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My father died seven years ago in a hospital in Esbjerg. He
was 94 years old. To the hospital staff, he was a sick old
man who was very silent and introverted, and who did not
communicate who he considered himself to be, or who he
wanted to be. In his own words, he had reached a point
where everything “didn’t matter”. His grave is modest,
without symbols and with a simple tombstone over his
and my mother’s urns. In our culture, it is frowned upon
to promote yourself, either in life or in death—a principle
captured in the first rule of the Law of Jante: “You shall not
think you are anything.”*

For those of us who knew him, he was also a man of few
words, but of many talents. He was a trained carpenter
and joiner and had built our first home himself and
renovated our second—an older house. He had made a lot
of furniture, household items and much more. He was a
volunteer in the home guard and a firefighter and loved
to put on his uniforms. He collected cameras, tools and
weapons and took great pleasure in showing them off.

He was chairman of several associations and offered to be
interviewed in that connection. He went on many trips,
about which he and my mother subsequently gave talks.
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Despite the Law of Jante, my father, while he was alive,
signaled who he was and wanted to be, through the things
he had made, collected, dressed in, and that will continue
to be him for those of us who knew him. But quite simply,
it/he will disappear over time.

Other great men such as Denmark’s kings and queens
are buried in Roskilde Cathedral. For each there is a
sarcophagus, richly decorated and, for some, flanked by
sculptures of warriors, angels or something else entirely.
These decorations are often religious or warlike —crosses,
swords, doves—which signal that here rests a person who
was religious, strong, gentle or something else, representing
the qualities they or others want them to be remembered for
or associated with. But were they even like that?

Viking chiefs and nobles were buried with things that
were supposed to prove their status, and that were to be
used in the afterlife. You didn’t want to become a farmer
when you were used to being a king,.

From the earliest times, all humans have had an urge to
communicate something about themselves through means
other than language, adorning themselves with tattoos, body
paint, jewelry and natural objects. They have made personal
decorations on tools and weapons. Necessary clothing
developed into personal expressions. Housing, means of
transportation and animal equipment could signal status.



Using contemporary people, I explore this urge for
representation through objects, clothing, effects, tattoos or
animals. The urge to build an image, in relation to known
and unknown fellow humans, is universal to humanity.
One wants to portray oneself as an intimidating person,

a beautiful woman, rich etc. and communicate qualities
such as wisdom, artistic abilities, leadership potential or
being a funny person. Signs and objects can be a shortcut
to communicating complex ideas or thoughts in a simple
and direct way, where a linguistic explanation would
require a lot of time or space. The message format can be
involuntarily funny, very scary or extremely interesting,
depending on the recipient’s own preferences.

For example, fashion in women’s clothing and hairstyles
can, in my view, often become unintentionally funny,
while the person wearing it may be signaling openness to
innovation, alternative thinking and wealth.

Swastikas, skulls and black flags are, fundamentally, just
neutral signs, but can no longer be perceived as neutral, as
unpleasant associations have been attached to them. (they
can be) So unpleasant that one can have physical reactions
to the sight of them. A tattoo or a decoration on a house
can be artistically well-executed and innovative, so that it
quite naturally evokes amazement and invites closer study.

When I deal with the subject in my work, it is based
on a sense of wonder, and I never find clear answers. In a
series of both prints and paintings, I have wondered about
the relationship between man and dog. I have never had a
dog myself, and perhaps therefore look with wonder at the

couple’s relationship, which is expressed in both words and
actions on the part of the man. He often signals his own
qualities such as love, dependence, pride and in some cases
raw strength through the dog.

There is almost always an element of self-portraiture in
my works, with an ironic or comic distance from myself,
“after all, I shouldn’t think 'm anything either.”

I mostly use art as a means to tell about myself and to
reflect on my own personality. I don’t really have any status
symbols for use in public spaces. My car and house are old.
The clothes I wear have no strong colors, are not fashion-
conscious, and are very casual. I guess that sends signals
that cars and clothes don’t interest me. But I have many art
objects, both my own and others, in my home. Of course,
I have the collection because it brings me joy and gives me
reason to reflect, but it is also an expression of who I am or
want to appear as.

The existentialist philosophy believes that it is the
individual’s own responsibility to create meaning and
purpose in their life, which they can do by joining specific
religious, political or other groups, and if you want others
to see this affiliation, or be drawn in the same direction, it
can be signaled through symbols, objects and animals. It
can also just be a way to affirm yourself in this affiliation,
signal your status or strengthen your own self-worth.
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The understanding and interpretation of symbols
and identity markers can be difficult and can also lead
to misinterpretations so that one perceives a person’s
nonverbal signals in complete contradiction to what the
person wants to signal. Many people know this from their
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own dreams, where symbols or objects can be impossible
to make sense of, or from surrealist art that cannot be
interpreted into a coherent meaning. That is why I do not
have clear answers to the questions in my works.
*Janteloven (the Law of Jante) comes from author Aksel
Sandemose’s novel A Fugitive Crosses His Tracks



