever S
topped P

ainting

JW
: W

e live in a sensational w
orld and people alw

ays w
ant to know

 w
here the dead hands

that you paint w
ith com

e from
. D

o they all have a story?

M
V

: I have som
e inform

ation, som
e are facts, and som

e are stories I have added. O
n oc-

casions I reveal a little about the hand in the texts that I paint but m
ost of the inform

ation

I do not share.

JW
: W

hy do you use blood w
ith the hand as w

ell as acrylic paint? W
ere you thinking of

m
etaphorically giving the dead hand life?

M
V

: I had previously used traces of blood on paintings and I also used a brush but that

w
as just to m

ake the background, I have used the rem
ains of anim

als since 1998.I be-

gan w
ith anim

al skulls from
 m

y vet studies.

JW
: S

o
m

uch of your w
ork is about perform

ance. W
ith the series of w

orks titled The H
and

That N
ever S

topped P
ainting (1998–present) w

hy did you decide to use the hand as a

The H
and That N

ever S
topped

P
ainting XX, 2013

A
crylic on canvas, 135 x

185 cm

The H
and That N

ever S
topped

P
ainting XIII, 2013

A
crylic on canvas, 135 x 185 cm
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G
iorgio M

orandi
N

atura m
orta, 1957

O
il on canvas, 30 x 44 cm

P
rivate collection

O
n pages 116–117

The S
cream

, 2015
S

till from
 perform

ance, 
dim

ensions variable

6 H
and-P

ainted B
ottles, 2011

A
crylic on bottles, 

dim
ensions variable
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K
os I-III, 2010 (triptych)

A
crylic painting and blood 

on canvas, 40 x 50 cm
 each

O
pposite

J eg I, 2013
B

lood on canvas, 200 x 100 cm
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Théodore G
éricault w

ent to the m
orgue to paint dead body parts, and I took it a step fur-

ther—
I rem

oved the dead body part and painted w
ith

it.

JW
: Yes, he studied cadavers at the H

ospital B
eaujon in P

aris and borrow
ed them

 to study

in various states of decom
position…

M
V

: S
o G

éricault w
as on m

y m
ind,especially his painting The R

aft of M
edusa (1818–1819)

w
hich I had seen in P

aris w
hen I w

as a student.

JW
: Each of your w

orks w
ith the dead hand has a different m

ark, a different gestural vo-

cabulary. I am
 rem

inded of Jackson P
ollock’s w

ork, w
here he described him

self w
orking

w
ith energy and m

otion and “rem
oving the conventional tools of the artist”.

M
V

: Yes I see a connection w
ith w

hat he expressed and I hope that w
hen people see m

y

w
ork they don’t only see the painting,

they also see the im
age of the perform

ance.
In a

w
ay I’m

 not a painter, it’s not a painting, it’s the result of a perform
ance.

JW
: You use a glove w

hen you paint w
ith the hand,w

hy is that?

M
V

: You can’t touch form
alin,

w
hich is w

hat I use to preserve [the hands]. In a perfor-

Title ???, 2006
Technique, 
XX x XX cm

 (XX
1/

4x XX
1/

4in.)

The S
cream

, 2015
S

till from
 perform

ance, blood 
and silkscreen on canvas

O
pposite

The S
cream

 I, 2015
B

lood and silkscreen on canvas,
110 x 80 cm

O
n pages 122–123

The S
cream

 V
and IV, 2015

B
lood and silkscreen on canvas,

110 x 80 cm
 each
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w
ow

 m
e. Then I saw

 the Yves K
lein exhibition at the H

ayw
ard G

allery in London in 1995,

w
ith all the m

edia docum
entation about his perform

ances, and m
y view

 of his w
ork changed

com
pletely. I becam

e very interested in the docum
entation of the perform

ance and w
hat

rem
ains, the relationship betw

een the action and the artw
ork. I revisited Yves K

lein’s m
ono-

chrom
es because they are not just m

onochrom
es,they are som

ething m
ore.

I have alw
ays been fascinated by w

hat you can say w
ith a m

onochrom
e

and have m
ade m

any in m
y ow

n practice. I asked m
yself the question:“H

ow
 can I con-

tinue w
ith m

onochrom
es? W

hat can I do that’s new
?” A

nd then I found an answ
er. W

e

have a very interesting art collector in N
orw

ay, Jack H
elgesen. I told him

: “I think
I have

m
ade som

ething you w
ill like”, and then I said it w

as a m
onochrom

e, and then he started

to laugh. H
e told m

e:“I have seen so m
any, and it’s done. S

o if you can add som
ething

new
 to them

 I w
ill be very surprised”. H

e knew
 about m

y dead hands but w
as not ex-

pecting that I w
ould paint m

onochrom
es w

ith them
. W

hen he cam
e into the room

 and saw

them
 in 2010

he said: “W
ow

, you’ve done it. You have done som
ething I have never seen

before w
ith a m

onochrom
e”. I had m

ade a huge painting, a 2 x 4 m
etre m

onochrom
e w

ith

a special m
etallic colour,

he w
ent very quiet w

hen saw
 that and purchased it. M

y sm
all

M
onochrom

es
m

ade in 2014 change w
hen different light conditions hit their surface, w

hen
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m
ance, w

hen I say hello to the audience w
ith the glove on, they feel strange I think, be-

cause they know
 later on I w

ill start to paint w
ith the dead hand. A

ll m
y dead hands are

quite sim
ilar in a w

ay,
but I can feel the subtle differences w

hen I use them
, though m

y

surgical glove.

JW
: D

o you ever put your ow
n hand onto the paint? Is it alw

ays the dead hand, or do you

som
etim

es use your live hand to sm
udge or m

ake a m
ark?

M
V

: N
o it is alw

ays a selected hand. S
om

e shapes are m
ore difficult than others,so, if it’s

a car such as the old S
aab that I painted, it is not easy to get round the angles because

of the flexibility of the hands,then I som
etim

es need to use m
y ow

n hand. In som
e paint-

ings the background is painted w
ith a brush and on top w

ith the dead hands.

JW
: To return to the act as perform

ance, w
ere you interested in Yves K

lein pulling the

naked w
om

en through blue paint (The Living P
aintbrushes,5th June 1958) as a record of

m
ovem

ent across a surface of a canvas?

M
V

: It is an interesting question, w
hen I w

as young and visiting m
useum

s for the first tim
e,

I saw
 the Yves K

lein m
onochrom

es such as IK
B

 79
(1959)and I liked them

, but they didn’t

The B
lack H

and, 2016
S

till from
 perform

ance, acrylic 
on canvas
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be chained, the cutting off of hands as a penalty for theft, there are pow
erful m

etaphors

here. D
o the hands, for exam

ple the black hand, w
ear out?

M
V

: N
o,they are fully preserved and durable. I use acrylic paint and carefully clean them

as I w
ould a brush each tim

e I use them
 and replace them

 in the form
alin.

JW
: The first tim

e you did the dead hand perform
ance w

ere you anxious?

M
V

: I w
as very uncom

fortable w
ondering if I had the right to do it or not. The very first

tim
e I used the different seven hands I had an idea how

 the paintings w
ould or should look

like. It is a m
ixture of the story of the dead person and m

y ow
n story about him

 or her.

JW
: D

o you use the right hand or the left hand?

M
V

: The right hand, because I paint w
ith m

y right hand, but I could choose if I w
anted the

left or the right.

JW
: You have five m

ale and tw
o fem

ale hands,w
hat is the difference betw

een the genders?

M
V

: In the beginning there w
as a big difference because the m

ale hand is bigger and heav-

ier and because the D
anish police w

ho traced the hand w
hen it w

as stolen
in the C

hrist-
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you stand in front of them
 or m

ove across them
, there are hints of Yves K

lein’s 1960’s

m
onochrom

es or R
obert R

ym
an’s w

orks.

JW
: C

an I also talk about the process of m
aking your other D

ead H
and

series? M
any of

t hem
 are very large-scale, so you’re m

oving, m
aking a journey, w

ith the dead hand guid-

e d by you across the w
ork. There are also references to other artists such as R

obert

R
auschenberg

(M
onogram

, 1955)but you have treated your ideas in a different w
ay?

M
V

: Yes, they vary in duration and in intent. The reference to R
auschenberg w

as the m
ix

of cultural references to dada and pop art.

JW
: P

erhaps w
e can talk about The H

and That N
ever S

topped P
ainting

XXIV
 1998 S

YN
D

:

it alm
ost becom

es like a S
eurat painting…

 pointillist alm
ost. There is so m

uch happening

on the surface, I am
 rem

inded of cellular activity w
hen TV goes pixelated, yet created w

ith

a dead body part. 

M
V

: Yes, that is an im
portant w

ork as it w
as also the one that som

eone cam
e and tagged

S
Y

N
D

 (S
in) w

hen it w
as in an exhibition in D

enm
ark. N

ow
 I exhibit it w

ith the additional

gesture.

JW
: You have said it is im

portant for you that each w
ork has a kind of personality. You

have seven hands now
, so did you get offered them

 by som
eone w

ho is suicidal, som
e

one w
ho is dying, or som

eone already dead?

M
V

: There are tw
o answ

ers to that. B
ecause partly there is a choice, but also I acquire

them
, then I have the story, then I decide w

hich hand to use for each painting.

JW
: W

ith your w
ork The B

lack H
and

(2009), there is the story w
ritten in black acrylic w

ith

the dead
hand used to w

rite it. You have an accom
panying installation w

hich has a leap-

ing im
pala and a painted text w

hich is very evocative. S
o you getthe story? O

r the story

is created?

M
V

: W
ith that hand I didn’t choose a black hand, it w

as
a black hand that I w

as offered.

I know
 w

hose it is, and I got som
e of the inform

ation about his background. The story is

a m
ixture of facts from

 him
 and his life that I add to. There is an autobiographical dim

en-

sion w
ith that w

ork w
hich is different from

 the others, because the audience does not usu-

ally get so m
uch inform

ation.The m
an w

anted to go back to A
frica and see the anim

als

(m
entioned in the story), but I don’t know

 w
hy he w

anted to go back, so for m
e there w

as

the personal elem
ent, the truth and then m

y artistic interpretation for m
y w

ork. S
o it’s a

m
ixture, the relationship w

ith the anim
als, and taking dow

n the “big five”; but ironically all

that happens is that a reservation anim
al accidentally com

es across his path and is shot,

it isn’t actually targeted as one of “the big five”. It’s an interesting discourse on desire,

about longing for a landscape, a place, and being detached from
 it, and yet som

ehow
 it

com
es back into his life.

A
t the Venice B

iennale in 2009 I installed m
y Leaping Im

pala

(2009)…
w

hich is also related to The B
lack H

and
w

ork and seeing
the anim

al alm
ost jum

p-

ing out from
 the gallery into the streets of Venice w

as very strange.

JW
: Yes, ideas of loss and longing, also because in the history of slavery, hands w

ould

Im
m

ortal, 2004 (detail)
H

am
m

ond organ and a dead
hum

an hand, dim
ensions variable
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ian D
am

 G
allery in C

openhagen,did not store the First H
and in the correct w

ay, so it be-

cam
e sm

aller and lighter after that. I lost hands tw
ice,

I got back num
ber one, but four

w
hich had a gold ring on its finger I left in a C

hinese restaurant in London. It does seem

a strange thing to steal. I alw
ays keep the first painting I m

ake w
hen I acquire a new

 hand;

s o for exam
ple The H

and That N
ever S

topped P
ainting

(1998),using the first hand. The

s econd is The N
ew

 H
and, the third The B

lack H
and, the forth

The H
and w

ith the G
olden

R
ing (The Lost H

and), the fifth is The Fem
ale H

and, the sixth The O
ld H

and
and the last

one is R
est in P

eace, w
hich belonged to a young m

an w
ho com

m
itted suicide.

JW
: The m

ark m
aking on each canvas is very different,

for exam
ple The N

ew
 H

and XII

(2008)looks as if it w
as painted w

ith a fast rhythm
 alm

ost like a frenzy,w
hereas The H

and

That N
ever S

topped P
ainting 1

(1998)is far less frenetic.

M
V

: Yes,each one is as individual as the rhythm
 I adopted w

hen m
aking the painting; it

is determ
ined by w

hether I use one finger or the w
hole hand; there is the tim

e I spend

on it, and the energy I expend, each painting has its ow
n character and perform

ance. I

have also used the first hand, The H
and That N

ever S
topped P

ainting, to paint ten cov-

ers of m
y M

orten V
iskum

 M
onograph

for a show
 I had in P

aris at the G
alerie L’Inlassable

in
2015.

This w
as accom

panied by m
y collaboration w

ith E
dgar S

arin, a P
arisian artist

w
hose w

ork is about the secret and unknow
n. H

e told m
e that he w

anted to get “ran-

dom
 people to express [them

selves],to get rid of the burden that all hum
an beings have

and how
 to get rid of it properly”.For his collaboration w

ith m
e he asked m

e to send a

painting that I had “never dared show
 to hum

anity”,so he could w
rap it in paper and it

could be bought
and unw

rapped on the day of m
y death. I then thought:

“W
e need to

destroy this w
ork”. S

o w
e m

ade a perform
ance by taking the w

ork and throw
ing it into

the S
eine for it to vanish forever.

JW
: I w

as interested in the relationship betw
een this and Yves K

lein’s Zones of Im
m

ater-

ial P
ictorial S

ensibility
(1959–1962),w

here he threw
 gold into the S

eine.

M
V

: M
y w

ork is different but there are traces of K
lein. I discussed w

ith Edgar that w
hat I

w
anted to address w

as a question of som
ething vanishing, but som

ehow
 being reborn,

that m
y w

ork w
ould be destroyed at the very point that it revealed itself.W

hen m
y paint-

ing arrived in P
aris in January 2015 it w

as carefully w
rapped and taped w

ith gaffer tape.

It w
as a w

hite canvas I had m
ade in 1999 w

ith a text w
ritten in blood and I am

 the only

one w
ho know

s w
hat the text is. Edgar w

rapped his w
rapping over m

ine in a particular

w
ay in cloth w

ith the black tape round the edge to m
ake it look like a blank canvas in a

fram
e and during the exhibition at G

alerie L’Inlassable it w
as hung on the w

all w
ith a title

V
iskum

/S
arin

C
oncession á perpétuité # 63; som

eone could have bought it and they could

have unw
rapped it and of course read the text, how

ever the instructions specified that

w
as to happen after m

y death. A
fter the show

 I took a knife and carefully cut out the can-

vas,
Edgar and I attached it to a piece of concrete that w

e found from
 a building. It did

not sink im
m

ediately. O
nce the w

ork w
as throw

n into the river the blood w
ords w

ere

w
ashed slow

ly
aw

ay by the w
ater and it becam

e a w
hite pristine canvas again.

JW
: The traces of the dead hand and the blood being w

ashed rem
ind m

e of a B
ible pas-
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O
nda, 2012

A
crylic on M

D
F, 440 x 1120 cm

P
ainted w

ith The N
ew

 H
and
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part in an exhibition in the H
augar art m

useum
, “M

unch by O
thers”

(2013), and I started

to read w
hat he had w

ritten about his inspiration for The S
cream

. I had not know
n that

M
unch had w

ritten about his em
otions that led to his artw

ork. Then I did a perform
ance

w
ith the text—

in N
orw

egian—
using the dead hand (m

y second hand, the new
 hand)as

t he brush. I put blood into a porcelain bow
l next to the w

ork, it sm
elt because I only changed

i t once a w
eek on S

unday. W
hen I did dissection (as a trainee vet) w

ith the anim
als,the

sm
ell of the blood w

as som
etim

es very difficult to handle. I think as a N
orw

egian artist liv-

ing in N
orw

ay it’s im
possible not to be influenced by M

unch, because w
hen I w

as young

he w
as the m

ost contem
porary artist I learned about at school, this is different now

 of

course. In 2015 I decided to m
ake not only an installation w

ith the text, but also a paint-

ing. In S
cream

 I(2015)you can see how
 the perform

ance to m
ake the painting has af-

fected the w
ay

the blood has m
oved across the im

age and has pooled or is thicker in

places. It is then taken from
 the w

all and hung. The colour changes over tim
e from

 dark

red to brow
n and it w

ould fade if left untreated, but I m
ade the decision to treat the can-

vases to subvert that process.

JW
: B

ut w
hen you began the series, w

hen you did the perform
ance, you used a raw

 can-

vas w
ith just the print on it…

M
V

: Yes. I let the blood do the w
ork of the colour. S

o in a w
ay for m

e the original is the

one w
ithoutcolour. I added colour to the other ones to m

ake them
 look m

ore like pop art

paintings, the first one w
as like a sketch for the rest.

JW
: S

ketches often have blotches, splodges, folds and creases, because they’re w
ork-

ing draw
ings, S

cream
 Iis in a traditional 1970s aesthetic of perform

ance art, you have the

rem
ains of the perform

ance. B
ut then you decided to m

ake a series of w
orks from

 the

original sketch, if you like. W
hy?

M
V

: For m
ost of m

y w
orks I do a series, or at least w

ith m
ost of m

y paintings I do. I’m
 not

sure if it’s m
egalom

ania, because I really do like to see m
ore than one, and in different

colours.

JW
: I’m

 intrigued by the angst you have given back to this overexposed im
age of The

S
cream

. The pooling blood is literally chasing
the tortured subject, the patches of light,

clouds gather as if it’s going to rain dow
n…

 it’s like a terrible storm
 of angst and fear all

around this figure.

M
V

: I am
 also referencing M

unch’s text “red as blood”.

JW
: Yes, absolutely. “O

ver the blue-black fjord hung clouds red as blood, as tongues of

flam
e…

I stopped and leaned against the balustrade, alm
ost dead

w
ith fatigue.”W

e talked

in the past of how
 you som

etim
es paint all night so I can see how

 the text w
ould resonate

w
ith you.“M

y friends passed on, and alone, trem
bling w

ith anguish I listened to the infi-

nite cry of nature.” It is a pow
erful, expressive, heart-rending description of feeling alone,

anguished and frightened. W
ere you im

pressed by the pow
er of the text?

M
V

: Yes. I’m
 very im

pressed w
ith the passion of the text and you are right, I often paint

at night w
hen there is no one to disturb m

e.
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sage: “I w
ill sprinkle clean w

ater on you, and you w
ill be clean; I w

ill cleanse you from
 all

your filthiness and from
 all your idols”. The w

ork is sym
bolically provocative. A

re you glad

you m
ade w

ork w
ith the dead hands and that it has becom

e a controversial talking point

about your w
ork?

M
V

: I think that is really m
e

because I could do all of those w
orks w

ith m
y ow

n hand or a

brush but then it w
ouldn’t be m

e. It’s m
y style, its not im

portant to m
ake a m

onochrom
e

or to m
ake a colourful painting, it’s the w

ay
it’s been done.

IV. B
lood, M

unch
and the w

eight of A
rt H

istory

JW
: W

as there any m
om

ent as a child w
hen spilled blood stuck in your m

em
ory?

M
V

: I think like all children I first saw
 blood w

hen I hurt m
yself, so I am

 quite norm
al in that

respect. I think the colour is beautiful, fresh anim
al blood sm

ells sim
ilar to hum

an blood

and if you don’t have it in a freezer it starts to go off, it’s then im
possible to carry on w

ork-

ing because of the sm
ell. I have used older blood in a painting for the P

ainting a Text about

a P
ainting

(2013),w
here I used the text from

 M
unch w

hich related to his S
cream

series

(1893–1910).

JW
: W

hat interests m
e, is that despite The S

cream
being so

m
uch part of the N

orw
egian

psyche, you w
anted to m

ake it a “V
iskum

” to recontexualise the iconic w
ork w

ith your ow
n

visual language. You have taken on the angst of M
unch’s painting. Tell m

e a little about

w
hy you felt com

pelled to use the blood, and to use the dead hand to m
ake these w

orks?

M
V

: In a w
ay it’s very difficult and dangerous to m

ake m
y ow

n artw
orks w

ith such direct

references. I w
as not interested in doing it for m

any years, but then I w
as invited to take

W
arhol/V

iskum
, M

ao #3, 2006
P

rint and blood on paper, 
91 x 91 cm

W
arhol/V

iskum
, Flow

ers #3, 2006
P

rint and blood on paper, 
91 x 91 cm
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JW
: You em

brace risk, and it is risky taking on the art historical icons. B
ut the w

ay you

use the blood, the w
ay it drips…

 you add a layer that’s quite startling. W
hat inform

s how

m
uch blood you apply or pour onto your M

unch series?

M
V

: I had to do it in m
y w

ay w
ith the dead hand; I use the blood in an instinctive w

ay. I

h ave also done it w
ith copies of Lichtenstein, and also W

arhol’s—
Flow

ers
(1964–1965),

M
ao

(1973) and M
arilyn (1962)—

so it’s also about art history and m
y relationship w

ith

iconic artists.

JW
: D

id artists such as H
erm

ann N
itsch, w

here he had O
tto M

uehl splash him
 w

ith blood,

or his action paintings in 1965 have an influence on you?

M
V

: I read about his w
ork and it im

pressed m
e and then I collected it. I also have other

w
orks related to blood in m

y collection, rabbit blood for exam
ple from

 Joseph B
euys.

W
hat I do find interesting is how

 blood reveals its organic nature w
hen you use it, the w

ay

the colour changes over tim
e. If you use fake blood it rem

ains the sam
e colour. M

ost peo-

ple have seen blood; they respond to it and have a reaction w
hen they see it.

V. P
ère Lachaise: The R

epeated Journey

JW
: C

an I begin by asking you w
hen you first visited P

aris?

M
V

: I first cam
e w

ith m
y parents and brother w

hen I w
as sixteen, just before m

y father’s

fatal illness. W
e did all the things tourists do…

 saw
 the Eiffel Tow

er and visited the m
u-

seum
s. I also cam

e here several tim
es as an art student. Then I got a grant from

 Ib S
chlyt-

ter in 1998 and the really strange thing about that w
as that I didn’t actually apply for it! It

involved going to the P
ère Lachaise C

em
etery in P

aris, tending Ib S
chlytter’s grave, then

w
riting a report.I had never been to P

ère Lachaise before, but w
hen I entered the cem

e-

tery it w
as as though I had been there m

any tim
es. It w

as really strange…
 w

alking around

it felt alm
ost like com

ing hom
e. I had been given a m

ap to find S
chlytter’s grave and then

I realised as I w
alked around that there w

ere m
any graves that nobody w

as taking care

of. I had also seen this as a sm
all child w

alking around graveyards in N
orw

ay. It w
as a rev-

elation to m
e that S

chlytter had m
ade the tending of his grave possible w

ithout any chil-

dren or relatives. I realised that I w
anted to do som

ething w
ith all those neglected graves.

This led to tw
o different projects,

but they are related: first in 1998 I began taking pho-

tographs of everyone that has a picture of them
selves on their gravestone. M

y am
bition

w
as to eventually cover the entire site of P

ère Lachaise. Every year I go m
ethodically to

each section and I have taken tw
enty percent

of the im
ages so far. W

hen I have docu-

m
ented the entire site I w

ill start again, because the graves are on thirty-year leases, and

if no one renew
s the lease after it is up, then they dig up the rem

ains, put them
 in the A

ux

M
orts ossuary and re-use the graves;it is also because over the years m

ore fam
ily m

em
-

bers die and put their pictures on the sam
e gravestone, so that grave w

ill change w
ith ad-

ditional im
ages.

JW
: Is it im

portant that som
eone visits the grave for you, because I’m

 thinking also of the

w
ork you m

ade, The Funeral(2006).
S

o, there is a link betw
een m

ourning and the for-

gotten? D
id a subject m

atter like this and your installations help w
ith your fear of death?

W
arhol/V

iskum
, M

arilyn #3, 2006
P

rint and blood on paper, 
91 x 91 cm

Q
ueen S

onja of N
orw

ay, 2012
A

crylic on plastic, 73 x 67 cm
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M
V

: It cam
e step by step. I have now

 m
ade so m

any installations and art projects that re-

late to death. I am
 not a depressed person though. In N

orw
ay w

e have hum
ane attitude,

if you die and there is nobody to attend your funeral the governm
ent pays for som

eone to

attend.S
o the w

hite taxiderm
y rats (in The Funeral, 2006) are staged in the setting of a

funeral, w
ith the cast m

etal chairs and the coffin.

I have alw
ays been interested in graveyards but the only graves I had read

about here in P
ère Lachaise w

ere O
scar W

ilde’s, Édith P
iaf and Jim

 M
orrison. I w

ent to

other graveyards in P
aris but this is w

here m
y project began so it w

ill rem
ain here.

I have also m
ade w

ork in the colum
barium

 at P
ère Lachaise w

hich is un-

derground, it is very cold and has different levels. B
ut it is difficult to m

ake w
ork there as

you need to use a flash and other people can see it, and it’s also difficult because the sur-

face of the im
age is very shiny; so I use m

y digital cam
era w

ith a low
 flash. I really like the

colum
barium

, it’s atm
ospheric and it’s a kind of a place w

here everyone is equal, m
aybe

it’s very N
orw

egian, but in the P
ère Lachaise graveyard outside you see how

 im
portant

you are by the size of the grave. In N
orw

ay there is a m
axim

um
 size of the grave stones,

so the hierarchy is far less apparent.

JW
: The P

ère Lachaise body of photographic w
ork has som

etim
es been related to the

w
ork of C

hristian B
oltanski.

M
V

: Yes, that is one of the problem
s of m

aking w
ork of this type, it can be read as relat-

ing to the S
econd W

orld W
ar and that is also som

ething that I have to think about. M
y

w
ork is com

ing from
 a very different place w

ith a very different history.

JW
: S

o you docum
ent the photographic record, w

hich preserves m
em

ory: w
ere there

som
e photographs that you related to m

ore than others?
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C
im

etiére du P
ére-Lachaise X, 1998

C
-print, 50 x 50 cm

C
im

etiére du P
ére-Lachaise X, 1998

P
orcelain, 10 x 32 x 23 cm

C
im

etiére du P
ére-Lachaise IX, 1998

C
-print, 50 x 50 cm

C
im

etiére du P
ére-Lachaise IX, 1998

P
orcelain, 15 x 18 x 15 cm

M
V

: M
y first thought w

as: “W
hy did they choose that photograph?” S

om
e of them

 w
ere

poor quality, it could be the colour, or the focus, or just a really odd photograph, but I

im
agine the people w

ho chose the im
age have done it w

ith purpose, to represent how

they rem
em

ber their fam
ily or children, not thinking about the best shot, but a poignant

m
em

ory. A
lso there w

ere few
er photographs to choose from

 pre-digital and you can pho-

toshop im
ages now

. 

A
 photograph reveals age, the era is often revealed in the hairstyle: people

choose photographs that w
ere taken w

hen they w
ere m

uch younger, m
any seem

 to do that,

but if you die w
hen you are eighty but have chosen a picture from

 w
hen you w

ere young, it

gives a different im
pression. There are also scenarios that are revealed, som

etim
es couples

put im
ages of them

selves together on the grave even though one partner m
ay be still alive.

I m
ake m

y P
ère Lachaise photographs deliberately out-of-focus. They are

like apparitions. S
om

etim
es, people say: “O

h, this m
ust this fam

ous politician”,but they

are m
istaken. They read into the im

age w
hat it is they w

ant to see. It is not im
portant that

it is a specific person w
ith a nam

e, but rather it can becom
e m

any different people, so

that som
ehow

 they becom
e a signage for som

ething else, they assum
e a universality from

their original specificity. It is also interesting that w
ith so little visual inform

ation you can

see that it is a w
om

an, m
an or child.

JW
: B

ut tell m
e about the photographs you include in C

im
etière du P

ère Lachaise
(1998–)

for your installation. W
hat w

ere your criteria for the
selection of w

hich ones
to enlarge?

M
V

: It is often a case of finding a selection of different people so to elim
inate too m

uch

sim
ilarity.

JW
: There are tw

o elem
ents to your P

ère Lachaise
project, the first are the photographs,
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the second is cleaning and taking care of the neglected graves and the rem
oval of bro-

ken ceram
ic flow

ers from
 them

, that you replace w
ith new

 ones bought in the shop adja-

cent to the graveyard.

M
V

: It’s im
portant to explain that w

hen I com
e to P

aris every year I take hundreds of

p hotos, but I only rem
ove one

ceram
ic flow

er, they are tw
o distinct bodies of w

ork. The

f low
ers I rem

ove are from
 graves that nob

od
y has visited

 or taken care of for m
any

years. Then ifsom
eone in the fam

ily visited, they w
ould query: “O

h, w
ho has done that”.

S
o in a w

ay I am
 the unknow

n relative w
ho com

es and tends the grave, just like w
ith Ib

S
chlytter’s.

JW
: D

id that idea occur to you the very first tim
e you visited in 1998?

M
V

: Yes, on the first day, w
hen I saw

 the neglected graves. M
ost of the im

ages on the

graves are sm
all and they are convex, there are also security guards patrolling the cem

e-

tery, as you are not supposed to take photographs, so I had to be very discreet; it’s m
uch

easier now
 because I can use m

y iP
hone!

I w
rite dow

n the nam
es of all the people w

hose photographs I take, and

w
here they are on the m

ap…
I have all these nam

es, but I never use them
 in the exhibi-

tions.It is also som
ething I can do as long as I can travel, the project is about death, about

having relatives, or friends, or som
eone w

ho cares, so you are not just “gone”. It is a re-

ally im
portant question for m

e, w
hat is going to happen to us after w

e are dead? It is not

really about w
hether you’re fam

ous or not and that people visit your grave as a pilgrim
-

age, but rather w
hat interests m

e is rem
em

bering ordinary people. M
y project is a sys-

tem
, but in m

y exhibition it is random
.

H
ow

ever,one exhibition I m
ade w

ith the photographs of the dead, that took

place in 2002 at the C
hristian D

am
 gallery in O

slo, caused a problem
. It involved a picture

I had taken of a grave that had an im
age of a baby. I m

ade the photograph the sam
e w

ay

as the other ones—
out of focus. A

 w
om

an called m
e and told m

e that I had stolen her dead

child and she asked how
 could I use the picture in the exhibition. I found it very upsetting,

as obviously it w
as not her child, so it show

s how
 pow

erful an im
age can be.

JW
: There is som

ething beautiful about the ceram
ic flow

ers,w
hen they are isolated they

crack, get dirty, collect w
ater and debris all w

hich you clean aw
ay. C

an you talk about the

sculptural qualities? They rem
ind m

e of Jeff K
oons’w

ork,but of course your intention and

process is very different.

M
V

: Yes it is, w
e don’t have this tradition [of ceram

ic flow
ers] in N

orw
ay w

hich are very

beautiful, old or new
. H

ow
ever w

hen I added them
 to m

y installation they w
ere laid on

m
ortuary trolleys. The equipm

ent cam
e from

 the m
ain hospital in N

orw
ay w

hich w
as de-

m
olished and re-built. They sold all their equipm

ent and I bought all the tw
enty-one of the

steel m
ortuary trolleys in 2000, w

hen I w
as living in Finland. In a w

ay those tables becam
e

m
uch m

ore im
portant than anyone could have im

agined, not because of w
hat they w

ere,

but because of the space they occupied. M
y studio w

as com
pletely full of all these trol-

leys, so I couldn’t w
ork there. Then I had to find a new

 place to store all of them
, and found

the place in Vestfossen that really changed m
y life. I also bought six huge autopsy tables,

and I w
as inform

ed that all the m
urders or suspicious deaths that had occurred in N

or-
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Vestre G
ravlund (W

estern C
em

etery),
2006
U

p to 10,000 w
ax candles,

dim
ensions variable
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JW
: You also have m

ade a w
ork, w

hich is currently installed in your studio, Ten thousand

candles
(2005), w

hich also relates to burial and the W
estern C

em
etery in O

slo.

M
V

: I took
the candles that w

ere
spent from

 the graveyard and I cleaned
them

 up w
here

norm
ally they w

ould be cleared and throw
n aw

ay. I did
the collecting of the candles in the

m
ornings from

 about 5am
 to 7am

. I filled up m
y car w

ith seven hundred at a tim
e. P

eo-

ple norm
ally place one candle on each grave and there are around 10,000 graves. They

tend to place m
ore at C

hristm
as and then it becom

es very cold w
ith the ice and snow

, so

I w
ent from

 M
arch to A

pril to collect them
 before it becam

e w
arm

. W
hen the people that

w
ork in the cem

etery w
ent to clear them

 they w
ould have thought: “W

hy are there so few

this year”. I then installed
them

 in pathw
ays so you could

w
alk through the candles, som

e

of w
hich w

ere
lit and som

e extinguished,because they w
ere

at the end of their life.

JW
: M

any of them
 have burned dow

n and buckled, so that they are alm
ost a m

etaphor

for w
hat you w

ere talking about, life and death. The sym
bolism

 in this installation is also

evident in the P
ère Lachaise artw

orks.

M
V

: I w
ould like the P

ère Lachaise project to continue after I am
 dead. I have done this

project for seventeen years now
, and I still don’t know

 how
 the finished artw

ork w
ill look

or if it w
ill be finished in m

y lifetim
e.
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w
ay w

ere carried out on those tables. I bought them
 w

ith the pipes used for draining blood

and bodily fluids. They also held an auction for som
e of the better utensils and objects, I

bought, or exchanged for artw
orks the best and m

ost interesting item
s before they w

ent

to auction.

J W
: S

o now
 you had a studio full of rem

inders of death. S
o you then exam

ined the au-

topsy tables.

M
V

: I had to get som
e people to help m

e to transport them
 to m

y studio, and w
hile w

e

w
ere doing that w

e found all this old hair from
 dead people w

hen w
e took them

 apart to

m
ove them

.

JW
: W

ere you shocked? W
ere the people w

ith you shocked?

M
V

: Yes. M
y assistants didn’t understand w

hat I w
as doing. N

orw
ay is a sm

all country,

all the stories about m
urder over the last forty or fifty years in N

orw
ay have been related

to dead bodies that had rested on those six tables. I had their hair.

JW
: S

o really this w
as detritus that had im

pacted in the hollow
 parts. W

hat did you do

w
ith it?

M
V

: I still have it in m
y studio, and it is

art, I also haven’t show
n everything that I acquired

yet from
 the sale because there is so m

uch of it.

JW
: B

ut there’s som
ething about these rem

ains, you are resurrecting the discarded and

giving it new
 life in the art w

orld.

M
V

: It is also interesting to get the opportunity to show
 som

ething w
hich w

e know
 is there,

if w
e thought about it, but that w

e never see. It is not so strange, the challenging fact is

that I show
 them

 in exhibitions, that I am
 talking about som

ething that people don’t think

about or feel uncom
fortable seeing.

JW
: I w

onder w
hether the forensic pathologists perform

ing the post m
ortem

s even thought

about all these things. B
ut you didn’t use those autopsy tables for the P

ère Lachaise w
ork.

You used the trolleys instead.

M
V

: In m
y exhibition in the N

ordic A
rt B

iennial 2001 in G
othenburg

I used thirteen hospi-

tal trolleys w
ith thirteen different flow

ers, taken from
 thirteen different graves, on thirteen

separate visits to P
ère Lachaise, accom

panied by thirteen different photographs. 

JW
: The num

ber thirteen has religious connotations, it is sym
bolic of rebellion and law

-

lessness, its a superstitious num
ber…

M
V

: Yes,all of these references w
ere in m

y m
ind.

JW
: W

hat reaction did you get from
 people?

M
V

: Like m
any reactions to m

y w
orks, it w

as on m
any different levels, and it also pre-

sented a problem
, because how

 m
uch do you need to explain? O

bviously I cannot be

there all the tim
e and answ

er questions, so if people don’t know
 the reason w

hy I do the

w
ork I do and how

 I do it, they m
ight not understand all the nuances.

O
ddgeir H

agen-V
iskum

 1904-2002,
2012
Furniture, books, clothes and
rem

ains from
 a private hom

e, 
200 x 488 x 732 cm

G
irl W

255, 2014
R

esin w
ith golden leaf, 42 x 17 x 11 cm

W
ith plint h 65 cm
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S
om

ething dram
atic happened how

ever w
hen I w

as m
aking Im

m
ortal.I w

as standing very

straight and A
nthony R

itter
(the fabricator) put the plaster on up to m

y w
aist, asking if it

w
as “ok to do m

ore”, I said “yes”, so he started w
ith m

y back, stom
ach and arm

s; sud-

denly I began to feel strange and w
hen I looked at m

y toes they w
ere com

pletely blue. I

d on’t rem
em

ber anything m
ore, I fainted, it w

as too m
uch for m

y body. A
nthony m

anaged

t o catch m
e, rem

ove m
e from

 the plaster and revive m
e. O

f course I reflected that if I had

died w
hen I w

as trying to m
ake a sculpture of m

yself as im
m

ortal, that w
ould really

have

been an artw
ork!In term

s of the blood w
hich is an intrinsic part of m

y installation, I link that

to the story of H
enrietta Lack w

ho,during radiation treatm
ent for a tum

our in 1951,had

tw
o sam

ples of her cervix rem
oved w

ithout her perm
ission. H

er cells eventually becam
e

the H
eLA

 im
m

ortal cell line, w
hich is com

m
only used in biom

edical research. S
o her blood-

line is everyw
here, she has achieved im

m
ortality.

JW
: H

ers is a com
pelling story,not only in relationship to ethics but also as you suggest

her continuing blood line through research. D
oes it feel strange having so m

any earlier

selves surrounding you? You have som
e installed in your studio in Vestfossen, w

hich you

see every day.

M
V

: Yes, it does feel odd som
etim

es. They also arrive in w
ooden crates, alm

ost like a cof-

fin so it is an odd sensation w
hen I open them

.

JW
: A

nthony,can w
e talk about the relationship of the sculptures to M

orten and death?

A
ntho

ny R
itter: It is an interesting discussion,as for m

e it is very m
uch about the rela-

tionship w
ith death. M

orten extensively studied bodies w
ith bones,blood and m

uscles as

w
ell as anim

als, he know
s the inside as w

ell as the outside and I think it hardens you up

to certain things. B
ut there is som

ething very strange about having a cast of your ow
n

face—
the first tim

e you have it done it is like seeing yourself dead, especially w
hen it is

the w
hite plaster; the second tim

e you are m
ore used to it. S

trange w
hen you think about

it,as it is only plaster and the im
print on your face, but it does have an effect on w

hat you

think about death, you get used to the idea of seeing yourself as inert and pale. M
orten

is surrounded by surrogate dead bodies, his ow
n, and ifyou can get used to the idea of

yourself being in that state, it is possible for you to go further and think about death in a

different w
ay w

ithout getting tangled up in the em
otional side, it is a kind of freedom

.

M
orten is not afraid of death and I am

 not afraid of it and I think that helps. I am
 used to

w
orking w

ith the outer shell of the body, w
hich is part of the language of death. The w

ay

that w
axw

orks, silicone or resin sculptures are m
ade now

 have less of a connection to the

body in som
e cases. N

ow
 the body can be scanned,w

hich is putting people out of jobs,

that is w
hy I concentrate on the heads. It is not as sim

ple as taking a photo and turning

it into 3D
,

there is m
uch m

ore, it is
m

ore intuitive. I think there are still plenty of people

around w
ho notice the difference and every sculpted head is a synthesis of at least tw

en-

ty photographs. You am
algam

ate a bit of this and a bit of that and you recreate w
hat is

the essence of the person, I don’t think a m
achine can

do that.

S
o I com

pose each of M
orten’s sculptures m

ore on intuition than a living

breathing checklist. I spend m
ore tim

e on the head as that is w
here m

ost of the engage-
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V
I. B

ecom
ing: S

elf-P
ortraits and Installations

JW
: Your S

elf-P
ortraits

are an im
portant body of w

ork that appear to be about m
ortality,

yet you are also representing yourself in a dialogue betw
een the tradition of self-portrai-

ture, politics, religion and current affairs; you intend m
aking the w

ork until you die, can w
e

talk about how
 the idea cam

e about?

M
V

: M
y project is not one but tw

o. The first is the individual portraits and the second is

the biggest artw
ork ever, as som

e of m
y installations w

hich contain m
y self-portraits are

hundreds of square m
eters of m

e as an artist grow
ing older. I m

ade the first one in 2004,

I alw
ays m

ake them
 on m

y birthday,the 2nd February. W
hen I w

as a student a colleague

knew
 A

nthony R
itterw

ho had w
orked for M

adam
 Tussauds and so I decided to go to P

aris

to visit him
 and ask if he could m

ake self-portraits of m
e,w

e subsequently began w
ork-

ing together in 2003. The genre of self-portraiture interested m
e but I w

anted to m
ake

ones that w
ere as real as possible, but w

ith a tw
ist; a body cast in silicone seem

ed per-

fect. The first one in the series Im
m

ortal(2004)explored the idea of the im
possibility of

im
m

ortality,yet its possibility through m
y sculptural self-representation. I faced a w

all on

w
hich I had painted the w

ord IM
M

O
R

TA
L in blood—

w
hich I varnished to preserve it from

fading w
ith a dead hand—

so I w
as literally facing the fact of m

y ow
n inevitable death.O

n

the side w
all I hung several, it can som

etim
es be up to tw

enty-one
(XX1

is for exam
ple in

the collection of the N
ational M

useum
) vintage phrenology head illustrations, in both front

and side view
, coated w

ith anim
al blood w

hich is lum
ped in places to look like blood clots.

A
 True Friend, 2016

G
iclée on w

atercolour paper, 
51 x 42 cm

A
bsolut 100, 2016

G
iclée on w

atercolour paper, 
51 x 42 cm
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m
ent is happening, the bodies are not the m

ost im
portant part. In different light condi-

tions I take a lot of photos as I go along, since
I am

 trying to extract the m
axim

um
 life out

of the m
aterial. W

hat I don’t like in w
axw

orks and m
useum

s is how
 dead everything looks

and how
 totally plastic,and I am

 trying to find w
ays of getting over that. It is all very com

-

p licated and very m
inute changes w

ill m
ake the sculpture m

ore lively.
You can look at

t hings straight on and m
ake a judgm

ent on them
,but in the w

orkshop I have them
 next

to m
e. W

hen I am
 doing som

ething else they are there and you see som
ething out of the

corner of your eye and w
hen it still feels hum

an that is the test, a kind of osm
osis,either

it is saying som
ething is there or it isn’t.

JW
: M

orten,in som
e of your self-portraits you have inhabited religious or

controversial figures.

M
V

: This began w
ith m

y first installation,w
hich is linked to the S

elf-P
or-

traitseries: The w
ork B

elieve
(2003)is based on a photograph of m

yself,

and I dress the sculpture as a priest.The installation contains nearly 3,000

pairs of shoes but it can grow
 or contract,depending on w

here it is ex-

hibited. The concept is alw
ays that sam

e, the spaces betw
een the shoes

are alw
ays equal and I w

ant it to appear as if the people have disappeared

from
 their shoes. There are the religious connotations of the m

osque,

C
atholicism

 and observance, and m
etaphors of a journey. The shoes al-

so relate to m
y being N

orw
egian as in our hom

es you take off your shoes

out of respect and to keep the house clean. The huge quantity of new

shoes w
ere acquired from

 an old shoe store that w
as closed dow

n and

soon afterw
ards the ow

ner died. A
 new

 proprietor had rented the place

and w
anted to sell all the shoes at £3 each pair. I cam

e the first day, and

bought them
 all.

JW
: W

as the religious com
m

entary im
portant for you, particularly the dog-

m
a of the different faiths?

M
V

: O
ne of the starting points for B

elieve w
as that in 2003 I w

ould see

on television charism
atic religious groups, but it felt like a one-w

ay con-

versation, a m
onologue preached to a faceless television w

atching con-

gregation, so that inform
ed m

y original ideas. H
ow

ever som
ething in-

teresting happened w
hen I installed the w

ork at the 9th H
avana B

ien-

nial in C
uba in 2006. I sent 300 pairs of shoes, but w

hen I arrived and

took off the top of the box, I realised that the shoes on the top w
ere not the ones that

I had put inside. S
o the people that w

orked at the airport, had sw
apped their ow

n shoes

w
ith the new

 ones. The installation then contained som
e of the sw

apped C
uban shoes.

V
isitors to the exhibition started to ask if they could sw

ap their shoes w
ith the new

 shoes

and in the first w
eek m

ost visitors did, changing the intention of the installation. The cu-

rators becam
e w

orried that this act m
ight be interpreted by the C

uban governm
ent in

political term
s, that I w

as som
ehow

 “poking fun”
or that people w

ere not free to buy

w
hat they w

anted as Fidel C
astro w

as in pow
er w

ith his M
arxist-Leninist N

ationalist

governm
ent.

O
pposite

The S
cientist, 2005

(detail)
S

ilicon and resin life-size sculpture
of the artist, m

edical equipm
ent,

dim
ensions variable

V
iskum

/M
anzoni, 2016

G
iclée on w

atercolour paper, 
51 x 42 cm
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JW
: It also rem

inded m
e of C

hristian B
oltanski’s w

ork, M
onum

ent(1986) or the uninhab-

ited object, clothes or shoes rem
aining after death. You have also m

ade several self-por-

traits w
ith religious overtones.

M
V

: Yes,for exam
ple in S

on of A
bdullah

(2007)I used the neon sign as the contrast be-

t w
een the m

odern consum
er w

orld and w
hat the religion (Islam

) represents,
w

hich is

l ooking back to the past. It also relates to The G
arden of the R

ighteous, w
here it is stat-

ed that A
bdullah bin U

m
ar,w

hen he w
as travelling to M

ecca,got tired of riding a cam
el

so he w
ould som

etim
es ride on a donkey. The taxiderm

ist donkey is a D
anish one. I ex-

hibited C
hrist

and the S
on of A

bdullah
side by side in the D

ram
m

en O
pen in 2007 (the

sam
e place w

here m
y father had been the city planner).

W
hile I w

as thinking about m
aking S

on of A
bdullah

I w
as

being film
ed by a N

orw
egian television com

pany in P
aris, they w

anted to

com
e to A

nthony’s studio. This w
as in 2006 after m

obs in neighbouring

S
yria torched the D

anish and N
orw

egian em
bassies in D

am
ascus and

w
hen the thousands of protesters rallied outside B

eirut’s D
anish em

bassy

to m
ake their feelings heard about the cartoons of the P

rophet M
uham

-

m
ad

. It w
as suggested

 that I should
 m

ake a p
ortrait of m

yself as the

P
rophet,

I said “N
o”,

that “I couldn’t ever do that” but I began to think

about how
 I could m

ake the w
ork from

 a different angle. S
o S

on of A
b-

dullah
is w

here I am
 V

iskum
 as a P

rophet holding up m
y tw

o fingers in a

gesture for peace. The entire installation is also affected by w
here it is ex-

hibited. There is the relationship betw
een the living and the dead, betw

een

pow
erful beliefs and the relationship w

ith identity and land. I also rem
em

ber

that it w
as an incredibly difficult pose to hold and m

y legs w
ent num

b.

JW
: Your S

elf-P
ortrait

series not only reflects your concerns at the tim
e

of m
aking them

 often engaging w
ith current affairs, but also relates to your

ow
n history.

M
V

: Yes,for exam
ple in The S

cientist (2005) you see m
e as I w

as w
hen I

w
orked in the anim

al laboratory w
ith all the m

aterials that w
e w

ould use.

In The B
eggar

(2014)I took on the persona of a hom
eless person kneel-

ing on cardboard and w
ith a sign that said H

U
N

G
R

Y
 A

N
D

 H
O

M
E

LE
S

S

P
LEA

S
E H

ELP
 TH

A
N

K
 Y

O
U

 A
N

D
 G

O
D

 B
LES

S
. There has been a lot of

discussion about that issue in N
orw

ay in the previous tw
o years,w

ith the

governm
ent proposing a law

 forbidding both begging and giving to beg-

gars w
hich w

as first been m
ooted in 2009, in order to discourage the practice. M

y idea

w
as later to take this w

ork out onto the streets of N
orw

ay w
ith its cardboard sign and see

w
hat happened.

JW
: This rem

inds m
e of G

avin Turk’s w
ork B

um
(1998), based on the persona he adopt-

ed to go to the glam
orous opening of the “S

ensation Exhibition”
at the R

oyal A
cadem

y in

1997,w
here he w

as nearly refused entry despite having w
ork inside. 

A
R

: There is an anecdote about The B
eggar, as w

hen M
orten cam

e to the studio he had

heavy cold and could not breathe through his m
outh and he said:“A

nthony I don’t think

G
avin Turk

P
op, 1993

W
axw

ork in vitrine
279 x 115 x 115 cm
P

hoto by H
ugo G

vitrinelendinning

O
pposite

The B
eggar, 2014

S
ilicone and resin life-size sculpture

of the artist, dim
ensions variable
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JW
: In S

carlet(2010), you also deal w
ith the altered self, com

bining body politics and gen-

der identity in a huge installation. 

M
V

: I bought one m
illion pieces of plastic jew

ellery, so yes,it is an enorm
ous installation.

W
hen I w

as young I often thought about transvestites and clow
ns in term

s of inhabiting a

different persona and body. S
o I am

S
carlet, the nam

e m
y m

other w
ould have given m

e if

I had been
a girl, sitting in front of the m

irror in the corner of the bedroom
 surrounded by

all her supposed jew
ellery and som

e clothes and shoes and he or she is overw
helm

ed

from
 buying all these things. There is all the preparation just to appear, the shaving of the

hair and m
akeup.

JW
: A

s W
arhol said in his book The P

hilosophy of A
ndy W

arhol: From
 A

 to B
 and B

ack

A
gain, “I’m

 fascinated by boys w
ho spend their tim

e trying to be com
plete girls, because

they have to w
ork so hard—

double tim
e—

getting rid
of all the tell tale m

ale signs and in

draw
ing in the fem

ale signs…
W

hat I’m
 saying is it is really hard w

ork”.

A
R

: Yes, S
carlet w

as an interesting self-portrait to m
ake because I felt it w

as im
portant

to leave quite a lot of m
asculinity in M

orten’s face, I didn’t w
ant to m

ake it too pretty. I

even put som
e beard in it. It w

as really a m
an trying to be a w

om
an, so it w

as im
portant
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you are going to be able to m
ould m

e in the usual w
ay”, this w

as because tw
o straw

s up

his nostrils w
ould not be enough. I had to find a tube so he could breathe very noisily

though his m
outh and so w

e ended up w
ith a M

orten w
ith his m

outh open for the first

tim
e—

so that is w
hy the beggar is essentially talking or singing, he is doing som

ething in

t he portrait w
hich w

as som
ething w

e had not planned at all.

JW
: D

o you have a safe w
ord if som

eone cannot breathe? 

A
R

: A
ny sign of panic and I alw

ays take it off the plaster. You can tell im
m

ediately. W
hen

you m
ould people it is a special relationship, people com

e to m
y studio and you talk about

the process, you reassure, you have the safe w
ords, I m

ay even do a few

tests on the hand. P
eople w

ant to know
,is it hard? Is it soft? Is it cold? Is

it hot? H
ow

 long does it take to go hard? O
nce you cover som

eone’s face

they are in a w
orld of their ow

n, tim
e changes, it can either be really long

or really short: people turn off or they alm
ost go to sleep, others are fight-

ing to get out alm
ost before you start, you can tell though. M

orten is the

relaxed end of the scale, but it is not easy to turn yourself off I can assure

you. S
om

etim
es M

orten asks if he can com
e w

ith a film
 crew

 w
hile the

process is going on and I alw
ays say “no”—

it spoils the relationship w
here

you calm
 everything dow

n, you need that quiet peaceful controlled at-

m
osphere to get the best result. 

M
V

: W
hen I first had m

y face m
oulded w

e used another technique. I had

to stay w
ith m

y face im
m

ersed in a porridge-like substance for forty-five

seconds w
ithout breathing;som

etim
es it took ninety seconds to set. You

also cannot hear anything.

JW
: In 2008 you m

ade a very different self- portrait w
hich presented an-

other set of challenges.

M
V

: I w
as inspired by the concept and title of the exhibition “Everybody

C
ounts” in Vestfossen in 2008. In response I m

ade one of m
y birthday

self-portraits, The P
erfect S

culpture (2008). I decided to m
ake a copy of

m
yself as A

rnold S
chw

arzenegger from
 w

hen he w
as M

r. U
niverse (in

1969), w
here he alm

ost looked norm
al and rather nice com

pared to the

m
onster bodies that body builders have now

. Then I thought that m
y sil-

icone sculpture should be m
ore contem

porary and I found a picture of a

G
erm

an body builder called G
unter S

chlirkam
p. I gave the pictures to A

n-

thony to begin the m
odelling process and it is only the face, teeth and hands that are

from

m
y body in this instance. The sculpture w

eighs m
ore than the others as there is m

ore resin

and
A

nthony added an all-over spray paint to achieve the oiled tan. I am
 surrounded by

m
irrors and there is a trophy w

ith m
y nam

e on it. I did extensive research into the w
hole

process of body building, particularly the products that people use to alter their physique.

I w
anted to buy the body building proteins for m

y installation and I told the suppliers that

I didn’t care if they are out of date and that I w
anted to buy cheap old or em

pty contain-

ers, but they w
ouldn’t sell them

 to m
e. O

f course the title is ironic as it is not the perfect

sculpture and not how
 I w

ant to look.

M
aurizio C

attelan
La N

ona O
ra, 1999

P
olyester resin, painted w

ax, hum
an

hair, fabric, clothing, accessories,
stone and carpet, dim

ensions variable
Installation view

: K
unsthalle B

asel,
M

aurizio C
attelan, 1999

C
ourtesy M

aurizio C
attelan’s A

rchive
P

hoto by A
ttilio M

aranzano

N
orw

ay, 2009
(detail)

R
esin life-size sculpture 

of the artist, steel letters from
 

a cruise ship, dim
ensions variable
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that I did not go too far to m
ake it successful, you needed to see how

 hopeless it w
as to

try so hard,but som
ehow

 still be unconvincing,so it w
as im

portant to have a w
ig rather

than M
orten’s hair.

J W
: S

everal of your w
orks relate specifically to N

orw
ay and your identity,such as

N
orw

ay

( 2009),but there also seem
 to be references to w

orks such as La N
ona ora

(1999) by M
au-

rizio C
attelan,w

here the P
ope is felled by a m

eteorite.

M
V

: The sign used in N
orw

ay had an interesting history. It cam
e from

 a cruise ship, origi-

nally the S
S

 France, that w
hen built in 1960 w

as the longest passenger ship that had ever

been constructed. W
hen she w

as purchased by the N
orw

egian C
ruise Line (N

C
L) in 1979

the ship w
as renam

ed and called the S
S

 N
orw

ay, then itw
as finally sold for scrap in 2008

and I w
as able to buy the very heavy steel sign. I took the R

 aw
ay and then it w

as N
o W

ay.

This w
as after the Lehm

an B
rothers and the financial crisis, and I am

 collapsed under the

R
 of the sign. I also tell people that the answ

er to the financial crisis is contained in the suit-

case w
hich I am

 holding. W
hen people ask “can w

e open it” I tell them
 “then you destroy

the artw
ork”.

JW
: D

id the financial crisis have an effect on you personally or w
ere you interested on the

interdependency of the financial w
orld?

M
V

: It did not affect m
e personally but in retrospect it did, as it affected the art w

orld and

m
any people. It w

as also a difficult sculpture to m
odel,as it w

as hard to lie in the position

for the tim
e it took for the fabrication,so the m

odelling had to be done quickly in sections

and then reassem
bled. 

JW
: Your self-portraiture is of course m

ade up of tim
e and duration, of reaction and re-

flection, each one is com
bination of ideas; this is show

n particularly in The C
low

n
(2012).

M
V

: Yes,this is a com
plex w

ork w
here m

y face is painted like a clow
n but the hair style and

trim
m

ed beard are of the N
orw

egian terrorist A
nders B

ehring B
reivik,w

ho killed eight peo-

ple by setting off a van bom
b in O

slo, then shot dead another sixty-nine participants of a

W
orkers’ Youth League at a sum

m
er cam

p on the island of U
tøya in 2011. I thought very

carefully about m
y representation over the next few

 m
onths as it becam

e obvious to m
e

that I needed to m
ake a w

ork about that terrible and tragic event. It w
as such a m

om
en-

tous act and it had a huge effect on N
orw

ay. It has highlighted our prison service and how

w
e adopt a hum

anitarian approach of rehabilitation. The m
axim

um
 sentence is tw

enty-one

years and you can be out in fourteen w
ith good behaviour, although the new

 penal code

has review
ed that for his type of crim

e, so already it w
as a very sensitive subject. I did not

w
ant to dress B

reivik as a recognisable figure that he w
ould possibly be proud to be rep-

resented as, such as A
dolf H

itler, but to defuse and dim
inish him

 by show
ing him

 as a clow
n.

I hoped he w
ouldn’t like that as he w

ould never have expected to be com
pared to that fig-

ure. W
ith a clow

n the sm
ile is not a sm

ile, there is a sadness, there are m
ixed m

essages.

O
f course there w

ere also technical difficulties w
ith the sculptural balloons as they could

not float,so w
e had to support them

,w
e also used secondary colours. A

nthony told m
e

that he liked the idea of m
aking fun of B

reivik w
ith the clothes. From

 a distance it looks like

B
reivik but close up it changes into m

e. It w
as interesting because before people saw

 it and

O
pposite

The P
erfect S

culpture, 2008
(detail)

R
esin life-size sculpture of the

artist, containers and polar bear fur,
dim

ensions variable
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JW
: You have also often w

orked w
ith leftovers or detritus. Interestingly, W

arhol said he al-

w
ays liked to w

ork w
ith leftovers and of course his Tim

es C
apsules

are a huge artistic in-

stallation, an effective m
ethod of dealing w

ith all of his “stuff”.

M
V

: W
hen m

y grandfather died I had already prom
ised to take care of all the things he

left behind, particularly his papers and books. A
fter the rest of his children had taken w

hat

they w
anted,I took the rest. I didn’t throw

 anything aw
ay,I even kept food—

but not fresh

food—
so m

y installation O
ddgeir H

agen V
iskum

 1904-2002
(2012) contained m

any things

that nobody w
anted, it also contained things that had been of interest to m

y grandfather

w
hen he w

as alive but w
ere just considered detritus after his death,

so it is a very per-

sonal w
ork but is also one that m

any people can connect to. A
nother w

ork related to a

personal history and to death is R
est in P

eace
(2013). This w

as m
ade in rem

em
brance of

a friend, R
olf A

rild, w
ho w

as a taxiderm
ist that I used to get som

e of m
y anim

als from
. W

e

talked a great deal and it transpired that he had liver disease and he w
anted to donate his

organ to m
e w

hen he’d had a transplant,so I could use it in an artw
ork. This w

as a big

issue in N
orw

ay because I w
as not sure if you w

ere able to donate your organs for art. I

suggested he got a law
yer and consulted his w

ife. In the end his illness w
as such that he

could not have the operation. H
ow

ever,w
hen he died his w

ife knew
 his w

ishes and I w
as

sent to the hospital to pick up his liver, but it turned out they had sent the w
rong organ. I

w
as thinking “could this be true!”, as it w

as his biggest w
ish and he could not fulfill it. S

o
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I told them
 about m

y idea, it w
as: “O

h no, this has really gone too far”,but afterw
ards w

hen

they saw
 the sculpture they understood. There is obviously connection betw

een The C
low

n

and I am
 C

harlie
(2015)as both tackle a national as w

ell as international traum
a.

J W
: I am

 C
harlie

w
as a particularly significant w

ork for you?

M
V

: I am
 C

harlie
(2015) w

as not originally the w
ork I w

as going to m
ake for m

y 50th

birthday,a significant m
ilestone for m

e as I have now
 outlived m

y father. S
o on the 7th

January, w
hen the C

harlie H
ebdo

incident occurred at the m
agazine offices in P

aris,
I

w
as very shocked like m

any people. The phrase, “I am
 C

harlie” w
as subsequently adopt-

ed
 b

y sup
p

orters of freed
om

 of exp
ression w

ho w
ere reacting to the

shootings. I felt very connected because m
y friend Lars V

ilks w
as asso-

ciated w
ith the S

tockholm
 bom

bings in 2010 as his cartoons w
ere sit-

ed as the inspiration for the attacks and then there w
as an attem

pt on

his life in the C
openhagen C

afé in 2015 just after I m
ade m

y S
elf-P

or-

trait. Lars had also taught m
e at the A

rt A
cadem

y, so I w
as already aw

are

of the terrorist connections to satirist draw
ings and I did not w

ant to add

m
ore fuel to the fire about the P

aris shooting. I then began thinking about

how
 I m

ight m
ake a political w

ork using C
harlie C

haplin because he m
ade

the film
 The G

reat D
ictatorin 1940 w

ithout being arrested or killed,and

it w
as such a strong satire that w

hen I think of H
itler I also think of his

film
ic characterisation. It struck m

e that perhaps I could use him
 to com

-

m
ent on the C

harlie H
ebdo

situation. S
o I exhibited m

yself in 2015 at the

S
aatchi G

allery as C
harlie C

haplin w
ith the C

harlie H
ebdo

m
agazine un-

der m
y arm

,
so you just see the green cover that has becom

e such a

sym
bol. I also have m

ade som
e w

orks w
ith the m

agazine,
w

hich I ex-

hibit separately,w
here I have covered the cartoon and painted it w

ith the

dead N
ew

 H
and. A

t a distance A
nthony felt that you see “C

harlie”, but

closer it w
as very “M

orten”
and he explained that it doesn’t alw

ays hap-

pen like that.

JW
: You also have installations exhibited in your studio in Vestfossen that

relate to other traum
atic events and have sinister undertones, such as

W
hy isn’t Thom

as at school today?
(2004).

M
V

: Yes,there is an arrangem
ent of old school desks and chairs as w

ell

as teddy bears that have been coated w
ith anim

al blood.The m
aps that

cover the w
alls are old and from

 N
orw

egian schools, so there is also an agenda about

how
 E

urope and other countries have changed their borders and nam
es,

som
etim

es

w
ith very bloody consequences. It is about how

 children are, or can be,bullied at school,

so that
som

e of them
som

etim
es do not w

ant to attend. This installation w
as m

ade in

the autum
n 2004. In late D

ecem
ber w

e got the huge tsunam
i in A

sia,
w

here also a lot

of N
orw

egian children died. They talked about the em
pty chairs in the schools the first

day after the
holiday. The bears are there because they are cute and cuddly,but in re-

ality they are a dangerous anim
al. It is im

portant for the installation that it is not im
m

e-

diately obvious that the sm
all chairs have anim

al blood that has dried on them
.

W
hy isn´t Thom

as at school today?,
2004 (detail)
11

teddy bears covered w
ith blood,

12 desks and chairs covered 
w

ith blood, dim
ensions variable

A
n A

rtist is B
orn, 2016

(detail)
S

ilicon and resin life-size sculpture 
of baby

(based on a photo 
of the artist from

 05.02.1965) 
and nurse
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JW
: You now

 have also begun to rew
ind and begun m

aking self-portraits from
 w

hen you

w
ere a baby, is this to confront ageing and to link it to im

portant m
ilestones or events in

your life?

M
V

: Yes, A
n A

rtist is B
orn

(2016)show
s m

e as a new
born baby being held by a D

anish

nurse in the hospital at the point w
hen she is bringing m

e to m
y parents. This is the first

real departure in m
y S

elf-P
ortraits

from
 m

yself as an adult. I am
 sm

all and w
rinkled w

ith a

surprising am
ount of black hair. I found som

e good quality im
ages from

 1965 w
hich A

n-

thony could use and w
e m

ade a decision to have one of m
y eyes open—

w
hich it is not in

the photograph—
in order to give m

y face m
ore life. It also took tim

e to decide on the pose

w
ith A

nthony w
hich is m

odelled on his sisters and
daughter in England.

JW
: D

o you intend to continue m
aking your S

elf-P
ortraits

until your ow
n death?

M
V

: I am
 not sure w

hat the last one w
ill be, it depends on how

 I die…

The above conversation took place betw
een Jean W

ainw
right and M

orten V
iskum

in several locations—
O

slo, Vestfos-
sen, Venice, P

aris and London—
over a num

ber of m
onths in 2015. A

nthony R
itter w

as involved, too.
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I m
ade an installation w

ith all his rem
ains and his

taxiderm
y anim

als w
ith an A

lbatross that

he had especially prepared for m
e

flying across it.

JW
: A

nother w
ork w

hich directly relates to your identity both as a self-portrait and to your

V estfossen K
unstlaboratorium

 is
The C

ollector(1913).

M
V

: That w
as a very interesting sculpture for m

e,as I am
 holding the large brow

n
book

that had just been published about m
y ow

n collection,com
prehensively covering the years

from
 1986 to 2013. I w

as not so happy w
ith the w

ay that I looked. I tell people that som
e-

tim
es the strain of preparing for the self-portraits w

orks can show
 on the day. There is ten

years difference betw
een m

y first one (Im
m

ortal) and this and I am
 shocked

w
hen I see the com

parison.

JW
: Your S

elf-P
ortraitfor your 51stbirthday is also a very significant piece.

C
an you tell m

e w
hy you chose to have yourself cast as D

onald Trum
p for

your w
ork M

ake A
m

erica G
reat A

gain
(2016)?

M
V

: The presidential prim
ary elections and caucuses

in the U
S

A
 are al-

w
ays interesting and im

portant for the rest of the w
orld. M

y birthday on

the 2nd of February 2016 w
as early in the run for the R

epublican and D
e-

m
ocratic nom

inated candidate. M
y guess is that D

onald Trum
p w

ill be the

candidate even w
ith his very strange ideas. D

oes anyone believe he is

going to m
ake A

m
erica “great again”? S

o m
y sculpture has Trum

p as m
e

holding a m
icrophone entertaining the w

orld, next to m
y sculpture of the

S
tatue of Liberty.

A
R

: A
s usual the face is m

ost im
portant. Trum

p has a very m
obile face

w
ith a w

hole range of corny expressions, w
hereas M

orten hasn’t!In this

kind of situation, I try to see how
 far M

orten can go to resem
ble the por-

trait personality, and I never try to go any further during the sculpting

process, otherw
ise this is exactly the point w

here things can go w
rong. It

is also the part w
hich interests m

e the m
ost, being the key to a portrait

w
hich looks both like M

orten and also like som
eone else, depending on

the distance, the view
ing angle and the lighting, not to m

ention the hair,

m
akeup and clothes! W

e took a series of photos w
ith M

orten holding the

pose and expression, and I m
ade quick m

oulds of frow
ns or raised eye-

brow
s for reference. The portraits are becom

ing m
ore expressive over

tim
e, at least w

hen the personality calls for it.

JW
: W

hy is casting this political figure im
portant for you M

orten, the title is also provoca-

tive? 

M
V

: S
o m

uch is happening in the w
orld at the m

om
ent, but I think that D

onald Trum
p is

som
eone w

e w
ill rem

em
ber from

 2016 historically. H
ow

 can a m
an like that be a presi-

dent? This selection is so unusual! The title is from
 his cam

paign banner, the clothes w
ere

taken from
 his m

edia and cam
paign im

ages, the characteristic dark blue suit and red tie

and of course his characteristic “com
b over” hair, so that elem

ent of the double take, you

see Trum
p and then as you get closer you see m

e.

A
n A

rtist C
ollecting A

rt 1986-2013,
2013 (detail)
S

ilicone and resin life-size sculpture
of the artist (looking at a photo by
H

erm
ann N

itch), dim
ensions variable

M
ake A

m
erica G

reat A
gain, 2016

(detail)
S

ilicon and resin life-size sculpture 
of the artist, A

m
erican flag and S

tatue
of Liberty m

ade in painted styrofoam
,

dim
ensions variable


