
 

 

Speaking in tongues. 

 

A conversation between Donatien Grau and Jan Åman after visiting Henrik Samuelsson’s 

studio. 

 

DG: What really struck me when you invited me to visit Henrik Samuelsson's studio was this 

feeling that a world was reaching its end. In a way, it made me think of eschatology. But at 

the same time there was this very "Swedish" element in his work related to this place 

where he grew up. How would you see the relation between this "Swedishness" and that 

eschatology?" 

 

 
Henrik Samuelsson, Manual of Blackouts - 2011 

 

 

JÅ: I happen to know that part of northern Sweden really well since my father was born 

there. Back then it was still prosperous with active industries. But today it has turned into a 

remote emptiness. People have left, except for some elderly and people that are sent up 

there from the big cities with drug problems so severe that they are no longer wanted in 

the urban context. It is simply a Swedish Siberia and a Swedish version of the general 



European crisis. From an artistic point of view it can be turned into energy. Marina Fokidis 

has turned the greek crisis into an alternative collective energy in Athens – which is 

possible in an urban context. In Samuelsson's paintings we see the opposite: the emptiness 

of the de-urbanized region. It is the backside of the global urbanization. I guess it is even 

more evident in China or parts of Africa. I am intrigued by the artistic results of this crisis - 

what about you? 

 

 
Henrik Samuelsson, Quiet Call -2011 

 

DG: I believe this idea of general crisis should be put into perspective: we have a feeling, as 

Michel Houellebecq does, that our time is very much the one of a moral, social, sexual and 

artistic crisis. A human crisis, a Gesamtkrise, in some ways. But then, without even 

discussing the forms of this crisis, maybe we should think of its specificity: what is the 

difference between this crisis and other previous issues the Western culture has faced? And 

then, what is the difference in the way art deals with it? Because anyway art as we see it 

very often comes from a crisis: all the great shifts in art come from a crisis. Dada came out 

of the crisis of the First World War, as did Die Neue Sachlichkeit in Germany. Duchamp's 

unique vision came from the crisis of art at his time. Arnold Hauser even once justified his 

interpretation of mannerism as the first occurrence of modern art by the fact that it came 

out of a religious crisis... So we have to ask the question: what's new in this crisis? 

 



 
Henrik Samuelsson, When Anything has been Possible for Long Enough - 2011 

 

JÅ: Maybe you already pointed out the answer! Houellebecq's "The map in the territory" is 

a clear description of what has been evident during the last decades. That every action 

against the current crisis just leads to another crisis. And that every attempt to abandon a 

system is immediately embraced by the same system. There is of course a huge contexual 

difference between Marcel Duchamp and Maurizio Cattelan. And maybe this pinpoints the 

current crisis. Marcel Duchamp could still "leave" art in 1912, saying farewell to his 

brothers and all the rest of the cubists - to go underground and in silence work on an "art 

within the art". Today's market mechanisms are more cynical: the market has an inherent 

love for those that try to go the other way. It even produces them! In a post-pop era you are 

not allowed to leave, as an ironic turn of Nietzsche's eternal return. What is interesting in 

2011 is the sudden shift in economic reality. It is a harsh reality. The results are protests on 

Wall Street and on the Syntagma Square in Athens - as well as in that abandoned part in 

the north of Sweden that Henrik Samuelsson depicts. And again, Houellebecq points out an 

answer: art as a nostalgic meditation on the end of the industrial age. What do you see 

coming out of the very recent shift, the current crisis? 

 



 
Henrik Samuelsson, Speaking in Tongues at Shitty Hotels - 2011 

 

DG: The best way to find an answer could be to go back to Michel Houellebecq's work. 

Reading his books has always reminded me of the title of Damien Hirst's exhibition, "In the 

darkest hours there may be light". Indeed, we can see them as very pessimistic 

retrospective texts. But we can always sense the influence of science fiction, also very 

present in Houellebecq's writing, as well as the eager desire to find a way out. It is a key 

question to raise in order to understand his work: what is the way out? The way out of 

himself, from a personal point of view, but also the way out of a world whose decay appears 

to be the topic of his novels. And the solution would probably be literature - or, in Henrik's 

case, art. Don't you think that, even in these very dark paintings, art seems to be a way out, 

if not the only one? 

 

JÅ: Indeed. And you make me realize that there is a direct link between Houellebecq and 

JG Ballard. They are both fascinated by the crisis and the "inframince" relation between a 

near future and the present. Ballard's last four novels form very dark and at the same time 

hilarious picture of our late European state of mind. A state where a design-oriented New 

Middle Class has dominated the mindset. A new group of people that have everything in 

such an abundance that they even have to invent a revolt against themselves. In the end 

even Tate Modern is bombed, not by Bin Laden, but by the chablis-sipping condominium-

owners. And of course in both Houellebecq and Ballard the writing itself become the 

answer. It is the dark escape. And this is of course exactly what Henrik Samuelsson is 



approaching too. I would perhaps not say that it is the only way out. But it is indeed a 

stimulating answer on how to survive now that even the New Middle Class is falling. And the 

thing is they are not only crashing in Athens – but as the answer to the future of Europe.  

 

 

Donatien Grau graduated from Ecole Normale Supérieure d’Ulm and Associate of Classics. He is  a 
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