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The Post-War Avant-Garde in the Nordic Countries

Tania Ørum

1950–1975 is a period that many historians and theorists of the avant-garde 
have seen as falling after the end of the avant-garde. In their view the so-called 
neo-avant-garde, which emerged after World War ii, had been completely co-
opted and no new avant-garde movements would be possible. To these critics 
the term “neo-avant-garde” often carried the derogatory implication of an 
inauthentic repetition of the genuine, so-called “historical avant-garde” of the 
pre-war period. Nevertheless, 1950–1975 was the period when native avant-
garde groups emerged in the Nordic countries.

 The End of the Avant-Garde

1950–1975 was also the period when the often tiny and unrecognised groups of 
artists that made up what we now see as the “historical” avant-garde began to 
be rediscovered and recognised as significant movements, often by new avant-
garde groups looking for predecessors. The term “avant-garde” actually gained 
much wider currency after World War ii than in the pre-war period (van den 
Berg and Fähnders 2009: 8–9). The art critic Paul Wood has explained that in 
an Anglo-American context the term “‘[a]vant-garde’ became pervasive as a 
synonym for ‘modern art’ during the boom in culture after World War ii” and 
“achieved a kind of dominance […] in the period from about 1940 to about 
1970” (Wood 1999: 10). In this broad sense of “artistic modernism” the term was 
used by, for instance, the dominant American art critic of this period, Clement 
Greenberg, to indicate “high” art as opposed to kitsch and popular culture 
(Greenberg 1939). This loose and inclusive use of the term to denote formal 
advancement and elitist preference could be seen as one of the ways to disarm 
and institutionalise the concept of the avant-garde, which has often been 
defined as anti-formalist and anti-establishment in its anti-commercial and 
oppositional, or even revolutionary, activities. Most theorists and historians of 
the avant-garde are not prepared to see Greenbergian modernism as avant-
garde. A recent avant-garde historian, Klaus von Beyme, dated his history of 
the avant-garde, Das Zeitalter der Avantgarden (The Era of the Avant-Gardes), 
1905–1955 – thus omitting most of the Greenberg era (Beyme 2005). And the 
art critic Benjamin Buchloh has complained that
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it took almost two generations […] to get out from under Greenberg’s 
falsification of history and the stranglehold of his type of American for-
malist thought [that] prevented the comprehension of whole genera-
tions (e.g. the Dadaists, the Fluxus artists, the Conceptualists), not to say 
entire chapters of history (e.g. the Russian avant-garde, Weimar culture) 
and avant-garde practices throughout the twentieth century.

buchloh 2003: xxx

After the first post-war exhibition of European avant-garde in West Berlin in 
1961 (see Reidemeister (ed.) 1961), the concept of the avant-garde became more 
widely used in Germany when the prominent writer and critic Hans Magnus 
Enzensberger wrote his much noticed essay on “Die Aporien der Avantgarde” 
(The Aporias of the Avant-Garde; Enzensberger 1962). The essay described the 
contemporary post-war avant-garde as an anachronistic, regressive and self-
deceptive repetition of the misguided efforts of the pre-war avant-garde 
(Enzensberger 1984: 79). The great wave of political protest and utopian hopes 
that rose during the 1960s brought with it a renewed interest in pre-war 
attempts by the avant-gardes to fuse political and artistic activities. And in the 
wake of the disillusionment following the failure of the ’68 rebellion the 
Marxist avant-garde theorist Peter Bürger wrote his influential Theorie der 
Avantgarde (1974), analysing the failure of the “historical” avant-garde, while 
renewing the critique of contemporary avant-garde attempts to reintegrate art 
into everyday life.

In a footnote explaining his definition of the historical avant-garde Peter 
Bürger declared that, although the neo-avant-gardes of the 1950s and ’60s “pro-
claim the same goals as the representatives of the historic avant-garde move-
ments to some extent, the demand that art be reintegrated in the praxis of life 
within the existing society can no longer be seriously made after the failure of 
avant-gardist intentions”. Whereas Duchamp’s ready-mades, which are among 
Bürger’s main examples of the “historical” avant-garde, were “meant to destroy 
art as an institution (including its specific organisational forms such as muse-
ums and exhibits)”, the neo-avant-garde artist “asks that his ‘work’ be accepted 
by the museum. But this means that the avant-gardist protest has turned into 
its opposite” (Bürger 1984: 109). This is also the substance of the later article in 
which Bürger criticises what he sees as the pseudo-critical works of Daniel 
Buren and other artists of the 1960s and 1970s that stage critical gestures aimed 
at galleries and museums, but with the full co-operation of those institutions 
(Bürger 2005; see also Bürger 2014). Moreover, the kind of provocative ges-
ture performed by Duchamp “cannot be repeated indefinitely”, and hence the 
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shock value of the manifestations of the historical avant-garde, intended “as a 
stimulus to change one’s conduct of life”, had been lost in the post-war era 
(Bürger 1984: 52). Since the destruction of art as an institution and the subla-
tion of art into the practice of life is Bürger’s definition of the avant-garde, his 
conclusion is that “the neo-avant-garde institutionalises the avant-garde as art 
and thus negates genuinely avant-gardist intentions”. This “is true indepen-
dently of the consciousness artists have of their activity”, which “may perfectly 
well be avant-gardist” (Bürger 1984: 58).

While the historical avant-garde’s “attempt to reintegrate art into the life 
process is itself a profoundly contradictory endeavour” – which Bürger 
regards with considerable scepticism, in accordance with Adorno’s aesthetic 
theory, since an “art no longer distinct from the praxis of life but wholly 
absorbed in it will lose the capacity to criticise it, along with its distance” – 
the attempts by later avant-garde movements have lost even “the pathos of 
historical progressiveness” and have become pointless, since “in the mean-
time, the culture industry has brought about the false elimination of the 
distance between art and life” (Bürger 1984: 50). A similar position is taken 
by Andreas Huyssen, who argues that “[n]ot only is the historical avant-
garde a thing of the past, but it is also useless to try to revive it under any 
guise. Its artistic inventions and techniques have been absorbed and co-
opted by Western mass mediated culture”, and it “was the culture industry, 
not the avant-garde, which succeeded in transforming everyday life in the 
20th century” (Huyssen 1986: 15).

Bürger emphasises that this must not be judged as a ‘betrayal’ of the aims of 
the avant-garde movements (sublation of art as a social institution, re-uniting 
life and art) but the result of a historical process that can be described in these 
very general terms: now that the attack of the historical avant-garde move-
ments on- art as an institution has failed, and art has not been integrated into 
the praxis of life, art as an institution continues to survive as something sepa-
rate from the praxis of life.

The attack “did make art recognisable as an institution and also revealed 
its (relative) inefficacy in bourgeois society”. This is a fact that all subse-
quent art “must come to terms with”, whether it resigns “itself to its autono-
mous status or ‘organise[s] happenings’ to break through that status” 
(Bürger 1984: 57).

This pessimistic view of the post-war avant-garde is perhaps the only point on 
which Bürger and the author of a recent Very Short Introduction to the Avant-
Garde (2013), the art historian David Cottington, agree. Cottington argues that 
the “avant-garde, as a cultural formation” was “significantly institutionalised by 
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the late 1960s, co-opted either by commodity culture itself or by an art world 
with an interest in sustaining an autonomous cultural resistance to it”. This 
co-option “showed not only that avant-gardist attempts at evasion of com-
modification were futile, but also that avant-garde culture already had an allure 
that the industries of popular and commodity culture, and their customers, 
found glamorous” – so that the avant-garde was turned into “brand enhance-
ment” (Cottington 2013: 93, 89) or, in the words of the art historian Thomas 
Crow, into “‘a kind of research and development arm of the culture industry’; 
not only no longer oppositional, but, more than this, an indispensable means of 
searching out ‘areas of social practice not yet completely available to efficient 
[market] utilisation’ and making them so” (quoted in Cottington 2013: 85).

 New Post-War Avant-Gardes?

1950–1975 was also, however, the period when important avant-garde art and 
movements began to emerge from the Nordic countries. This paradoxical 
emergence of Nordic avant-garde currents at a time when important avant-
garde scholars dismissed the possibilities of new avant-garde movements calls 
for some reflection. Traditional histories of literature and the arts in the Nordic 
countries often mention the “belatedness” of modernism and the “historical” 
avant-garde in this region as an indication of the time it takes for develop-
ments in the central European countries to seep through to peripheral areas. 
After World War ii, however, the Nordic avant-garde movements seem to have 
more or less caught up with the contemporary avant-garde currents appearing 
in the rest of Europe, in the us, Japan and elsewhere, in spite of the dismissive 
attitude of theorists outlined above.

This introduction will try to provide a theoretical and historical framework 
for reflections on the post-war avant-garde in general, and the Nordic post-war 
avant-garde in particular. A short list of some of the Nordic avant-garde figures 
and movements will give an initial idea of what happened in the post-war 
period.

The ever restless Danish artist Asger Jorn, who had been one of the founding 
and leading members of the Cobra group (1948–1951), moved on to found the 
Situationist International with Guy Debord in 1957. (The acronym cobra com-
bined the first letters of Copenhagen, Brussels and Amsterdam; see Kurczynski 
2014 and the Cultural History of the Avant-Garde in the Nordic Countries 1925–
1950). Although Jorn withdrew from the Situationist International fairly soon, 
the situationists kept up a small Danish branch throughout the 1960s (see Bolt’s 
essay in Section  3). The dissident branch of the situationists, the Bauhaus 
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Situationniste, founded by Jorn’s younger brother Jørgen Nash and funded partly 
by Jorn, attracted Nordic, European and Japanese artists to its centre, Drakabygget 
(the Dragon’s Lair), in southern Sweden (see Bolt’s essay in Section 6). In 1953 
the Swedish writer and artist Öyvind Fahlström wrote his manifesto announcing 
concrete poetry, which became a source of inspiration for the wave of concrete 
poets and intermedia artists that developed into an avant-garde movement in 
Sweden in the mid-1960s. Fahlström later turned to visual, audio and perfor-
mance art and moved to New York, although returning regularly to Stockholm 
(see Olsson’s essay in Section 1). The intermedia activities that sprang from con-
crete poetry in Sweden fostered a ground-breaking series of international text-
sound festivals in the late 1960s arranged by the experimental music society 
Fylkingen, and the advanced technology of the ems (Electronic Music Studio) 
in Stockholm attracted local as well as international avant-garde composers (see 
Groth’s essays in Section 2). The Moderna Museet in Stockholm also attracted 
international avant-garde artists and served as a centre of inter-Nordic and 
international exchanges between artists (see Öhrner’s essays in Section 2 and 5). 
Self-organised art schools such as the Experimental School of Art in Copenhagen 
developed into a cross-aesthetic avant-garde group which moved from formal 
experiments at the start of the 1960s to political action by the end of the 1960s 
– much in the spirit of the avant-garde as described by Peter Bürger – and estab-
lished self-organised international networks including German artists such as 
Joseph Beuys and American artists such as Alison Knowles and Dick Higgins, 
as well as Nordic artists, writers and composers. Several notable Fluxus artists 
emerged from the Nordic countries (including the Danish composers Henning 
Christiansen and Eric Andersen, who both became multimedia artists (see 
Ørum and van der Meijden in Section 5), and the Swedish writer, artist and folk-
lorist Bengt af Klintberg (af Klintberg 2006)). The Finnish composer Erkki 
Kurenniemi invented his own electronic musico-erotic machines (see Tiekso’s 
essay in Section 4). The Icelandic musician Steina Vasulka and her Czech hus-
band, Woody Vasulka, created the electronic theatre The Kitchen in New York in 
1971 (see Runólfsson’s essay in Section 1). Avant-garde theatre groups emerged 
in all Nordic countries (from the Icelandic Leiksmiðjan (see Þorbergsson’s essay 
in Section 5) to the Swedish Pistolteatern (see Ringby’s essay in Section 5), and 
from the inter-Nordic Odin Theatre (see Christoffersen’s essay in Section 5) to 
the Danish political performance group Solvognen (The Sun Chariot; see Jarl 
and Schultz’s essay in Section 6)). And avant-garde film, experimental television 
and radio as well as experimental magazines were produced in most of the 
Nordic countries, while political festivals, feminist installations, activist perfor-
mances and interventions developed towards the end of the 1960s and the start 
of the 1970s.
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 Defining the Post-War Avant-Garde

This volume of the Cultural History of the Avant-Garde in the Nordic Countries 
deals with the period 1950–1975 and thus with the ongoing discussions about 
how to define and understand the post-war avant-garde currents.

As the avant-garde scholar Benedikt Hjartarson has shown, Peter Bürger’s 
concept of the avant-garde is closely connected to the discourse of the late 
1960s, but epistemologically remote from the historical avant-garde before 
World War ii. Bürger’s concept of the avant-garde is based on the critical con-
cept of everyday life developed by Henri Lefèbvre between 1947 and 1981 and 
most clearly exemplified by the situationists. Although sprung from a post-war 
historical context, Bürger projected this concept on to the pre-war avant-garde 
movements. So it is no wonder that Bürger sees the post-war avant-garde as a 
mere copy or repetition, since his definition of the historical avant-garde is 
basically borrowed from the post-war avant-garde (Hjartarson 2005: 55). The 
avant-garde scholars Asholt and Fähnders have also pointed out that central 
aspects of Bürger’s theory had been formulated by Guy Debord in La Societé du 
spectacle as early as 1967 (Asholt and Fähnders 1997: 1). In Hjartarson’s words, 
“As a theoretical model to describe the project of the historical avant-garde, it 
is outdated”, and from today’s perspective “Bürger’s theory shares the fate he 
himself assigned to the historical avant-garde movements of the twentieth 
century: it has become historical” (Hjartarson 2005: 55). But as Tania Ørum has 
shown, if Peter Bürger’s theory is put back into its historical context, it is appli-
cable to the aesthetic projects of the neo-avant-garde. For example, Bürger’s 
concepts are well suited to analysing the aesthetico-political movements of 
the 1960s in Denmark (Ørum 2005 and 2009).

Benjamin Buchloh has argued that from 1951 the rediscovery of the “post-
cubist legacies of Dada and Constructivism” coincided with the “re-emergence 
of the key paradigms of the historical avant-garde of 1913: grid formation 
and monochrome painting, the readymade, collage and assemblage” as well as 
photomontage, while the period from 1968 until the mid-1970s saw the emergence 
of artistic positions (Asher, Buren, Broodthaers, Haacke, Graham, Weiner) 
“that detach themselves more than any other post-war activity from the legacy 
of the historical avant-garde” and thus generated “propositions of audience 
reception, distribution form, and institutional critique that were distinctly dif-
ferent from the critical models invoked by Bürger” (Buchloh 2003: xxiii–xxiv). 
This periodisation would approximately fit the currents in the Nordic coun-
tries as well. Buchloh sees Bürger’s “ignorance of these artistic practices” as the 
reason for his incisive distinction between the pre-war and the post-war avant-
garde and his “disdain for contemporary art”, which Buchloh suggests that he 
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shared with “many theoreticians and art historians of the New Left”, who also 
shared Bürger’s “second and equally fatal delusion”, according to Buchloh: “the 
assumption that the criteria for aesthetic judgement would have to be linked at 
all times, if not to models of an outright instrumentalised political efficacy, 
then at least to a compulsory mode of critical negativity”, which Buchloh 
regards, from his present perspective, as a “sclerotic fixation on a model of 
reductivist criticality or instrumentalised rationality in artistic practices [that] 
does not promise to be any more productive than adherence to the founda-
tionalist myths of the perennial validity of the classical genres” of painting and 
sculpture (Buchloh 2003: xxiv–xxv).

Peter Bürger’s main theoretical point is the Hegelian–Marxist conception 
that the historical avant-garde marks a stage in the historical development of 
art when “the social subsystem that is art enters the stage of self-criticism” and 
thus creates the condition of possibility for an “objective understanding” of 
past stages of the development of art (Bürger 1984: 22). This is also the logic 
pursued by Hal Foster in The Return of the Real, displaced only in time, when 
he claims

(1) the institution of art is grasped as such not with the historical avant-
garde but with the neo-avant-garde; (2) the neo-avant-garde at its best 
addresses this institution with creative analysis at once specific and 
deconstructive (not a nihilistic attack at once abstract and anarchistic, as 
often with the historical avant-garde), and (3) rather than cancel the his-
torical avant-garde, the neo-avant-garde enacts its project for the first 
time – a first time that, again, is theoretically endless.

foster 1996: 20

In the light of Bürger’s historical roots in the 1960s, it is not surprising that Hal 
Foster should recognise his avant-garde concept as applicable to the American 
post-war avant-garde of minimalists and conceptual artists – and, again, 
Foster’s distinction between the first neo-avant-garde of the 1950s and the sec-
ond neo-avant-garde of the 1960s would apply roughly to the situation in the 
Nordic countries as well. However, the mono-linear Hegelian conception of 
history implied in both Bürger’s and Foster’s account of the avant-garde move-
ments hardly seems sustainable today. In view of more recent historical 
research (van den Berg 2005, Hjartarson 2005 and 2013) a more dynamic and 
multiple view of historical processes is necessary in historical avant-garde 
studies in order to accommodate the heterogeneity of both the pre-war and 
the post-war avant-garde movements. While Bürger’s model presupposes a 
homogeneous time of modernity, modernisation develops at a different pace 
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in different countries. And the distinction between the pre-war and the post-
war avant-gardes is insufficient to grasp the local and geographical differences 
within the avant-garde movements of a certain period, which should be viewed 
not only from the perspective of the international centres but as an ongoing 
multi-part dialogue among artists and groups from both centres and peripher-
ies (see Bäckström and Hjartarson 2014, Bäckström 2007, Harding and Rouse 
2006, Mitter 2007 and 2008, Yúdice 1999). In the post-war period this multi-part 
dialogue had participants from not only Europe and North America but 
increasingly also from South America, Asia and Africa (cf. Winkiel 2014), 
whereas the Russian and Eastern European groups, which played a decisive 
part in the pre-war avant-garde movements, had difficulties penetrating the 
Iron Curtain (Benson 2002, Benson and Forgacs 2002, Piotrowski 2009). In 
order to include the multi-linearity and multi-dimensionality of a global per-
spective on the post-war avant-garde a more historical concept of the avant-
garde is needed.

David Cottington’s concept of the “avant-garde as a cultural formation” is 
defined as a network of distinct social groupings based on certain common 
cultural attitudes and practices such as a critique of the conventional institu-
tions of art, the establishment of alternative channels of advancement (such 
as manifestos, alternative galleries, theatres and other venues as well as little 
magazines) and informal networks, rejection of commercial values and experi-
mental, often cross-aesthetic, work (Cottington 2013: 8–9). This sociological 
definition of the avant-garde as a network is very close to the conception of the 
avant-garde formulated by the avant-garde scholar Hubert van den Berg (van 
den Berg 2005), which has served as a point of departure for the Nordic Network 
of Avant-Garde Studies and its present series of studies of the cultural history 
of the avant-garde in the Nordic countries.

It follows from this definition that one can hardly speak of the avant-garde 
in the singular as a monolithic phenomenon. As an informal network of dis-
tinct groups it comprises several, often conflicting and competing but also 
 co-operative tendencies and currents. This definition, in fact, leads David 
Cottington to modify his verdict of the total co-option of the post-war avant-
garde (primarily aimed at New York-based pop art), since “the avant-garde for-
mation was never monolithic”, but a “motley network of groupings” (Cottington 
2013: 95), so

[a]longside, and often in opposition to, both the capitulation to pop 
 culture and the elitist refusal of it, there emerged within the avant-garde a 
range of energetic, alternative, often angry cultural expressions, that ran from 
esoteric and/or neo-Dada experimentalism, such as the explorations of 
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chance and the inclusion of random noise in the work of composer John 
Cage, through folk music, radical film, theatre, and dance to explicitly 
political art, some of it the product of collaborative work. The late 1960s 
were thus not only the moment of capitulation of the avant-garde to 
commodity culture and its institutionalisation by the cultural ‘establish-
ment’, but at the same time that of the re-assertion of avant-gardism as an 
ideology, a war-cry against a capitalist society and its culture that were 
perceived to be rampant, callous, and complacent.

cottington 2013: 96–97

Such avant-garde currents were also active in the Nordic countries.
The tensions between immersion into commodity culture, on the one hand, 

and countercultural and anti-capitalist critique, on the other, are certainly 
present in the Nordic post-war avant-garde movements. However, this is hardly 
a specific characteristic of the post-war period, but a tension that can be traced 
back to the earlier twentieth century, for instance to the “new objectivity” of 
the 1920s and the concrete art of the 1930s and 1940s (see The Cultural History 
of the Avant-Garde in the Nordic Countries 1925–1950). These tensions are the 
focus of Section 7 of this volume.

A similar critique of the linear history of the avant-garde and the pessimism 
of the Frankfurt School has been voiced by Benjamin Buchloh, who has argued 
that

[i]t seems more viable to define avant-garde practice as a continually 
renewed struggle over the definition of cultural meaning, the discovery 
and representation of new audiences, and the development of new strat-
egies to counteract and develop resistance against the tendency of ideo-
logical apparatuses of the culture industry to occupy and to control all 
practices and all spaces of representation.

buchloh 1984: 21

Continually renewed struggles over the definition of the meaning and role of 
art, over its relations to contemporary institutions and the increasingly inva-
sive strategies of the market, over its approach to audiences and response to 
new technologies, and over the interrelations between art and politics, are in 
fact characteristic of the Nordic avant-garde movements as well as the other 
European and American movements of the post-war period.

The response to the new technologies transforming both the general struc-
ture of society and the daily lives of individuals during the period 1950–1975 also 
included other conceptions of the avant-garde. For example, at the colloquy 
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tendencije 4, held in Zagreb in August 1968, inspired by “the aesthetics of tech-
nical reality” developed by the German philosopher Max Bense (Bense 1965), 
the influential French philosopher A.A. Moles gave the introductory lecture, in 
which he stated:

An alternative society discovers new values, and art reflects and prefig-
ures them. This is the true definition of “avant-garde art”, an art which not 
only provides the image of society in transformation but also the image 
of the most advanced aspects of that transformation, that which, being 
true today for some, will be true tomorrow for everyone. […] What exists 
conditions what will exist. Avant-garde art is the search for new forms which 
the public will get to know – by the intermediary of a social amplifier – 
and which will become the cultural frame on which other forms will be 
constructed in their turn. […] In other words, modern art presently 
expresses this society, but the sensibility of the public sometimes lags far 
behind. There is necessarily a mismatch between the avant-garde prod-
uct and the socially accepted product.

Quoted in margit rosen (ed.) 2011: 264

As the art historian Jerko Denegri explains, “programmed and kinetic art in the 
beginning bore the mark of a radical position, which was typical of the histori-
cal avant-gardes, especially those of constructivist origin”. It endeavoured to 
forecast and introduce significant changes in the professional mentality and 
role of artists and in the nature of artistic work. Like the tradition of concrete 
art, this form of art sought to enter into the everyday living environment and 
actively to open itself to other formative disciplines, especially architecture, 
industrial and graphic design, in order to influence the design of the spaces of 
everyday life. And in its final consequences, this form of art aspired to liberate 
human labour from alienation and took as its role model the freedom of action 
and behaviour typical of socially and politically aware contemporary artists 
(Denegri 2011: 25).

Denegri sees these currents in the post-war avant-garde (exemplified in his 
case by the Yugoslavia-based New Tendencies movement) as a real or potential 
“last avant-garde” characterised by the distinguishing features of “all historical 
avant-gardes and post-war neo-avant-gardes”. He defines these distinguishing 
features as: a movement from an “initial enthusiasm of unrestrained beliefs, hopes 
placed in the possibilities of unlimited change, and – in the end – adherence to 
the status quo and, ultimately, integration into the relationships that were 
once to be avoided and transcended” (Denegri 2011: 26). These characteristic 
features of the inevitably short-lived avant-garde movements that seldom 
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achieve their utopian goals are also present in the Nordic avant-garde move-
ments of this period. The Danish avant-garde artist Gunnar Aagaard Andersen 
exhibited in Zagreb in 1965 and served as a link between the pre-war tradition of 
concrete art and the post-war generations of constructivist and conceptual art.

Although few avant-garde artists in the Nordic countries had access to 
advanced technology of the kind found in the Yugoslavian movement, this 
kind of avant-garde sensibility was widespread. The economic and educational 
boom in the post-war years combined with the rapid technological develop-
ment and the concomitant changes of daily life, media and customary social 
structures created an, at times almost apocalyptic, sense of change, voiced not 
only by avant-garde artists but also by contemporary philosophers such as 
Moles, McLuhan (McLuhan 1965), Derrida (Derrida 1967), Foucault (Foucault 
1966) and others, as well as by large sections of young people.

McLuhan spoke of the end of the Gutenberg Galaxy. The first chapter of 
Jacques Derrida’s Of Grammatology (De la grammatologie, 1967) declares that 
the privileging of speech over writing that has dominated “the history of the 
world during an entire epoch” and has “associated technics and logocentric 
metaphysics for nearly three millennia” is now approaching its own exhaus-
tion, and that this “death of the civilisation of the book […] undoubtedly 
announces” a “new mutation in the history of writing” (Derrida 1976: 8). The 
last chapter of Michel Foucault’s influential archaeology of the human sci-
ences, The Order of Things (Les mots et les choses) from 1966 similarly envisages 
the disappearance of “the entire modern episteme” and a “‘return’ of language” 
as “the sign that the whole of this configuration [of Western culture] is now 
about to topple, and that man is in the process of perishing as the being of 
language continues to shine ever brighter upon our horizon”. This end “makes 
us believe that something new is about to begin, something we glimpse only as 
a thin line of light low on the horizon” (Foucault 1973: 384, 385, 386).

 Centres and Peripheries

1950–1975 saw new developments in the relations between centres and periph-
eries. As communication and travel among different countries and continents 
accelerated, a global network gradually developed drawing the peripheries of 
the world into what McLuhan described as a “global village” connected by 
innumerable diversified channels (McLuhan 1965). Although electronic com-
munication and travelling had still not reached today’s extent and speed, news 
travelled much faster between continents, and broad social, cultural and polit-
ical currents of the period could be felt almost simultaneously throughout the 
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Western world. New trends in fashion or music, coverage of the Cuba crisis 
or the Vietnam War were transmitted worldwide, and the protest movements, 
youth revolts and feminist movements emerged at a similar pace, although 
with specific local characteristics, in different parts of the world. This globali-
sation evidently affected the art world as well, including the avant-garde cur-
rents. The post-war situation between centres and peripheries thus cannot be 
described in terms of a simple dependency or “belatedness” of the periphery, 
although structures of power and dominance remained in place. In the years 
before World War ii Nordic artists looked towards the avant-garde movements 
in the European centres, and it was often difficult for example for painters who 
had developed an experimental (cubist or constructivist) style during their 
stay in the centres of Europe, for instance at the Académie Matisse in Paris, 
attended by many Nordic artists, to keep up this style once they returned to 
Denmark, Sweden or Iceland and were faced with a very conservative, often 
nationalistic, art scene, hostile to what was seen as unwanted foreign influence 
or pollution of national purity (see The Cultural History of the Avant-Garde in 
the Nordic Countries 1900–1925). After World War ii local avant-garde move-
ments arose, and information about international art currents as well as con-
tacts with like-minded groups in the centres were easier to come by, without 
having to move to Paris or New York.

However, since much more has been written about the art of the centres 
than about local avant-garde movements outside the centres, which have often 
remained uncatalogued and undescribed, many cultural, literary and art histo-
rians in the Nordic countries tend to assume, even today, that new currents in 
art and literature originated in Paris or New York and were adopted subse-
quently in the Nordic countries according to traditional models of centre and 
periphery.

In fact, the post-war period was characterised by several co-existing cur-
rents that often had a mutual and simultaneous impact. For example, Danish 
minimalism (see Ipsen 2007; Ørum 2006) and concrete poetry in Sweden (see 
Olsson 2005) and Brazil (Clüver 2000) began simultaneously in the “peripher-
ies” of Copenhagen, Stockholm, São Paulo and in the two more established 
“centres” of New York and Vienna. As Bäckström and Hjartarson suggest, “we 
therefore have to break loose from the causality-thinking of essentialism” 
(Bäckström and Hjartarson 2014: 22) and adopt a view that allows for more 
interactive, diversified relations between the international centres and periph-
eral spaces such as the Nordic countries. Instead of the “vertical” art historical 
narratives that see the art of the centre as determining a specific paradigm, 
while the art of the periphery is supposed to adopt the models established in 
the centres (Piotrowski 2009: 51, 52–53), avant-garde studies have to develop a 
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more horizontal and heterogeneous history. A closer look at the horizontal 
networks of the avant-garde movements helps uncover the history of what the 
art historian Piotr Piotrowski has called the “close Others”, the areas of Europe 
that are considered marginal in relation to the centres of international art – as 
against the non-European Others of, for instance, the Far East. The “close 
Others” (Eastern Europe as well as the Nordic countries) were outside the 
 centre, but still within the same cultural frame of reference. Piotrowski’s obser-
vations indicate the importance of the often overlooked interconnections 
among peripheral areas as well as the far from homogeneous cultural frame of 
the centres. In order to establish a more accurate historical view of these com-
plex relations between centres and peripheries in the post-war period “it is 
necessary to go beyond the nation-based framework” and “beyond the binary 
of the global and the local”, as argued by the art historian Hiroko Ikegami in her 
study of the global rise of American art after World War ii. Instead, Ikegami 
suggests, we must look at post-war art “in a wider, transnational and multina-
tional scope that enables us to talk across cultures” (Ikegami 2010:14). We have 
to see both local and global art scenes, institutions and histories as heteroge-
neous and conflicted, and to adopt a broader, comparative perspective. This 
volume aims to adopt such a comparative, transnational perspective on the 
Nordic countries, which in the local traditions of cultural history are still 
mainly described within a “nation-based framework” that ignores the interre-
lations between Nordic countries and sees national art either in complete iso-
lation or in relation to the “vertical” history of the canonised art history of the 
centres. This inter-Nordic perspective cannot fully do justice to the wider 
global situation, but the Nordic cases discussed demonstrate the relevance of 
the transnational and horizontal perspectives and point out the global inter-
connections and the simultaneous rise of artistic movements and new strate-
gies in several localities.

Nordic artists in the post-war period were, of course, aware of what was 
going on in the world, as the inhabitants of any peripheral country must be. 
They were probably far better informed about art movements in France or the 
us than were French or American artists of what went on in the Nordic coun-
tries. Travelling and migrating artists such as members of the Fluxus group, 
Dieter Roth and Arthur Köpcke brought information and international net-
works with them to the Nordic countries they visited or lived in. And Nordic 
activists like Steina Vasulka or Billy Klüver contributed to the developments in 
the centres (see Runólfson’s essay on The Kitchen and Olsson’s on Klüver). 
Nordic artists educated in the centres returned to try their own hand at the 
impulses they had received abroad, as was the case for instance of the earliest 
land art in Norway (see Krogvik’s essay in Section 6). The Danish Ex-School 
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group eagerly studied the international art magazines they could lay their 
hands on. But their interest in, for instance, the still largely unrecognised 
German artist Joseph Beuys clearly sprang from their own discussions of the 
performative art forms they were developing in the first half of the 1960s, and 
when they invited him to join them for a self-organised happening festival in 
Copenhagen in 1966, their aim was to share their performative experience with 
him as they performed for each other. This exchange led to a long series of joint 
performances and co-operation between Beuys, his pupils and Nordic artists 
in the following years (Ørum 2009). Generally Nordic artists in the post-war 
period did not simply copy art trends in France or America; it was rather the 
other way round – they looked abroad for international artists who seemed to 
be working along similar lines to those which they themselves were exploring. 
It was prompted by their own experimental practice that, for example, con-
crete poets rediscovered historical predecessors such as dada – or that budding 
Danish conceptual artists discovered the writings of Robert Smithson, who 
had barely been published in the us when translations of some of his essays 
were printed in the little magazine ta’ in Denmark. And when some of the art-
ists later visited Smithson in the us, they were deeply disappointed to discover 
that he was part of a fashionable art world that they were violently opposed to. 
Although the Danish artists were part of the same conceptual current as 
Smithson, their views and definitions of conceptual art were coloured by their 
specific local context (Ørum 2009).

 The Welfare State and the Differences between the  
Nordic Countries

1950–1975 was a time of growing prosperity in the Nordic countries after the 
austerity of World War ii. The Scandinavian countries became internationally 
known for their welfare societies. However, both the prosperity and the extent 
of the welfare society varied considerably among the Nordic countries.

Sweden took the lead and, from the inter-war period, was often seen by 
other Nordic countries as a model of modernity, enlightenment and welfare. 
The Swedish inter-war utopia of modern man in modern society – celebrated 
at the Stockholm Exhibition of 1930 (see Wilk (ed.) 2006; The Cultural History 
of the Avant-Garde in the Nordic Countries 1925–1950; Rudberg 1999) – led to the 
post-war development of the new Folkhem (People’s Home), as the Swedish 
welfare state was called. Modern design and architecture, the so-called func-
tionalist style, became the signature of the welfare state and the social democ-
racy movement. Consumer goods were designed to be functional and widely 
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affordable but also aesthetically pleasing, exemplifying the democratic notion 
that everyone was entitled to beauty in daily life (Widenheim 2002). Other 
Nordic countries, such as Finland, Denmark and Norway, led by strong Social 
Democratic governments, shared these political, social and aesthetic ideals 
and went through a similar transition from scarcity to economic security, from 
countryside to urban centres, and from craft to industry as the welfare state, 
Scandinavian design and progressive social–liberal politics became the trade-
mark of post-war Scandinavia and won international acclaim.

Compared with Sweden, Iceland was still a very traditional country. The 
slow but gradual economic progress that had begun after Iceland’s sovereignty 
in 1918 was threatened by the depression of the 1930s and thrown off balance 
by the British and American wartime occupation. The subsequent boost of the 
country’s economic sector from the beginning of the 1940s totally transformed 
its traditional industrial and social structure and put an end to a decade of 
devastating depression. By the end of World War ii Icelanders, who had been 
farmers and fishermen for more than a thousand years, were thrown into 
the twentieth century. The majority of Icelanders moved to costal towns and 
villages, having until then been remote inhabitants scattered about the coun-
tryside. And the first ten years after World War ii saw the introduction of the first 
wave of modernism into Iceland (see Runólfsson’s essay in Section  3). The 
post-war period saw great changes in the cultural field in Iceland. Copenhagen, 
which had served as a gateway for all new artistic currents and as a starting 
point for young artists looking for new modes of artistic expression, lost its 
position of uncontested hegemony. Artists looked increasingly in other direc-
tions, while links to centres such as New York, London, Düsseldorf, Paris and 
Amsterdam played an important role in establishing a new avant-garde scene 
in Iceland in the third quarter of the century.

In the period 1950–1975 the Nordic countries thus were not a homogeneous 
area but a regional space characterised by differences of climate, economic 
growth, population density, traditions, education, cultural politics etc., and 
both connected and divided by previous colonial rule. (Iceland gained sover-
eignty from Denmark in 1918 and full independence in 1944, Norway gained 
independence from Sweden in 1905, Finland was a part of Sweden until 1809, 
and a culturally dominant minority of Swedish speakers as well as a relatively 
large amount of Finnish migrant workers in Sweden testify to the continuing 
cultural and economic inequalities between the two countries in this period.) 
Iceland’s development resembles that of Norway and Finland, rather than of 
Sweden and Denmark, as regards the rapid modernisation and the close links 
of the cultural development to the establishment of a new nation-state 
(Guðmundsson 2003: 138). Geopolitical relations also made a difference among 
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the Nordic countries: from 1809 until its independence in 1914 Finland was 
integrated into imperial Russia, as an autonomous Grand Duchy, and after 
World War ii Finland had to cede a large part of Karelia and some other areas 
to the Soviet Union at the peace settlement in 1947. Throughout the post-war 
period Finland had to balance its politics so as to avoid conflict with its power-
ful eastern neighbour, while also trying to establish links between the West and 
the East, as exemplified, for instance, by the Lahti writers’ conference, which 
provided a neutral meeting place for writers from both sides of the Cold War 
from 1963 onwards. There was a strong American military presence in both 
Iceland and Greenland during and after the Cold War, which was often felt as a 
threat to indigenous culture, but also encouraged cultural exchange between 
Iceland and the us. Post-colonial relations among the Nordic countries were 
characterised by tensions and cultural dominance as well as by the continua-
tion of traditional co-operation. (Many Icelandic artists continued to be edu-
cated in Copenhagen, a prominent Norwegian writer such as Jan Erik Vold 
studied in Sweden, Danish newspapers were read in Oslo, and magazines were 
exchanged across borders, since the Swedish, Norwegian and Danish languages 
are very similar, and Danish continued to be the first foreign language taught 
in Icelandic schools as well as in Greenland and the Faroe Islands.) The Nordic 
countries were in lively contact at many levels during this period, politically, 
administratively and culturally. And the avant-garde networks among Nordic 
artists, noticeable from the start of the twentieth century, blossomed during 
the post-war era.

 Nordic Cultural Politics

1950–1975 was the period when the Nordic model of cultural politics was put in 
place in Sweden, Denmark and Norway, based on the alliance between the 
Social Democratic workers’ movement and the reigning Social Democratic 
parties reaching back to the 1930s. In spite of national differences, the cultural 
policies of the post-war welfare state, implemented slightly later in Finland 
(Kangas 2003) and Iceland (Guðmundsson 2003), were very similar and can be 
seen as a specifically Nordic model of cultural politics (Duelund (ed.) 2003). 
The general idea was to support artists and provide democratic access to the 
arts. Culture was seen as an important component in educating the population 
to active participation in democracy, and a general acquaintance with the arts 
was also considered a protection against the “cheap” and “vulgar” commercial 
culture manufactured in the us and increasingly marketed in Europe after 
World War ii. The cultural enlightenment programme launched in post-war 
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Scandinavia thus put a high value on the arts and saw it as a public responsibil-
ity to protect and encourage national arts and artists.

These ideals of cultural enlightenment and support of artists and the arts 
were practised by notable individual institutional leaders such as Pontus 
Hultén at the Moderna Museet in Stockholm, Knud W. Jensen at the Louisiana 
Museum in Denmark, the head of the music department in Radio Denmark, 
Mogens Andersen, and the chairman of Kunstnernes Hus (the Artists’ House) 
in Oslo, Morten Krohg, who all worked to open the doors of the institutions to 
experimental art. But even open-minded institutional leaders inevitably also 
censored art works or artists that they found too extreme – Mogens Andersen 
chose not to broadcast the Fluxus concert in Copenhagen in 1962, since he did 
not consider it “serious” art; the Louisiana Museum could not accept the artist 
Bjørn Nørgaard’s ritual horse slaughter in 1970, protesting against the Vietnam 
War, and would not exhibit the jars of prepared parts of the horse’s body after-
wards (Ørum 2009) – and Morten Krohg had to resign in 1969, when he was 
criticised for publicly supporting subversive art (see Brandtzæg’s essay in 
Section  2). And although the public support system did help defend artists 
against commercial pressure and the dictates of popular taste, at a more gen-
eral level the public support system could also be seen as part of the social 
regulation and institutionalisation of the post-war avant-garde. The institu-
tional support for mid-1960s’ experimental art in Sweden may be a reason why 
Swedish avant-garde is often discussed in purely aesthetic terms, although for-
mal innovators such as Öyvind Fahlström and Åke Hodell always had a politi-
cal agenda in their art. When public support was discontinued in the late 1960s, 
the Swedish mid-‘60s movement died away very soon, while the largely unsup-
ported Danish avant-garde movements continued into the 1970s.

The post-war ideals of educating the people to appreciate “high art” proved 
more difficult to implement than anticipated. In Sweden the divide between 
“high” and “low” culture was perceived as not only a pedagogical problem, but 
as a question concerning the definition of democracy. A huge discussion of 
Demokratins kultursyn (Democracy’s View of Culture – the title of an influen-
tial book by Bengt Nerman from 1962) took place in Sweden during the first 
half of the 1960s (see Ekholm’s essay in Section 2). And this debate over how to 
define the value and function of culture and the arts in a democratic society 
had long-reaching effects and great influence also in the neighbouring coun-
tries. One of the questions raised was in what sense it could be seen as demo-
cratic to impose elite aesthetic standards on everyone, especially in the 
education of children from a non-elite background.

In Denmark the exposure to modernist and avant-garde art through public 
media and the honorary life grants for artists distributed by the State Council 
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for the Endowment of the Arts prompted widespread protests. While represen-
tatives of the cultural elite criticised the “trash culture” of the entertainment 
industry and opposed pop music in public radio, popular voices demanded 
more entertainment for tired wage-earners, rather than education or “high” 
culture, and opposed spending taxpayers’ money on “incomprehensible” mod-
ernist literature and provocative art. The confrontation between the cultural 
elite and popular opinion (supported by pressure from the culture industry) 
escalated to a series of veritable culture wars during the first half of the 1960s 
(see Ørum’s essay in Section 2).

Norway had a similar cultural policy, based on the principle of democratisa-
tion of culture, guaranteeing the production and distribution of culture and 
art throughout the country. The construction of cultural infrastructure was 
very rapid in Norway after World War ii, and artists’ organisations exerted a 
considerable influence on the allocation of public funding. One significant 
example of the Norwegian effort to support and distribute art is the so-called 
“book-buying scheme”, which is still in operation and whereby the state buys 
newly published quality literature for free distribution in libraries all over the 
country, thus supplying even thinly populated regional areas with new poetry 
and prose and at the same time making the publication of literature with a 
limited reading public commercially sustainable (Bakke 2003). Norway and 
Sweden also provide generous support to translated literature and to maga-
zines and journals (on the importance of translations see Janna Kantola’s essay 
in Section 3).

From the 1960s to the mid-1970s the Nordic countries attempted to distrib-
ute art to as many population groups and regional areas within the nation-
state as possible, under the general headline of a “democratisation of culture”. 
During the 1970s this strategy was transformed into a strategy of promoting 
“cultural democracy”. This did not mean that the dissemination of professional 
art was demoted. But it was supplemented by a cultural policy with a more 
locally based and broader cultural aim, based on an anthropological concept 
of culture, including sports and amateur art (Duelund 2003: 509). The cultural 
collaboration among the Nordic countries as well as the Nordic model for the 
funding of the arts from the 1960s onwards created supportive and regulative 
structures which made inter-Nordic collaboration among artists possible and 
helped individual artists and groups of artists make a living and gain a foothold 
at a national, Nordic and international level.

The discussions of cultural democracy and the tensions between high and 
low culture that came to the fore during the 1960s created a specific context 
for avant-garde movements. Much of what went on in avant-garde circles in 
the Nordic countries can be seen as motivated by the critique of high art and 
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the art institution and by the wish to approach a broader general public, incor-
porate art into everyday life and investigate the development of popular cul-
ture and media in this period.

Avant-garde artists tended to agree with the popular critique of the snob-
bery and elitism of institutionalised art, but they did not share the conserva-
tive notions of art that formed the basis of the popular protests. Avant-garde 
interest in mass media, popular culture and new technology was regarded with 
disdain by traditional left-wing intellectuals and modernist artists, who saw 
it as capitulating to popular tastes and succumbing to the “inhumanity” of the 
natural sciences. The modernist critique of science and technology was 
informed by the structure of mutual ignorance and hostility between the “two 
cultures” of the humanities and the natural sciences in the first post-war 
decades described by C.P. Snow (Snow 1959). Avant-garde artists, in contrast, 
were intrigued and fascinated by new media and technology, and for many the 
technological imagination became a mark of the avant-garde spirit of the age. 
But in spite of their democratic aspirations and interest in popular subjects, 
the avant-garde’s own experimental appropriations of lowbrow culture, their 
technological experiments and their attempts to insert art into everyday life 
were rarely more acceptable to the general public than were modernist works 
of art.

 Networked Art

1950–1975 saw the continuation and extension of both institutional and self-
organised networks connecting the Nordic countries to one another and the 
Nordic countries to the world.

The most important art institution in the Nordic countries in this period 
was the Moderna Museet (the Modern Museum) in Stockholm, founded in 
1958. The museum’s visionary director during the first decade, Pontus Hultén, 
who went on to become the first director of the Musée d’Art Moderne, Centre 
Pompidou, in Paris, 1974–1981, was able to steer a course that opened the 
museum to contemporary avant-garde art (for example, American pop art and 
its European counterpart, Nouveau Réalisme, neo-dada or Fluxus), as well as to 
American and Swedish happenings and to an experimental playground (see 
Bang Larsen on Palle Nielsen in Section 6) while showing more classic mod-
ernist art and creating an extended network of contacts to other local and 
international institutions (Obrist 2014). By creating regular membership activi-
ties at the museum, such as concerts, a film club and children’s activities, 
which were quite unusual among Nordic museums at the time, Pontus Hultén 
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was able to attract a large group of friends of the museum who were ready to 
defend it when it came under attack for hosting avant-garde events (see 
Öhrner’s essay in Section 2).

The Moderna Museet was a beacon for all of the Nordic countries in Hultén’s 
period, introducing cutting-edge European and American art to its local neigh-
bours, establishing co-operation and networks and very often sharing its exhi-
bitions with the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam and Scandinavian venues 
such as Kunstnernes Hus (The Artists’ House) in Oslo (see Brandtzæg’s essay in 
Section 2) and the Louisiana Museum of Art in Humlebæk, Denmark.

One of the early collaborative exhibitions to demonstrate the international 
scope of Hultén’s museum was Rörelse i konsten (Art in Motion, 1961), curated 
by Pontus Hultén and the artist Daniel Spoerri from the French Nouveau 
Réalisme group. It opened at the Stedelijk and travelled to the Moderna Museet 
and the Louisiana Museum. Art in Motion aimed to show motion as a revolu-
tionary force in twentieth century art, from futurism to contemporary art. It 
was one of the first attempts to include performances in an exhibition, and it 
brought together European new realism and its American counterpart, pop 
art. Hultén’s very early interest in Duchamp was also apparent (Eriksson 2000): 
for this exhibition he commissioned the Swedish art historian Ulf Linde to 
 create the first exact full-scale replica of Duchamp’s Large Glass, The Bride 
Stripped Bare by her Bachelors, Even (1915–1923) as well as copies of his most 
important ready-mades. These replicas were created in collaboration with the 
Swedish artist Per-Olov Ultvedt, whose sculptural machines in motion were 
part of a year-long dialogue with those of the Swiss artist Jean Tinguely. At the 
exhibition these replicas were signed by Duchamp himself as copies conformes, 
“true copies” (Tomkins 1996: 415). Linde’s replicas as well as his early texts on 
Duchamp (Linde 1960, 1963) were essential to the international reception of the 
artist’s work and played a key role in such major exhibitions as the 1963 Duchamp 
retrospective at the Pasadena Art Museum, and the Centre Pompidou’s open-
ing exhibition in 1977. In Sweden Linde’s 1960 book on contemporary art gave 
rise to a general public discussion in 1962, documented in a volume aptly titled 
Är allting konst? (Is Everything Art?, Hedberg 1963). Linde’s reading of Duchamp 
has been seen as heralding the performative and reception-oriented aesthetics 
of Swedish art and literature in the 1960s (Agrell 1993: 201–206).

In the 1960s it was still quite expensive to cross the Atlantic, so many artists, 
not only from Sweden but also from other Nordic countries, who could not 
afford the trip to New York, and in an age prior to the internet, could only get 
an impression of American art from the rather small, often black-and-white 
illustrations in international art journals, were glad to have the opportunity to 
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see new American art and to watch much-discussed but sparingly screened 
work such as, for instance, Andy Warhol’s films at the Moderna Museet in 
Stockholm.

It should also be noted that the experimental activities and collaborative art-
ists’ networks sustained by the Moderna Museet were not limited to the visual 
arts. The importance of having a significant public institution such as the 
Moderna Museet backing modernist and avant-garde art can hardly be over-
stated. The experimental line of the Moderna Museet opened the doors to other 
public institutions, such as the Swedish public broadcasting company, as well as 
to large private institutions such as Sweden’s largest publishing house, Bonniers. 
The difference that the Moderna Museet made can be illustrated by a compari-
son with the contemporary scene in Denmark: while Swedish concrete poets 
and conceptual prose writers, as well as their journals, were published in posh 
editions by Bonniers, most Danish concrete poets and avant-garde magazines 
were published by small presses, less established publishers or in self-made 
underground editions (see the dossier on little magazines in Section 2). And 
while Öyvind Fahlström was allowed to produce and broadcast highly experi-
mental hour-long sound montages on Swedish radio, Danish artists found it 
very difficult to get access to public media (see Olsson’s essay on Fahlström’s 
sound art and Ørum’s on Danish radio experiments in Section 4). Such national 
differences were, of course, not exclusively related to the influence of the 
Moderna Museet. In Finland young “radical” writers and artists also had rela-
tively easy access to publishing houses and exhibition venues.

As Hiroko Ikegami has recently shown, the Moderna Museet not only had a 
profound effect within the Nordic region but also played a decisive role at an 
international level:

As the first European institution to organize post-war American art exhi-
bitions on its own curatorial initiative, the Moderna Museet played a 
crucial role in the global rise of American art. By circulating the shows to 
other museums […] the Moderna Museet had a significant impact on the 
European art scene as a whole.

And “[w]hile New York needed another locale’s support in order to replace 
Paris as a major center of world art, a marginal city such as Stockholm needed 
to take advantage of its connection with a central force in order to differentiate 
itself from other minor cities. This dynamic thus engendered not a unilateral 
but a reciprocal relationship, in which a major and a minor center of modern 
art complemented one another” (Ikegami 2010: 105).
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The period of Hultén’s “New York connection” undoubtedly constituted the 
Moderna Museet’s moment of fame. When the Moderna Museet took a more 
“national” turn after Hultén, it receded back to the margins of the European art 
world again. Ikegami sees this as evidence of the unequal power balance and 
the shifting relations between centre and periphery: although major and minor 
forces in the global art scene complement one another, the relationship is 
essentially asymmetrical as long as there is only one major centre and numer-
ous minor centres. Whereas the “New York connection” was a necessary condi-
tion for Stockholm to partake of the world art scene, the “Stockholm 
connection” was only one, although an important one, of many relationships 
for New York in the 1960s (Ikegami 2010: 150).

The “official” cross-Atlantic collaboration during the first years of the 1960s 
was lost in the fierce rivalry for supremacy between Paris and New York. 
However, the “unofficial”, self-organised avant-garde networks continued and 
even expanded during the 1960s and 1970s: the situationist network was a lively 
presence in Europe, and its warring fractions were very active in the Nordic 
countries (see Bolt’s essay in Section 3). In 1962 the Fluxus network, initiated 
by expatriate American artists in collaboration with European artists, held its 
second concert in Copenhagen and subsequently expanded all over Europe 
and became a global network. While the artists’ networks of the 1950s and 
early 1960s had mainly concerned European artists and had centred on Paris 
(see, for instance, Vibeke Petersen Gether on Aagaard Andersen in Section 7), 
later networks such as Fluxus, the global concrete poetry network and the later 
conceptual and mail art networks promoted global collaboration among art-
ists. The Fylkingen society, which had co-operated with the Moderna Museet 
on some of the performative events including American artists, continued to 
organise international sound art festivals from 1968 until 1974 (see Hultberg’s 
essay in Section 4).

The 1960s’ and 1970s’ networks as well as Dieter Roth’s extensive correspon-
dence from Iceland, instructing his Paris-based friend Daniel Spoerri and oth-
ers how to create his contributions to European exhibitions (see Jóhannsdóttir’s 
essay on Roth in Section  3), were the start of what Craig J. Saper has called 
“networked art”, an art form “not defined by any medium’s form”, but by using 
“the social situation as a canvas to construct new languages, new poetries, and 
new arts” by turning “networking situations into artworks” (Saper 2001: ix, xii, 
xv). This kind of networked art continues into the period after 1975.

The institutional and the self-organised networks had numerous conflicts, 
but nevertheless should not be seen as simply opposites: the Moderna Museet 
and other Nordic museums drew on the self-organised artists’ networks for their 
exhibitions. And the exhibitions and networks of museums and art dealers 
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also helped establish and sustain self-organised collaborative networks of 
artists.

Just to give a few examples: on their way to Stockholm, members of the 
Nouveau Réalisme group stopped over in Copenhagen to have more low-key 
and unpaid exhibitions at the German artist Arthur Köpcke’s small gallery in 
Copenhagen. Köpcke’s very modest gallery and very extensive network (see 
Fuchs’s essay in Section 3) also paved the way for the 1962 Fluxus concert in 
Copenhagen, which left a long trail of collaborative activities behind it. The 
Fluxus activities in Copenhagen were supported by public grants and/or very 
low-budget private arrangements among the artists themselves. But many 
other network activities in the Nordic countries in fact benefited from the 
funding of the Moderna Museet, since once American visitors were in 
Stockholm, it was inexpensive to have them circulate to Helsinki, Oslo or 
Copenhagen, as was the case, for instance, when the American artist Ken 
Dewey performed his street happenings in Finland in 1963 and 1964 (see 
Hottinen’s essay in Section 5).

 1950–1975: Two Lines of Development

After 1945 the post-war avant-gardes invoked various pre-war sources: the geo-
metrical abstraction of suprematism, constructivism, de Stijl and Bauhaus, but 
also expressionism, dada and surrealism. In the first decades after World War ii 
the expressive and subjective currents of abstract expressionism and tachism 
predominated (Weibel 2011: 43) – as represented in a Nordic context by, for 
instance, Asger Jorn and the Nordic branch of the situationists. But the con-
structivist legacy was still alive, partly as continued by, for instance, the Swedish 
artist Olle Bærtling (1911–1981) and Danish artists such as Albert Mertz (1920–
1990), Gunnar Aagaard Andersen (1919–1982), Paul Gadegaard (1920–1996) and 
others who had participated in the pre-war movements (see Vibeke Petersen 
Gether’s and Jens Tang Kristensen’s essays in Section  7), and partly as “re-
invented” by the Danish painter Paul Gernes (1925–1996) and his Experimental 
School of Art in Copenhagen, started in 1961 in collaboration with Troels 
Andersen, who was the first Western art historian to gain access to Russian 
constructivist art, hidden away in the first post-war decades from/by the Soviet 
authorities. Andersen taught Russian constructivism and revolutionary art to 
the young Danish artists and translated the hitherto unknown writings of 
Malevich and had them published in both English and Danish (Malevich 1963, 
1968). So there was a direct transmission from the Russian pre-war avant-garde 
to a central group in Denmark in the post-war period.
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An echo of the divide between expressionist and constructivist avant-garde 
tendencies can be heard in the Norwegian composer Arne Nordheim’s com-
ment that after the dominance of “Darmstadt and the German position” in the 
1950s it was a relief to hear new Polish music (such as György Ligeti, Krzysztof 
Penderecki and Witold Lutoslawski) that had a more expressive and emotional 
character (Bergsland 2011: 231–232).

 The Spontaneous and Expressive Tradition

The expressive and subjective aesthetic embraced by Asger Jorn (1914–1973) 
was somewhat different from the American abstract expressionism (and pop 
art) that Jorn saw as colonised by a power elite during the Cold War (Jorn 1964). 
In spite of his personal individualism, Jorn spoke out for a collective revolu-
tionary art that could promote a new social and creative spirit, as can be seen 
in the avant-garde groups that he helped found: the spontaneous-abstract 
group of Danish painters in the 1940s, the international Cobra group of 1948–
1951 and the International Situationists of 1957. All of these groups practised 
collective work. The Cobra group was a short-lived collaborative venture based 
on the wish to re-establish connections after the war and on the belief that 
artistic creativity could influence society. It included the Belgian poets 
Christian Dotremont (see Veivo’s essay in Section 3) and Joseph Noiret as well 
as the Dutch painters Karel Appel, Constant and Corneille and the Icelandic 
painter Svavar Guðnarson (Jorn’s work is discussed in more detail in The 
Cultural History of the Avant-Garde in the Nordic Countries 1925–1950).

Even after his international breakthrough as a painter in the late 1950s, Jorn 
continued his iconoclastic activities, and in 1964 he refused the Guggenheim 
Prize (Andersen 2011: 79). Against the highbrow atmosphere of the 1950s he 
defended popular culture and everyday banalities, which he also incorporated 
into his own art and texts, while striving to collect and preserve a heritage of 
old Nordic folk art in his Scandinavian Institute of Comparative Vandalism 
(Henriksen 2014, Kurczynski 2014). Like most of his generation of left-wing 
 artists and intellectuals, he worried that commercial mass culture, as opposed 
to genuine folk culture, would induce conformism and apathy in the people 
(Brøns 2014).

The critique of modern consumer society led Jorn to join forces with the 
French Lettrist International (Guy Debord and Michèle Bernstein) and the 
British London Psychogeographical Committee (Ralph Rumney) in the Situa-
tionist International in 1957. Later members were the German Gruppe Spur, 
the Dutch artist Jacqueline de Jong and Jorn’s brother the poet and painter 
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Jørgen Nash. It was typically due to Jorn’s recommendation that the Japanese 
artist Yoshio Nakajima joined the situationist network in Sweden after having 
been expelled from Belgium because of his involvement in oppositional activi-
ties in the Provo movement (Niek Pas 2003). In Sweden he helped establish 
contact with several other European and Japanese artists, some of whom later 
settled in Sweden. The goal of the situationist movement was to practice an 
artistic and theoretical critique of the modern society of consumption and 
spectacle, setting up playful “situations” in order to transform people’s every-
day life from the passive role of spectator to an active and creative way of life, 
thus liberating art from its commercial role in bourgeois society and turning 
it  into a free, expressive and collective practice. Jorn served as a mediator 
between the Scandinavian branch, which emphasised the value of free artistic 
expression, and the French branch, led by Guy Debord, which focused on 
political and theoretical issues and increasingly doubted the subversive potential 
of art. Jorn and Debord collaborated on two artists’ books (Fin de Copenhague 
1957 and Mémoires 1959 (Müller-Wille 2014, Brøns 2013, Kurczynski 2014)), and 
Jorn contributed to the journals of the movement as well as to situationist 
theory developed in books of his own. Jorn withdrew from the situationist 
movement in 1961, although he continued to fund its activities, while Debord 
continued to expel members, including Gruppe Spur and Jørgen Nash, and to 
focus on political theory (see Bolt’s essays). Debord’s situationists were active 
during the May ’68 uprising in Paris, and Jorn also contributed posters support-
ing the students in the name of freedom and creativity (Brøns and Aagesen 
2014). 1968 was also the year when Jorn carried out his large decoration in the 
Archive of the Revolution in Cuba (Andersen 2011; see Graff ’s essay in Section 5).

 Two Post-War Bauhauses

A crucial role in the European revival of the rational and constructivist lineage 
in art was played by the Swiss artist and designer Max Bill, who became the 
founding director of the Hochschule für Gestaltung Ulm (Ulm School of 
Design), opened provisionally in 1953 and officially in 1955. The Ulm School of 
Design continued and expanded the programme of the Dessau Bauhaus with a 
view to designing every aspect of the “technological and industrial age” – from 
everyday objects and architecture to newspapers, typeface and advertising – 
and thus to help create the basis for “the spiritual mentality” of post-war 
Europe (Weibel 2011: 44). Apart from artists and designers, the Ulm School of 
Design attracted teachers such as the French philosopher Abraham A. Moles 
and the German philosopher and writer Max Bense, who were both highly 
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influential in Europe and provided the theoretical background behind much 
concrete poetry, electronic and intermedia art. Max Bill had an enormous net-
work, stretching from Brazilian concrete poets and painters (Correa 2000) to 
the German artist Dieter Roth (living in Iceland 1957–1965; see Jóhannsdóttir’s 
essay in Section 3) and the Romanian-French artist Daniel Spoerri, who was in 
close collaboration with both Dieter Roth in Iceland and the German artist 
Arthur Köpcke, living in Copenhagen.

An illustrative example of the difference between the constructivist and 
the spontaneous lines of development in the period 1950–1975 is Asger Jorn’s 
disagreement with Max Bill about the revival of the Bauhaus school. Jorn vio-
lently opposed the idea of “reviving the Bauhaus where Klee and Kandinsky 
taught” without including painting, thus depriving it of “the power of imagina-
tion, fantasy, signs, symbols” and limiting teaching to “mere technical instruc-
tion” (Jorn 1953, quoted in Brøns and Aagesen 2014). Following a heated 
exchange of letters between Jorn and Bill about the inclusion of painting, 
Jorn decided to establish his own Mouvement Internationale pour un Bauhaus 
Imaginiste (1953–1957) and developed his own “counter-functionalist” theory 
outlined in Pour la forme (1958; Pezolet 2012; Brøns 2014). Jorn was opposed to 
the basic principles of international modernism in architecture, because he 
felt its functionalism ignored the artistic dimensions of architecture and the 
basic “irrational human need of expression” (Jorn 1958, Andersen 2011: 9–13, 
Kurczynski 2014, Brøns and Aagesen 2014: 30, Stojanovic 2007).

Jorn’s ideas of art as the manifestation of the basic playfulness and expres-
sivity of human nature, of Homo Ludens – the title of the 1938 book by the 
Dutch cultural historian Johan Huizinga, who was an important inspiration 
for  the Cobra group and especially Constant’s New Babylon project – were 
taken over by his brother Jørgen Nash, who formed the Second Situationist 
International, also called the Bauhaus Situationiste, established in Stockholm 
in 1962. The Stockholm manifesto explicitly proclaimed the new movement as 
based on the voluntary co-operation of self-regulating groups – in opposition 
to the hierarchical organisation of the situationist movement ruled by Debord. 
The groups included the German Gruppe Spur, who took refuge in Nash’s artist 
commune Drakabygget (Dragon’s Lair) in southern Sweden while being pros-
ecuted in Germany for blasphemy and immorality, and later the Ubbeboda Art 
Centre, another artists’ commune run by the Japanese artist Yoshio Nakajima, 
the Danish artist Mette Aarre and others from 1974 until 1979. The loosely asso-
ciated group of the Bauhaus Situationiste organised a series of film festivals, 
published journals and created a very fertile artists’ centre with many interna-
tional visitors at Drakabygget. They also organised a number of street actions 
during the 1960s, called Co-Ritus in order to stress both the ritual element of art 
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and the active involvement of the audience in urban festivities and creative 
guerrilla activities. A number of these provocative actions resulted in police 
intervention and plenty of press attention (Thorsen 1991, Fuchs 1990; see Bolt’s 
essay in Section 6). Nash and Thorsen’s shared version of expressive art tended 
towards the romantic-anarchic-nostalgic concept of the avant-garde as a group 
of anti-bourgeois bohemians living a life of free sex, drink/drugs and creative 
self-expression (for the relation between the avant-garde and the concept of 
the bohemian see Seigel 1987 and Cottington 2013). They represented what Luc 
Boltanski and Eve Chiapello term the “artistic critique” of capitalism, rooted in 
the invention of a bohemian lifestyle. This critique foregrounds the loss of 
meaning and the loss of “the sense of what is beautiful and valuable, which 
derives from standardization and generalised commodification, affecting not 
only everyday objects but also artworks” and human beings. To the capitalist 
regimentation and domination of human beings it “counterposes the freedom 
of the artist, their rejection of any contamination of aesthetics by ethics, their 
refusal of any form of subjection in time and space, and, in its extreme form, 
any kind of work” (Boltanski and Chiapello 2007: 38). This kind of bohemian 
lifestyle was also cultivated by many Finnish artists of the 1960s (see Veivo’s 
essay in Section 7).

The spontaneous-expressionist and the constructivist groups of artists in 
this period regarded each other with considerable hostility, and shared festi-
vals, exhibitions or publications were rare, especially after the mid-1960s.

 The Constructivist Line

In the 1960s the artists and theorists of, for instance, the Experimental School 
of Art in Copenhagen as well as other Nordic groups in the “constructivist” line 
sought to establish a position that was distinct from abstract expressionism 
and tachism. Like the pre-war objectivists and constructivists, their ideal was a 
demystified art in which the irrational, unrepeatable creative act associated 
with the idea of genius would be superseded and replaced by a methodically 
planned artistic practice that was to some extent similar to experimental pro-
cedures in science. Many saw their artistic work as “research”, thereby indicat-
ing not just a working method, but rather a complete reorganisation of artistic 
practice with respect to the market and the public. The passionately wielded 
brush was banned from the studio in favour of more “programmed painting”, 
and ordinary materials such as paper, metal and plastics as well as everyday 
objects were turned into sculpture or collages or used in performative actions. 
The overawed, passive beholder was to be replaced by the active “participant”. 
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All traces of art’s sacral and aristocratic past were to be erased. Many artists 
also embraced the idea of the multiple, as it represented one possible strategy 
for circumventing the elite-oriented art market and distributing inexpensive 
art works to a wider public. Industrial production was, however, mostly too 
expensive for artists in the Nordic countries (for parallels with other European 
constructivist movements see Rosen 2011: 9–14).

As early as 1944 Max Bill defined concrete art as works of art that come into 
being “on the basis of their inherent resources and rules”, without “external 
borrowing” (of, for instance, natural forms) and without abstraction, since 
their form is not derived from reality, but “created mentally” (Bill 1944) – thus 
anticipating not only the rule- and chance-governed art of the 1960s but also 
the conceptual art of the late 1960s and 1970s. To Bill art could “communicate 
thinking in such a way that a thought is directly perceptible information” (Bill 
1949). As Peter Weibel notes, Bill thus provided the preliminary conceptuali-
sation for the computer to arrive in the arts, namely “information” (Weibel 
2011: 44).

The American mathematician Claude E. Shannon had introduced the con-
cept of information as early as 1948, in the context of telecommunication, in 
his famous essay “A Mathematical Theory of Communication” (Shannon 
1948). Shannon’s co-author and editor of the 1949 book The Mathematical 
Theory of Communication, Warren Weaver, gave examples of applications of 
the theory in the field of literature, showing that statistical and stochastic 
methods could be used to generate texts mechanically, and pointing also to 
the work of the Russian mathematician Andrey Markov, whose chains and 
algorithms had as early as in 1906 provided stochastic methods for the analy-
sis of literary works (Weibel 2011: 44). Markov chains were explicitly used for 
generating texts by, for instance, the Danish artist Stig Brøgger in the late 1960s 
(Ørum 2009, see Andersson’s essay on works published by Hodell’s small press 
in Section 2).

The work of Shannon and Weaver was read quite widely in Nordic avant-
garde circles in the 1960s (see, for instance, the articles on information aesthet-
ics, computer poetry etc. in the very influential collection of essays ‘Nielsen’ og 
den hvide verden (“Nielsen” and the White World, 1967) by the Danish writer 
and critic Hans-Jørgen Nielsen, and the introductions to similar subjects in the 
little magazine ta’ (see Hvid Kromann’s essay on ta’ in Section 2)), and stochas-
tic methods of generating texts were applied in several Swedish and Danish 
literary works in the 1960s, both as metaphors of technological imagination 
and as creative techniques, mostly without the use of computers (Ingvarsson 
2003; Olsson 2005; Ørum 2005; see Ingvarsson’s essay on experimental prose 
and Ørum’s on concrete poetry in Section 4).
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Bense and Moles adapted systems of description found in the information 
theory of Claude E. Shannon and the cybernetics of Norbert Wiener for the 
field of literature, music and fine arts. In their view the process of creation and 
reception of a work of art was a special case of communication, and the ideals 
of precision, unambiguousness, objectivity and inter-subjectivity associated 
with the natural sciences were equally valid for artistic production and analy-
sis (Rosen 2011: 31). The decisive coupling of technical information theory and 
aesthetics was the work of Max Bense (1910–1990). His idea of using informa-
tion theory to explain aesthetic phenomena in literature and the fine arts was 
received with interest all over Europe, including Denmark and Sweden. He 
also introduced terms such as “programming” into art production.

As Peter Weibel notes (Weibel 2011: 46), many constructivist art works were 
“programmed”, whether by a conceptual method of generating patterns or 
by the construction of a machine, which sometimes offered the viewer possi-
bilities of interaction. Examples range from the “machines” produced by the 
Swedish artist Per-Olov Ultvedt in dialogue with those of the Swiss artist Jean 
Tinguely between 1955 and 1966 (Erikson 1988, T. Andersen 1985 and 1995), to 
the large-scale co-operative Art and Technology projects of Billy Klüver (see 
Olsson’s essay on E. A .T. and Klüver in Section 4), to Inger Christensen’s poetry 
constructed according to the Fibonacci sequence (see Andersen Nexø’s essay 
in Section 1), and the more primitive text-generating machines by the Danish 
concrete poets Vagn Steen (Ørum 2009) and Johannes L. Madsen (Bukdahl 
2003). In this context the term “programme” was not understood in the sense 
of programming a computer. But even when an artist used the term intuitively, 
he spoke of systematic experiments in search of structure, or controllable ele-
ments that behave according to a predictable programme. This included the 
idea of the variable, which introduced surprise into the deterministic idea of 
the programme. The elements of an art work were seen as parts of a whole, 
a  system, whose order was subject either to a predefined programme or to 
chance. One example is the serial stripe paintings by the Danish artist Paul 
Gernes (Ørum 2009, Andersen 1966). Other examples can be found in the per-
formative poetry of Åke Hodell, the musical scores of Fluxus composers and 
the systemic music by the Danish composer Pelle Gudmundsen-Holmgreen 
composed in response to computer-programmed concrete poetry by Hans-
Jørgen Nielsen. The movable elements in paintings by Fahlström (see Olsson’s 
essay in Section  1) and the sculptural passages constructed by Peter-Louis 
Jensen (see Buhl Andersen’s essay in Section 6) are further examples. Such pro-
grammed art “thereby realised both moments of control and freedom, namely 
randomness”, thus enabling the participation of the viewer “who would at the 
same moment fulfil the plan of the artist and serve as an element of chance” 
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(Weibel 2011: 46; see also Bense 1960, Programmierung des Schönen, and 
Umberto Eco 1962, arte programmata).

Although by the 1960s the computer had already begun to impact science, 
engineering and architecture, by means of data visualisation and computer-
aided design, it had not yet become a visual technology that perceptibly influ-
enced the life of society beyond the walls of computer centres. It remained an 
invisible means for mathematical calculation, administration and the control 
of automated industrial processes (Rosen 2011: 39). Micro-computers were 
introduced in the us in the mid-1960s, but they remained unaffordable for 
 private households and artists’ studios. Access to this technology was also 
made much more complicated by the fact that even the simplest applications 
presupposed specialist knowledge which was difficult to acquire under con-
temporary conditions (Rosen 2011: 9). Thus few works that could be called 
computer-programmed were produced by artists and writers in this period, 
although many artists were fascinated with the new technological prospects 
and turned them into various kinds of technological imagination (Ingvarsson 
2003, Ørum 2005, Olsson 2005).

Real computer programming went on especially in music, as personal 
music- and image-making computers were invented by Erkki Kurenniemi (see 
Tiekso’s essay in Section 4), and in the advanced electronic music studios in 
Helsinki (see Ojanen and Lassfolk in Section 4) and Stockholm (see Groth in 
Section 2).

The opposition between the constructivist and the expressive movements 
in the post-war period echoes in the distinction made by Hans-Jørgen Nielsen 
between Swedish and Danish concrete poetry in 1966. While he associated 
Danish concrete poetry with the “cool and rational constructivism” of Brazilian 
and German concrete poetry, Nielsen described Swedish concrete poetry as 
related to Pierre Schaeffer’s musique concrete, futurist and dadaist traditions, 
John Cage’s chance music, pop art etc. and hence characterised by “subjective” 
concepts of form, an expressive informalism that Nielsen saw as inherently 
conventional (Nielsen 2006: 56). The more expressive “open form” found in 
Swedish concrete poetry made for a more varied, and far more widely read, 
poetry, while Danish concrete poetry remained a minority genre. And perhaps 
because of the more personal tone of Swedish concrete and so-called “new 
simplicity” poetry, it was easier for Swedish (as well as Norwegian and Finnish) 
poets to turn to political agitation when the political radicalisation of the late 
1960s abruptly put a stop to formal experimentation – whereas hardcore 
Danish minimalists and constructivists found it hard to reconcile experimen-
tal and political writing and to adopt the more traditional role of the poet as 
agitator and provider of political messages.
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 Living in a New Technological and Media World

The most popular media theorist of the period, Marshall McLuhan, contrib-
uted to communications theory by focusing on the way in which media affect 
our sense of time and space. Contrary to the Shannon-Weaver model of com-
munication devised in the late 1940s for application to information theory and 
machines, McLuhan’s interpretation was that in communication there is no 
transportation of information (content) from a source to a target, but a trans-
formation of the source and target simultaneously (de Kerckhove, quoted in 
Cavell 2002: 5). McLuhan particularly objected to the exclusion of “noise” by 
the Shannon-Weaver model and instead argued that “What they call ‘NOISE’,  
I call the medium – that is, all the side-effects, all the unintended patterns and 
changes” (quoted in Cavell 2002: 5). In this way McLuhan sought to enlarge 
communication models to embrace the contexts of communication and to 
address larger socio-political and cultural questions than content-focused 
communications theories (Cavell 2002: 6). His rejection of static conceptions 
of time and space in favour of non-linear, dynamic and dialogic notions of 
“verbivocovisual” space-time and his critical position as one of immersion 
within the phenomena he analysed (Cavell 2002: 225) were immediately recog-
nisable to the avant-garde artists of the 1960s.

Concrete poets working on the materiality and spatialisation of language, 
minimalist artists including the exhibition space and the viewer´s movements 
in sculptural environments or installations, composers aiming to make the 
structure of music audible or to turn everyday sounds into music, and concep-
tual artists working across media all recognised McLuhan’s ideas of the impor-
tance of the form of transmission and his notion of media as “extensions of 
man”, whether in the sense of bodily prostheses, such as the new portable cam-
eras or tape-recorders, or in the sense of electronic media spanning the globe 
like a giant nervous system. And McLuhan’s almost apocalyptic vision of the 
end of the “Gutenberg Galaxy” of linear writing and the beginning of a new 
technological era of simultaneity, instant communication and integration of 
the senses in a Global Village created a dramatic context for the artistic experi-
mentation and the social changes of the period.

McLuhan himself was a literary scholar and continued to draw his examples 
from the arts. In his most famous book, Understanding Media (1964), he pointed 
to the artist as “the man in any field, scientific or humanistic, who grasps the 
implications of his actions and of new knowledge in his own time” (McLuhan 
2003: 72) and described how “the artist now tends to move from the ivory tower 
to the control tower of society” since, just as higher education is no longer a 
luxury but “a stark need of production and operational design in the electric 
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age, so the artist is indispensable in the shaping and analysis of understanding 
of life forms, and structures created by electric technology” (McLuhan 2003 
(1964): 71).

1950–1975 was the period when new technologies began to permeate daily 
life. Even though the Global Village predicted by McLuhan was not yet a reality 
at this time, the introduction of nationwide television, the growing number 
of private cars, access to cheap cameras, record players, portable radios and 
household machines changed the texture of everyday life. Hitherto remote and 
rural areas of the Nordic countries became connected to regional and national 
urban centres and were gradually transformed as more and more young people 
migrated to the national, and increasingly also international, centres for higher 
education and jobs, local dialects began to disappear and people were exposed 
to avant-garde art and international culture on television and in the cultural 
institutions and self-organised spaces of the Nordic centres (see Ingólfsson’s 
essay in Section 3, Ørum’s and Brandtzæg’s essays in Section 2). The American 
military intervention from 1962 in the Vietnam War (1957–1975) became the 
first televised war, watched by people in their living rooms all over the globe, 
and the atrocities of the war created worldwide protest movements that 
became increasingly radicalised in the Nordic countries as the American mili-
tary activities continued and expanded by the end of the 1960s.

The difference between the expressionist and the constructivist tendencies 
in the 1960s was not just a question of aesthetics, or of the concept of art and 
its production and distribution. The discussions of art, technology and cultural 
democracy were intimately related to a pervasive sense of changing human 
relations and new conceptions of human subjectivity. In the documents from 
the 1960s and 1970s the sense of change is almost invariably connected to the 
rapid technological and media development experienced by a growing num-
ber of people.

In the first part of the 1960s automation and rapid technological develop-
ment in general were assumed to lead to a “leisure society” in which most 
people would have more time on their hands to indulge in leisure pursuits, 
cultural interests and personal development, and it was feared that young 
people, especially, might not be able to handle free time but would instead get 
into rock’n’ roll, having sexual relations before marriage, drug abuse and other 
unhealthy pastimes. Several issues of the art journal Louisiana Revy issued by 
the Louisiana Museum (from no. 1, 1963) were concerned with the promises 
and dangers of the leisure society and the role of art, architecture and urban 
planning in this context.

The new media were widely felt to narrow the gap between “high” art and 
“low” commercial culture and to encourage social mobility and implication in 
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a more mixed cultural context. In 1967 the first issue of the Danish avant-garde 
magazine ta’ pronounced the distinction between high and low culture “unre-
alistic” and irrelevant, and the lead article by Hans-Jørgen Nielsen argued that 
in contemporary society notions of an essential core identity should be 
replaced by attituderelativisme (relativism of attitudes), a more processual or 
performative concept of identity attuned to the changing contexts of the mod-
ern world, thus anticipating today’s conceptions of subjectivity in process. The 
cultural establishment of the 1960s was scandalised, and newspapers and jour-
nals diagnosed attituderelativisme as a form of schizophrenia or superficial 
consumer conduct, but to the young generation of artists and intellectuals it 
was a relief to see identity not as a single essence but as a more mobile “spec-
trum of roles” and thus feel free to like concrete poetry or avant-garde art with-
out having to give up dancing to pop music or reading comic strips or attending 
political protest meetings.

The changing concepts of subjectivity are evident in most avant-garde lit-
erature of the period – for instance, in novels by Torsten Ekbom, Svend Åge 
Madsen and Hans-Jørgen Nielsen or poetry by Åke Hodell, Kirsten Thorup and 
Jan-Erik Vold – full of composite literary characters pieced together out of 
technological prostheses, characters switching between male and female pro-
nouns, collage figures involved in game structures or science fiction settings 
(see Ingvarsson’s essays in Section  4). This sense of a more dispersed and 
mobile identity is also behind the critique of the traditional role of the artist 
and the cult of the genius. And from there it was only a short step to the desta-
bilisation of traditional gender roles, anticipated in the art works and perfor-
mances of the 1960s as well as in the unisex clothing styles of the youth culture, 
but fully present socially with the breakthrough of the new feminist move-
ment around 1970.

 Performative Art, Youth Culture and Prefigurative Politics

The expansion of higher education, which moved young people from rural 
districts to the urban centres, easy access to temporary and part-time jobs, 
the gradual sexual liberation and the permissive society which developed in 
the Nordic countries during the second half of the 1960s brought a new youth 
culture into being. Here, as elsewhere, a booming market in fashion and music 
and other goods aimed at teenagers came into existence. Along with greater 
independence from the older generation, the commercial targeting and the 
increased symbolic visibility brought about a heightened self-assurance among 
the young generation. Countercultural movements criticised the  economic 
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exploitation of young people and the rapid commodification of the symbols 
of youth culture. And the youth culture was gradually radicalised during the 
second half of the 1960s and turned into a youth rebellion and a student 
revolt, followed by the new feminist movement. This new youth culture was 
very much a collectivist and performative culture that created communes in 
run-down urban centres or in rural areas and convened in public spaces for 
park dancing, music festivals or political protests. 1950–1975 marked a perfor-
mative turn in Western culture generally, including the arts. The art historian 
Michael Fried famously described minimal art as theatrical in his 1967 essay 
“Art and Objecthood”, because it is not, like the modernist work of art, a self-
contained aesthetic whole but a mere object “in a situation” that “by defini-
tion, includes the beholder” – and thus blurs the borderline between art and 
non-art (Fried 1995: 124–125). Fried saw this as a negative development, but it 
was the first step in an attempt to move art out of its institutional enclave 
into a social space where artists and their work could join the social and 
political movements of the time. This performative turn was characteristic of 
the 1960s in Europe as well as the us. Symbolic actions in public spaces 
became the hallmark of new political movements and youth cultures as well 
as of new art genres such as happenings and new venues such as festivals, 
political demonstrations and the many fusional forms of art, politics and 
media performance in, for instance, the Dutch Provo movement and the situ-
ationist movement.

The art critic Thomas Crow starts his description of The Rise of the Sixties 
(Crow 1996) with the critique of the Jackson Pollock-style heroic model of the 
artist expressed by the American painters Jasper Johns and Burgess Collins 
(Jess) and the Danish painter Asger Jorn: both Jess and Jorn “saw the familiar 
role of the visionary artist as one more support for a complacent, self- 
congratulatory high culture and, by extension, stultifying social conformity 
sweetened by consumer dreams”. While Jess “inwardly raged against” Californian 
suburbia, “Jorn had joined forces with a trans-European political avant-garde, 
the self-proclaimed Situationist International, which sought to turn a future 
revolutionary politics toward contesting the ways in which potentially active 
citizens are reduced to the status of passive onlookers.” Crow suggests that 
“Jorn’s subordination of the art of the studio to a collective project of cultural 
agitation had immediate echoes on the other side of the Atlantic”, as “New York 
artists, writers, dancers and musicians” all “poured their energies into hybrid 
events, dubbed Happenings, where the play of chance and group improvisation 
took over from the authority of any single artistic intention. Begun for the sake 
of an aesthetic liberation, that activity too found its way to an overt connection 
with politics” (Crow 1996: 9–11).
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As the civil rights movement in the us and the Campaign for Nuclear 
Disarmament in Europe grew into the European and American student move-
ments of the 1960s and into the broadly based protests against the war in 
South-East Asia, it “moved social radicalism away from the terrain of industry 
and mass parties towards the realm of conscience, symbolic expression, and 
spontaneous organisation from below. The dissenting experiments of artists 
thus found an energizing congruence with the most exciting and successful 
forms of dissenting politics.” And in this context, “every decision that an artist 
might make was henceforth open to question on principles that might as read-
ily be ethical, political, or bearing on fundamental questions of honesty and 
falsehood in representation” (Crow 1996: 11). This was certainly true of the 
Nordic avant-garde circles, in which artistic choices were hotly debated in 
terms of their contribution to creating new collective standards of art, new 
social spaces and, ultimately, a new society.

Collective action became the favoured mode of the 1960s in political 
movements, communes and art, and the borderlines between art, politics 
and social life became increasingly indistinct in the period between 1967 and 
the early 1970s (see Veivo’s, Hjartarson’s and Ørum’s essays in Section 7), as 
former avant-garde artists and concrete poets formed popular political 
music bands in Sweden (see Arvidsson’s essay in Section 7) and turned art 
exhibitions into utopian playgrounds, collective parties or gardens for old 
people (see Bang Larsen’s essays in Section  6). Subversive and disruptive 
activities, anti-capitalist demonstrations as well as utopian attempts prolif-
erated. The Norwegian artist Kjartan Slettemark travelled the world with 
a  passport showing a copy of the us president Richard Nixon instead of 
his  own face (see Mortensen’s essay in Section  5). The Danish artist Bjørn 
Nørgaard performed a ritual slaughter of a horse to protest against the 
human slaughter in South-East Asia (Ørum 2009). The Icelandic artist Róska 
joined Italian political activists and incorporated their activities in art proj-
ects in Iceland (see Hjartarson’s essay in Section  7). The Ex-School in 
Denmark sketched utopian communities, close in spirit to the large utopian 
summer camp arranged by a group of political activists in northern Jutland 
in 1970, and meant to prepare for larger social changes. And a former military 
quarters in Copenhagen, Christiania, was taken over by squatters adopting 
performative and artistic strategies and transformed into a self-organised 
utopian town (see Woltmann’s essay in Section 6). Many Finnish writers and 
artists joined underground activities such as rock bands, journals and sub-
versive performance groups, and some went into politics, either as activists 
in small left-wing groups or as professional politicians at government level 
(see Veivo’s essay in Section 7).
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In terms of political theory this avant-garde practice is very close to a con-
cept often used to describe the politics of the 1960s – the concept of “prefigura-
tive politics”. This is defined as creating and sustaining within the live practice 
of the movement, relationships and political forms that “prefigure” and 
embody the desired society (Breines 1989: 6). The historian Wini Breines used 
this term to describe the democratic movements of the 1960s, whose internal 
organisation represented a new model that broke away from the hierarchical 
and representative structure of the Old Left. The grassroots groups of the New 
Left were organised in a horizontal structure, and decisions on the political 
line were reached communally through the participation of every member of 
the group. According to Breines, the critical potential of prefigurative politics 
is to be found not in its political results but rather in the long-term effects of 
the experience of direct democracy, which testifies to the possibility of other 
kinds of society and thus function as a democratic imperative for the future 
(Aarhus 2014).

For a few years it seemed as if avant-garde art and broader youth culture 
might fuse into one huge wave, as the shared, music-borne youth culture gradu-
ally developed into a youth revolt combining new communal lifestyles with rising 
opposition to the Vietnam War, anti-capitalist social critique and demands for 
direct democracy. From 1967 to the mid-1970s the currents of opposition and 
self-organisation seemed to merge and gain enough force to sweep away the old 
society and transform the world into a new and better place.

Although women took an active part in both the art world and the youth 
culture and student revolt, men continued to dominate the scene. The male 
dominance is clearly visible, for instance, in the early posters advertising the 
Experimental School of Art, featuring pornographic images of women. And 
even when men and women co-operated, credit often went to the male artist 
while the woman was seen as a mere performer, as was the case with the 
Danish artist couple Bjørn Nørgaard and Lene Adler Petersen (see Gade’s essay 
in Section 1). So it was no surprise that the women related to the Ex-School 
group were among the first to form a feminist consciousness-raising group 
when the Women’s Liberation movement reached Denmark. Women in avant-
garde circles in Sweden were quick to join the feminist movement as well. With 
the support of the women’s movement female artists began to join forces and 
arrange collective exhibitions, publish journals and music and step forward 
with greater confidence as individual artists as well.

Even though the communities of male artists were not ready to include 
women artists, many of the conceptual, performative and collective strategies 
of art they had developed during the 1960s actually opened the door to women. 
One example is the artist John Davidsen, who was not a feminist by personal 
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persuasion, but whose first solo exhibition in Copenhagen in January 1966 
showed the male artist as no longer the active master whose gaze dominates 
the passive female model but as a body that has taken on the female pose and 
thus signals less stereotyped gender positions (see Ørum’s essay in Section 7).

Such strategies were seized and adopted by, for instance, the women artists 
who staged the first feminist exhibition in Denmark in the spring of 1970, 
 coinciding with the first marches of the new feminist movement through 
Copenhagen (see Anderberg’s essay in Section 1).

The avant-garde activities had to a large extent prefigured the political cri-
tique and utopias of the late 1960s and early 1970s, but the playful, experimen-
tal and open premises shared by avant-garde art and youth culture were lost in 
the angry late ’70s. By 1975 the great wave of experimental art and politics was 
largely over in the Nordic countries. As political problems appeared increas-
ingly urgent – from the protest against the seemingly endless wars in South-
East Asia to the critique of capitalism and the attempts to back workers in the 
many wildcat strikes of the time or to build a united front of workers, students 
and artists to change the institutions of society and the conditions of everyday 
life – many felt that avant-garde art was irrelevant. The fusion of art and poli-
tics that had developed during the second half of the 1960s dissolved into its 
separate components during the second half of the 1970s, as some artists pur-
sued a more mainstream career in the arts, some gave up art entirely to become 
political activists or propagandists, and some tried to fit avant-garde or activist 
elements into their jobs as teachers, journalists, musicians, film-makers or 
urban and landscape planners.

The 1980s saw a return to order, as new generations of artists turned away 
from the increasingly dogmatic political movements of the late 1970s and 
returned to mainstream art forms and to commercial venues and individual 
careers. But the 1980s also saw the punk movement and other experimental 
modes relying on other strands of the avant-garde tradition than those 
adopted by the 1960s’ avant-garde. From the 1990s and into the next century 
renewed interest in the legacies of the avant-garde tradition was notice-
able, spurred on by better access to avant-garde archives, fresh academic 
studies and institutional support of controversial or interactive art, such 
as  the relational or post-productive art proclaimed by Nicolas Bourriaud 
(Bourriaud 1998 and 2001), seeking to introduce micro-utopian art strate-
gies, crossovers between popular media and art and between art and social 
activism. This has resulted in numerous re-enactments of historical avant-
garde art as well as new departures into the avant-garde potentials of new 
technologies, new social situations and interventions in institutional and 
public spaces.
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The history of avant-garde currents in the Nordic countries can thus be 
described as a tradition of ruptures and rediscoveries, moving at an uneven 
pace as each generation breaks away from its predecessors while each period 
rediscovers submerged avant-garde forebears. The neo-avant-garde of the 
post-war period, which was met with sceptical views of the death of the avant-
garde or criticised for its anachronistic repetition of obsolete gestures of radi-
calism in an age of consumer capitalism, has been rediscovered by artists and 
scholars during the 1990s and the first decades of the twenty-first century. 
Today the post-war avant-garde movements are seen as authentic and even 
treated with some nostalgia, while recent attempts to pick up and renew 
avant-garde strategies are criticised as inauthentic and repetitive. These criti-
cisms and new departures of the last quarter of the twentieth century will be 
the subject of the fourth volume of The Cultural History of the Avant-Garde in 
the Nordic Countries.

I am grateful to Benedikt Hjartarson, Henrik Kaare Nielsen, Jesper Olsson 
and Harri Veivo for their very useful comments that helped improve this intro-
duction. Any mistakes and oversights are entirely my responsibility.
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