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A triangle, a rectangle, a circle—geometry softly dripping down
from a beige canvas. A liver, a hand, a stomach—beautiful
visceral masses that have their own nervous systems.
Ragna Bley (b. 1986, Uppsala, Sweden) lives and works in Oslo. Bley gained her
BFA at The Oslo Academy of Fine Arts in 2011 and her MA in Painting from Royal
College of Art, London in 2015. Selected exhibitions: Hester, New York (2016),
Galleri Brandstrup, Oslo (2016); Bosse & Baum, London (2015); Royal College of
Art, London (2015); 1857, Oslo (2015); North Norwegian Artist Association, Svolvær,
Norway (2014); Taiga Art Space, St. Petersburg, Russia (2014); Kunsternes Hus,
Oslo (2014); Diane Kruse Gallery, Hamburg (2014). Upcoming solo exhibition at
Kunsthall Oslo, Oslo (2017).

Ragna Bley—An Idiosyncratic Abecedary
Inter-waver, Robber’s robber, Two chord wake—the actual titles of
three large acrylic paintings by the Swedish artist Ragna Bley,
which were the starting point for this abecedarian conversation.
Bley’s consistency in playing with the materiality of things and
with its modes of representation lead her to dilute painting, sculpture, and story-telling into a complex body of work, in which one
can encounter organic geometries, bodily forms, soft palettes, synthetic colors, and natural materials—all folded into one another.
These many layers blend her interests in sci-fi literature, language,
natural sciences, and biopolitics in a manner that also incorporates
the disclosure of personal memory and intimacy. Abstraction has
never been so concrete. Here, she has been asked by Filipa Ramos
to revisit some of the tropes that her work is dealing with; the result
being that of a partial, private, and deeply idiosyncratic alphabet.
ARTIFICIAL

Improved, altered, changed; improve, alter, change; improving, altering, changing; no nature; no to normality; no category; changed
categories; new levels.
BLUE

“Poseidon always has the blue eyebrows of Poseidon.”
This is from an email I got from my friend Ragnhild Aamås just before my Pine Pitch exhibition opened at Hester, New York, which
also included this extract on the use of adjectives, from the introduction of Anne Carson’s Autobiography of Red:
“Of course there are several different ways to be. In the world of the
Homeric epic, for example, being is stable and particularity is set fast in
tradition. When Homer mentions blood, blood is black. When women appear, women are neat-ankled or glancing. Poseidon always has
the blue eyebrows of Poseidon. Gods’ laughter is unquenchable. Human
knees are quick. The sea is unwearying. Death is bad. Cowards’ livers*
are white. Homer’s epithets are a fixed diction with which Homer fastens every substance in the world to its aptest attribute and holds them
in place for epic consumption. There is a passion in it but what kind of
passion? ‘Consumption is not a passion for substances but a passion
for the code,’ says Baudrillard.”
*The first time I read this, I misread it with “Cowards’ lives are white.”

In 2011, I co-curated a show in Oslo entitled If inside to get out, if
outside to get in; the title is borrowed from Cornelius Cardew’s sextet The Tiger’s Mind. A written text that functions as a music score.
The passage above is the description of one of the six characters:
the circle. The other five are: Amy, the tiger, the tree, the wind,
and mind.
DISASTER

Somewhere, I read an interview with an artist. I don’t remember
whom, or in which context, but he talked about his work and said
that everyone likes jeans, sex, and music. He was from New York.
ECOLOGY

The cup of coffee you have in the morning, you boil a litre of water, let it pour through the filter. The water footprint of that cup
is 140 litres. Imagine that pouring over you as you drink that cup.
Abstraction and what if. Unexpected consequences. You put on
a new t-shirt. That is another 1000 litres of water. Two bathtubs.
Imagine. You read the paper; while sipping your coffee; on your
iPad, computer, device; while simultaneously saying hello to a
friend, liking her photo, that cute dog. The news squares of images
and headlines: one square, the weather (summer is looking hot);
another square, football result; dinner recommendations (in-between advert slim body now); another square, 200 people killed
in an earthquake. Those combinations, that number. Abstraction.
Lives become numbers and the emotional response to the numbers
differs; it depends. (I’m talking about you but it could also be me).
It starts to rain. Time to go—a meeting, studio.
FUTURE

The other time when we came together to the filter beds, dusk,
ripe blackberries we picked and ate immediately, trying to get the
sweet-but-not-too-soft ones. When I was a kid and we picked wild
strawberries, we had different sounds for sour and sweet. Sour was
eeee and sweet was oooh. We discovered the bushes together, as it
was the first time we came to earth, and in the middle, there was a
platform. If we would lie down, it would have taken 15 grown people to reach from one end to the other of it. The round platform,
hard but warm, concrete, was marked like that of a sun drawn by a
child. “This is maybe were we landed,” you said.

CIRCLE

Spiral, frustration, and comfort in repetition.
Or “The circle is an abstraction; the characteristic of a myriad of
things, the substance of none. It is a special case in the class of ellipses
(the straight line is another), as the square is a special case in the class
of rectangles (again the other extreme is the straight line). The faster
it spins, the less it appears to; when its spin reaches infinite velocity,
the circle rests. It is a creation of the mind and, at the same time, a
threat to it. In some inconceivably special situation, the wind might
cause the circle to acquire direction, enter time, become a wave.”

GHOSTLY

I would say traces but that might not be it.
HAND

I have an image on repeat in my head—it’s me cutting off my own
fingers with a kitchen knife. I feel the slightly uneven surface of
the plastic board on my fingertips and see the knife closing down
on my skin and nails. Then, when the pain should start, the image
freezes and repeats. I walked with someone I know very well—
and yet, not at all—and the image kept coming. It was the end of

Alpine Yellow (detail), 2016. Courtesy: the artist and HESTER, New York
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Two chord wake, 2016. Courtesy: the artist and HESTER, New York
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SUBJECTIVE ABSTRACTION
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From left to right - Inter-waver, 2016; Robber’s robber, 2016; Clicks and talk, 2016. Pine Pitch installation view at HESTER, New York, 2016.
Courtesy: the artist and HESTER, New York

Empire Prefers Quiet Methods, 2013. Courtesy: the artist
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Clove hitch, 2016. Courtesy: the artist and HESTER, New York
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Neyeyeyeyah, 2015. Courtesy: the artist

From left to right - Supporter in shade, 2015; One-size veil, 2015; It took a week to remember what I already know, 2015.
Conflicting Evidence installation view at 1857, Oslo, 2015. Courtesy: the artist and 1857, Oslo
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summer and warm; the shadows from the trees on the pavement
were making dark-grey branch patterns. I felt there was a lot I
should say. I didn’t know what and I started to think about the
wrongness of having nothing to say, nothing to talk about with
someone so close. But I didn’t want to fill out the silences; it’s
not needed in that way anymore. So I was quiet. And touched my
index fingers respectively with each thumb.
IRIDESCENT

I didn’t know the meaning of this word, so I Googled it. I know
its meaning but not the word, it turns out. Wikipedia tells me that
the term comes from the Greek word iris, meaning rainbow, and
the Latin word –escent, a tendency towards. I like the word. Maybe
I should start using it. Another word for the same phenomena is
goniochromism.

A doctor once said to me—talking about faith, really—that if the
universe is infinite and Big Bang is just a small part of it, there are
infinite possibilities; if the future is infinite, at some point the combinations of the atoms that make up your body may regroup themselves and shape you again. It might just take a very long time.
PENGUIN

— Keep the egg warm.
When I dive, I catch.
QUANTUM

How much?
Grasping behind the wall, multiple possibilities, expandable fractions, too many to keep consciously alive, bouncing back and forth,
as the median number of things to remember decreases after 7. Milk,
bread, cucumber, toilet paper, salt, apples, yeast… Brain freeze.

J

Is an incomplete I, an incomplete eye. Is beginning of Jr. Is the air
to the throne, to the CEO position climbing too fast without effort.
In my first language, it makes the sound eee like the first part of
Jeeez. Could be Jesus, of course.
LAYERS

Interchangeable, mille-feuille, osmotic, not hermetically sealed.
LITERATURE

Images without images.
MOUTH

Women have two mouths: the upper and the lower. One should
keep the upper one silent and the lower closed. Madness might
come, or rather you’d be mad, if not.

RADIOACTIVE

Invisibility
NORM*
Half-life
The next generation
Deep geological repository
There is no final storage for radioactive waste. The people around
where I grew up protested against the creation of a repository in
one of the most stable bedrocks in the world. I visited Forsmark
Nuclear Power Plant, in the north of Stockholm, went down underground, went to their visiting centre. All so clinical, so correct.
I took photos with my single use camera. Mostly of the seals outside, they love the hot water from the cooling system. I was 14.
* Naturally occurring radioactive material
SEA

“Putting a door on the female mouth has been an important
project of patriarchal culture from antiquity to the present day.
Its chief tactic is an ideological association of female sound with
monstrosity, disorder and death,” wrote Anne Carson in her text,
The Gender of Sound.
NATURE

Darling River is a book by Sara Stridsberg, a Lolita story written
from Lolita’s perspective. She is several women at once: the overweight child with bad teeth, the mother travelling in Europe, and
the teenager in dirty clothes that meets her lovers by the muddy
riverbed. Through the use of language, landscapes (driving cars
through American deserts) become bodies, too. The mud, the ash
from fires, the greys. Reading the book is like eating something
disgusting but not being able to stop.
ORGAN

The amazing anatomical lexicon Gray’s Anatomy sits like a bible on
my shelf (together with a book from the 1970s of the first photographs from inside the body). Take the sympathetic trunk, part of
the sympathetic nervous system, which “allows nerve fibres to travel to spinal nerves that are superior and inferior to the one in which
they originated.” Think about all the things that are still unknown.

Another picture: lying in bed, fully dressed, soft breasts, barely the
nipple is visible through the green-blue, washed-out singlet. Flannel,
Radical Fitness is the tag on the trousers, as if. We continuously fall
down through layers of fabric, the madras, the steel melted down
through the rugged floor to the apartment under; the concrete is no
problem when one is liquid to begin with. The room, the same size of
another body and another bed, I melted through his skin; the power
of his bloodstreams gave me an instant rush, oxygen to my blood that
now was dissolved and mixed like a cream cake that is mixed and not
baked; egg, flour, milk, sugar, whipped cream, strawberry jam, and
just like that was my body, you become what you eat. He woke up,
this strange man who now was mixed with dough, not unpleasantly
surprised since he always wished for belonging, too. I whispered with
my whiskey voice. I could feel his nerves get tense and if his body still
would have been intact his cock would be erected. Now we were just
blended and I felt his arousal as if it was mine; cream, blood, muscle
fat, cells, and organs no longer of any importance. They were still
there but heartbeats were changing into a rhythm; we could no longer separate because we were the same house song, low beat building
up. We didn’t feel we ended and no beginnings, and of course as one
could expect, we continued to melt; his dirty sheets stained by many
long hours of work and lonely nights were of no hinder anymore. We
continued to melt because we were only still on the second floor.
SKIN

Beige brown, soft carpet, sticky table, dark short hairs, tea-stained
cups, black leather chairs. A lonely plant. Dirty windows. Slight
smell of garbage, incense, and male perfume.
STILL LIFE

An old man walks into the bus. It takes him a long time to climb up
the low step to get on but he has his bus card ready. The bus is full.
He walks slowly with his cane, a small man, reaching only to my
shoulders. A woman in a black niqab gets up to leave him her seat;
she also carries a cane.
STONE

Transformation and diversity of connotations. A thing (name,
trope) that creates as many different images in people’s minds as
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there are people. A chair. Word “stone” movement in mind, barefoot
on concrete steps, smooth stone on cheek washed and (g)rounded
by sea and ice, build a wall, coal mine, punishment, iron ore under
the ground, refined and made for landmines, exported from the tall
northern country south. “Paint” movement in mind, wherever you
go (with it), boredom, emotion, breakfast. (Still) may be “an image
of ” reveals its impotence, it shows the world yet it is not the world
it is showing.*
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I was thinking about a text I read, Echoes of Individuation: The
Black Stack, Bicameral Minds & EVP, and the relationship between
schizophrenia, hearing voices and its relationship historically with
language as technology, written and spoken. I haven’t read it properly, but remember being very annoyed with the arguments used.
SURFACE

Inside the glass-surfaced gadgets live our new gnomes. We* do
things because; we may not know why we do it (turn the Wi-Fi button on and off three times, restart our computers, take a detour in
browsing); it will just work then or we think it will improve our
chances. We stop asking questions; we use the habits from older systems when dealing with new ones.

How thin is a surface? I remember talking to one of my old teachers about paint rising up to the surface. I trained at a classical painting school for one year (nude painting classes from 9 to 4), and
I remember so clearly some of the discussions on these painterly
ways of seeing what you’re doing. It’s somehow easier to see with
others. To tone a surface so it creates an illusion of a room, instead
of jumping up and creating another illusion of being “on top” of
the image. Or how to make something in a painting look like an
opening, a dark room behind the open door, a cavern,—“Use a
warm colour,” one of them said. “Brown. I don’t know why it is
so but it works.”

*Feel free to interpret the We here. It could refer to, but is not restricted to, humans who have access to those liquid crystal screens
and silicon based computational devices.

Stockings. The ones we wore were always ripped. Always black
ones, in layers. Always too cold in the winter.

* Jean-Luc Nancy, The Ground of the Image, 2005
SUPERSTITION

SYNTHETIC

MARK BEASLEY IN CONVERSATION WITH NOAH BARKER

The New York-based artist Noah Barker discusses the role of
negation in the thinking of the last century, specifically the ability
of art to test capital while describing its social functions and the
continually on-call mode that has become prevalent even among
art professionals.

Noah Barker was born in 1991 and is currently based in New York. His fall 2015
exhibition at First Continent, Baltimore, Prologue: Divergence Motor/Albatross
Alarm, set the scene for a narrative based in a futureless present which his
fall 2016 exhibition at And Now, Dallas, will attempt to enact. Between these
exhibitions he will have participated in the X Bienal de Nicaragua and the first
Okayama Art Summit.

Projecting an Island from Another
En route to Okayama, Japan, where Development, the inaugural
Okayama Art Summit Triennial is being planned, artist Noah
Barker speaks with curatorial advisor Mark Beasley about ideas
surrounding his previous and future projects. The conversation
occurs while touring an island under going renovation in the
East River that lies between Manhattan Island to its left and the
borough of Queens on Long Island to its east.
MARK BEASLEY

I have to be certain not to erase over past conversations on this
card… there’s an interview with Malcolm McLaren I gotta get
off it… Ok, so, negation… Maybe we can start there. It was a
word that recurred over a number of the conversations we had
in Japan and I noticed the term again when I was reading one of
your press releases. Can you define your usage? Do you view it
as a form of denial or a means of thinking? NOAH BARKER
Negation is a motor
of a lot of thought from the past hundred plus years and it refers to
a lack. It’s an aspect of the process of modernity that manifests itself
in personal and social ways. It’s a historically implicated conception
that I am positioning myself in relation to. It’s also got to do with the
cynic as one who imagines the present as “what should not be” and
the future as “what ought to be.” MB
The cynic was something “to
be” at some point; now it’s a dismissive term because it largely
addresses notions of progress that are not acceptable.

NB

Exactly.

MB

So what would the opening few lines be of your imagined Dummy’s Guide To Negation? NB
It would read, “Beneath the
cobblestone, the beach.” It would mean get rid of this society and
start over for something more accommodating. And the point of that
show… MB
What was this show called? NB
“International Currency,” which is a phrase taken from the collector Donald Rubell.
He says, “Art has become an international currency.” The quote
is brought up on the first page of David Joselit’s After Art. And
the first line of the press release is an inversion of the start to the
would-be Dummy’s Guide: “We’re at the beach now beneath the
cobblestone so it seems.” It transforms the negativity into an affirmation of the present. The text was written from a specific relation to power and perspective on the future, namely one filled
with uncertainty rather than hope, but also self-projection.
MB

You placed Scott Reeder and Liam Gillick in the show. It’s an
unlikely pairing. NB
It was really a test, the whole show was a test.
I was interested in these tests of capital and its recuperative ability,
but also narrating its mediation. MB
I wonder to what extent art as

