
= 

456 W 18th Street New York NY 10011  &  35 E 67th Street New York NY 10065 
Tel 212 680 9467  Fax 212 680 9473  info@petzel.com  www.petzel.com 

 

Axel Heil and Roberto Ohrt, “Asger Jorn – Biography,” Asger Jorn: The Open Hide, exh. cat.  
(New York: Petzel, 2016), pp. 67-76. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

��

2Q�0DUFK����������$VJHU�2OXI�-ÕUJHQVHQ�LV�ERUQ�LQ�9HMUXP��'HQPDUN��
+H�LV�WKH�VHFRQG�FKLOG�RI�0DUHQ��QÆH�1LHOVHQ��DQG�/DUV�3HWHU�-ÕUJHQVHQ�� 
both of whom are teachers. His father dies young, and his mother 
moves with her six children to Silkeborg, a small town in the middle of 
-XWODQG��$W�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�WKH�����V��RQ�KLV�RZQ�LQLWLDWLYH��-RUQ�EH-
JLQV�WR�WDNH�FODVVHV�ZLWK�WKH�SDLQWHU�0DUWLQ�.DDOXQG�-ÕUJHQVHQ������t
�������$W�WKH�DJH�RI�QLQHWHHQ��KH�KDV�KLV�ƂUVW�H[KLELWLRQ��EXW�LQLWLDOO\�
continues training to be a teacher.
,Q�����t����-RUQ�EHJLQV�WR�PDNH�OLQRFXWV�LQ�WKH�VW\OH�RI�)HLQLQJHU��
simple, illustrative, and propagandistic. He is member of the Danish 
&RPPXQLVW�3DUW\��ZKHUH��XQGHU�WKH�LQƃXHQFH�RI�&KULVWLDQ�&KULVWHQVHQ�
�����t�������KH�DVVRFLDWHV�ZLWK�WKH�V\QGLFDOLVWV��,W�LV�DOVR�&KULVWHQVHQ�
who opens his eyes to the value of myth, narration, and poetry. These 
form the basis of Jorn’s conception of himself as an artist, and of art in 
JHQHUDO��DUW�FDQQRW�EH�FRQƂQHG�WR�WKH�VKHOWHUHG�VSDFH�RI�WKH�DFFHSWHG�
canon. That’s why the artistic activity of ordinary people will be also 
very important to him, as well as the work of despised, overlooked, and 
PDUJLQDO�ƂJXUHV�
�����PDUNV�-RUQpV�ƂUVW�MRXUQH\�WR�3DULV��RYHU�WKH�QH[W�WKUHH�\HDUV��XQWLO�
WKH�RXWEUHDN�RI�ZDU�LQ�������KH�ZLOO�PDNH�VHYHUDO�ORQJ�YLVLWV�WKHUH��+H�
ZDQWV�WR�VWXG\�ZLWK�:DVVLO\�.DQGLQVN\������t�������EXW�.DQGLQVN\�
has no “academy” and so Jorn ends up in the studio of Fernand Léger 
�����t�������-RUQ�EHFRPHV�KLV�DVVLVWDQW�LQ�������DW�D�WLPH�ZKHQ�/ÆJHU�
is completing a large mural for the World Expo. 
)RU�1RUWKHUQ�(XURSHDQV�DERYH�DOO��WKH�)UHQFK�FDSLWDO�LV�DVVRFLDWHG�
ZLWK�D�VHGXFWLYH�DQG�FDUHIUHH�OLIH��$QG�3DULV�LV�LQGHHG�the laboratory of 
European bohemia. Here, since the end of the nineteenth century, the 
limitations of art have been continually superseded for expeditions into 
all areas of society, knowledge, and imagination. For Jorn too, the great 
MRXUQH\�WR�3DULV�PDUNV�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�KLV�qORQJ�YR\DJHr�ZKLFK�ZLOO�WDNH�
him to every part of Europe, introduce him to a life lived in many loca-
tions at once, and develop his capacity to produce art while en route.  
,Q�������KH�PDUULHV�.LUVWHQ�/\QJERUJ�
'XULQJ�WKH�6HFRQG�:RUOG�:DU�-RUQ�KDV�WR�VWD\�LQ�'HQPDUN��,Q�������
WKH�*HUPDQ�DUP\�RYHUUXQV�WKH�FRXQWU\��-RUQ�MRLQV�WKH�5HVLVWDQFH��DQG�
contributes in a predominantly artistic form. The most visible expression 
of artistic dissidence is the small magazine Helhesten (Horse of Hell), 
but Danish artists also seek, very consciously, to keep their works in 
public view, works no doubt regarded by the Germans as “degenerate 
DUW�r�7KH\�KROG�D�ODUJH�H[KLELWLRQ��q���.XQVWQHUH�L�7HOWr �q���$UWLVWV�LQ�
D�7HQW�r�0D\���t-XQH����������RQ�%HOOHYXH�%HDFK�LQ�&RSHQKDJHQ��WR�
create a connection between art, entertainment, and propaganda. 
The circle of friends associated with Helhesten becomes a model for 
D�SKHQRPHQRQ�WKDW��LQ�WKH�IRUP�RI�WKH�&R%U$�PRYHPHQW������t�����
ZLOO�EHFRPH�VLJQLƂFDQW�RQ�D�(XURSHDQ�VFDOH��WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�D�IRUXP�
LQ�ZKLFK�DUWLVWV��VFLHQWLVWV��ZULWHUV��DQG�DUFKLWHFWV�FRQQHFW�HDFK�ƂHOG�
of research and make extensions into all areas of life. In a European 
context, it is particularly unusual for painting to be seen as a medium 
of experience in its own right, and for the process of painting to be  

Asger Jorn – Biography

Egon Mathiesen, Helhesten, cover of the art  
PDJD]LQH��YRO�����QR���������������´�����LQ�_� 
�����´������FP��IOXLG�DUFKLYHV�

Asger Jorn on the peninsula of Himmerland,  
VXPPHU�RI�������SKRWR�WDNHQ�LQ�WKH�KRXVH�RI� 
3��9��*ORE�LQ�6HEEHUVXQG�E\�(ULN�7KRPPHVHQ�
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understood as a source of knowledge. Later, Jorn is quoted to have 
VDLG�WKDW�&RSHQKDJHQ�SDLQWHUV�DW�WKLV�WLPH�ZHQW�MXVW�DV�IDU�DV�3ROORFN�
DQG�KLV�JHQHUDWLRQ�LQ�1HZ�<RUN��
In Helhesten�QR������������-RUQ�SXEOLVKHV�KLV�q,QWLPDWH�%DQDOLWLHV�r�7KLV�
text documents how painters independently enter theoretical debates, 
making use of theoretical tools supplied by painting as a medium. In 
the debates around kitsch and art, Jorn formulates a position diametri-
cally opposed to the view of the American critic Clement Greenberg. 
However, we cannot presume that Greenberg’s theses (“Avant-Garde 
DQG�.LWVFK�r�LQ�Partisan Review�QR�����1HZ�<RUN��������ZHUH�DOUHDG\�
known in Europe at this time.
After the war, Jorn maintains the code name he had adopted during 
his time with the Resistance: to him “Jorn” is more useful for the inter-
national artistic activity he is now aiming for. He starts traveling again 
DQG�VRRQ�GHYHORSV�WKH�LGHD�RI�YLVLWLQJ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��,Q�������
KH�DJDLQ�JRHV�WR�3DULV��ZKHUH�KH�PHHWV�WKH�'XWFK�SDLQWHU�&RQVWDQW�
�����t�������ZKRP�KH�YLVLWV�LQ�$PVWHUGDP�RQ�KLV�MRXUQH\�EDFN�WR�&R-
SHQKDJHQ��,Q�%UXVVHOV��&KULVWLDQ�'RWUHPRQW������t������EHFRPHV�KLV�
most important contact. The CoBrA movement will eventually emerge 
from the network of friends formed by Jorn in these years. Although the 
abbreviation draws attention to three international locations—Co(pen-
hagen), Br(ussels), and A(msterdam)—the most important meetings 
WDNH�SODFH�LQ�3DULV��VWLOO�WKH�FHQWHU�RI�DUWLVW�H[SHULPHQWDWLRQ�LQ�(XURSH��
And it is here, in the French capital, that the new artistic movement is 
determined to assert its independence. 
,Q�WKH�DIWHUPDWK�RI�WKH�ZDU��3DULV�SURYLGHV�WKH�EHVW�DFFHVV�WR�LQIRUPD-
WLRQ�DERXW�WKH�ODWHVW�WUHQGV�FRPLQJ�IURP�1HZ�<RUN��WKH�FLW\�WR�ZKLFK�
3DULV�ZLOO�ORVH�LWV�OHDGLQJ�SODFH�LQ�WKH�DUW�ZRUOG��DURXQG��������7KH�Hel-
hesten group also has established contacts beyond Europe: they send a 
folder with magazines, photographs, drawings, and other graphic works 
WR�-DPHV�-RKQVRQ�6ZHHQH\������t�������FXUDWRU�RI�7KH�0XVHXP�RI�
Modern Art EHWZHHQ������DQG�������,Q�3DULV��WKH�JURZLQJ�VLJQLƂFDQFH�
RI�WKH�$PHULFDQ�VFHQH�LV�VRRQ�SDOSDEOH��E\�WKH�HQG�RI�WKH�����V��WKH�
ƂUVW�FRQWHPSRUDU\�ZRUNV�IURP�1HZ�<RUN�FDQ�EH�YLHZHG�LQ�3DULV�
The CoBrA movement presents itself in group exhibitions, which have 
WKH�IHHO�RI�PDQLIHVWRV��DV�ZHOO�DV�WKURXJK�WKHLU�MRXUQDO��ZKLFKuOLNH�
Helhesten and, earlier, Documents and Minotaure—brings together a 
highly diverse collection of activities, research, and forms of knowl-
HGJH��&R%U$�JLYHV�SDUWLFXODU�VLJQLƂFDQFH�WR�SDLQWLQJ�DV�D�PHGLXP�
which marks a fundamental distinction from the ideas of the Surrealists. 
They, like Marxist theoreticians, more or less unthinkingly instrumen-
talize painting, a medium they see as merely “traditional.” For his part, 
-RUQ�SXEOLVKHV�ZULWLQJV�LQ�D�QXPEHU�RI�'DQLVK�MRXUQDOV��ZRUNLQJ�LQ�WKH�
border zone between art, architecture, and crafts, where he begins to 
develop a radical critique of the foundational thinking of functionalism. 
,Q�������WKH�&R%U$�PRYHPHQW�EUHDNV�XS�EHFDXVH�RI�LQQHU�FRQƃLFWV�
and private tensions, including a love affair between Jorn and Matie van 
Domselaer, Constant’s wife. Jorn also suffers from a life-threatening 
case of tuberculosis. He is undernourished and has to spend the period 

Asger Jorn, Face���������������SHQFLO�RQ� 
SDSHU�������´������LQ�_������´������FP�� 
SULYDWH�FROOHFWLRQ��3DULV

Asger Jorn, Le Radeau de la méduse (The Raft  
of the Medusa), 1950, oil on hardboard,  
�����´������LQ�_����´����FP��SULYDWH�FROOHFWLRQ��
Cologne



= 

456 W 18th Street New York NY 10011  &  35 E 67th Street New York NY 10065 
Tel 212 680 9467  Fax 212 680 9473  info@petzel.com  www.petzel.com 

 

Axel Heil and Roberto Ohrt, “Asger Jorn – Biography,” Asger Jorn: The Open Hide, exh. cat. 
(New York: Petzel, 2016), pp. 67-76. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

��

between early 1951 and fall 1952 in a sanatorium in Silkeborg. By this 

WLPH��KH�KDV�VHSDUDWHG�IURP�.LUVWHQ�/\QJERUJ�DQG�LV�OLYLQJ�LQ�3DULV�ZLWK�
Matie van Domselaer, in conditions of extreme poverty. 

The more serious factor in CoBrA’s demise is a simplistic conception 

RI�DUW��7KH�JURXS�GHOLEHUDWHO\�HPSKDVL]HV�DUW�DV�D�OLIH�DIƂUPLQJ�IRUFH��
set in opposition to the catastrophes of history. As an approach, this 

succeeds for some time, but by 1950, it is overwhelmed by the reality 

RI�WKH�&ROG�:DU��,Q�������ZLWK�WKH�7UXPDQ�'RFWULQH��WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�
GHFLVLYHO\�WDNHV�D�VWDQG�DJDLQVW�LWV�IRUPHU�DOO\�WKH�6RYLHW�8QLRQ��7KLV�
action establishes a strategy of tension, extending decisiveness and 

the application of force into American society itself. By 1950, the policy 

UHDFKHV�(XURSH��-RUQ�SDLQWV�GDUN�DQG�VLQLVWHU�SRUWUDLWV�RI�D�ƂJXUH�GHGL-
cated to death. Constant loses the cheerfulness of his colors and allows 

his genuine openness to deteriorate into themes of “Scorched-Earth.” 

$IWHU�KLV�UHFRYHU\�IURP�LOOQHVV��-RUQ�DJDLQ�GHFLGHV�WR�JR�VRXWK��KH�ƂUVW�
moves with his family to Switzerland, but soon goes on to northern Italy. 

Here, in the context of large industrial art fairs (like the Triennale di Mila-

no), the social function of art is up for discussion. Jorn uses this public 

platform to speak out against functionalism. He begins with a sharp 

FULWLTXH�RI�WKH�DWWHPSW�E\�0D[�%LOO������t������WR�GHƂQH�WKH�LGHD�RI�WKH�
%DXKDXV�VROHO\�LQ�WHUPV�RI�IXQFWLRQDO�GHVLJQ��1RW�RQO\�GRHV�-RUQ�HP-

SKDVL]H�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�SDLQWLQJ��DQG�WKH�FRQWULEXWLRQ�RI�3DXO�.OHH�WR�
the famous school of modernism, but also speaks of his own ambitions 

to move forward with what he calls—after Gaston Bachelard—création 
ouverte (open creation).

,Q�������-RUQ�IRXQGV�WKH�%DXKDXV�,PDJLQLVWH��DOVR�NQRZQ�DV�WKH�,QWHU-
QDWLRQDO�0RYHPHQW�IRU�DQ�,PDJLQLVW�%DXKDXV���WR�GHIHQG�WKH�VLJQLƂFDQFH�
of images in the development of culture. He tries to win support for his 

QHZ�LQLWLDWLYH�IURP�D�QXPEHU�RI�&R%U$�PHPEHUV��OLNH�3LHUUH�$OHFKLQVN\��
DQG�ROG�IULHQGV�IURP�3DULV��VXFK�DV�5REHUWR�0DWWD������t�������2Q�
VHYHUDO�RFFDVLRQV�SRWHQWLDO�FROODERUDWRUV�MRLQ�KLP�LQ�$OELVROD��-RUQ�KDV�
made his home in this small Italian holiday resort, west of Genoa on the 

Mediterranean coast, partly for the healthy climate but also because 

of the town’s long tradition of ceramic-making. Jorn has been familiar 

ZLWK�FHUDPLF�PDNLQJ�WHFKQLTXHV�VLQFH�WKH�����V�DQG�EHJLQV�WR�XVH�
the Albisola workshops to promote a kind of modernist experimenta-

tion based on his experience with skilled crafts. Connecting with the 

\RXQJ�,WDOLDQ�DUWLVWV�RI�WKH�0RYLPHQWR�$UWH�1XFOHDUH��-RUQ�H[WHQGV�KLV�
critique of contemporary tendencies in abstract painting. Around this 

WLPH��KH�EHJLQV�DQ�LQWHQVH�H[DPLQDWLRQ�RI�WKH�ZRUN�RI�-DFNVRQ�3ROORFN�
�����t�������7KLV�ƂQGV�LWV�PRVW�LPSRUWDQW�H[SUHVVLRQ�LQ�Pour la Forme: 

a number of texts from the mid-1950s are collected in this book, pub-

OLVKHG�LQ������LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�D�QHZ�DUWLVWLF�RUJDQL]DWLRQ��WKH�,QWHUQD-

WLRQDOH�6LWXDWLRQQLVWH������t����
$W�WKH�HQG�RI�������-RUQ�GLVFRYHUV�WKH�MRXUQDO�Potlatch, edited by the 

Internationale Lettriste, a small group that emerged on the fringes of 

/HWWULVP�LQ�3DULV�LQ�������2QH�RI�LWV�PHPEHUV�LV�*X\�'HERUG������t
�������ZKR�MRLQV�-RUQ�DV�WKH�GULYLQJ�IRUFH�EHKLQG�WKH�IRXQGDWLRQ�RI�WKH�
Situationist International (S.I.). The Situationists are more consistent 

Asger Jorn, Pour la forme, cover of the first edition, 

3DULV�������IOXLG�DUFKLYHV���5HFHQWO\�D�WUDQVODWLRQ�
was published: Concerning Form, Silkeborg 2012)

Michèle Bernstein, Asger Jorn, Colette Gaillard and 

Guy Debord, On the Passage of a Few Persons 
Through a Rather Brief Unity of Time��3DULV�������
SKRWR�FD������
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$VJHU�-RUQ�DQG�3LHUUH�:HPDÈUH��Le Long Voyage 
(The Long Journey)��GHWDLO������t������WDSHVWU\��
ZRRO������t�����´�������LQ�_����t����´������FP�� 
Museum Jorn, Silkeborg

and rigorous than CoBrA. The new group extends the range and com-

SHWHQFH�RI�DUWLVWLF�FULWLTXH��UHƂQHV�D�SHUVSHFWLYH�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�ODWHVW�
developments in industrial production, and designs a modernity of a 

kind no other contemporary grouping is capable of. 

)RU�-RUQ�������LV�D�WXUQLQJ�SRLQW��7KH�\HDUV�IROORZLQJ�WKH�VDQDWRULXP�
were still marked by brutal poverty, but now his painting becomes more 

DQG�PRUH�VXFFHVVIXO��JUDQWLQJ�KLP�ƂQDQFLDO�VWDELOLW\��+H�JXDUDQWHHV�
the independence of the Situationists and devotes himself to unusually 

HODERUDWH�SURMHFWV��D�����VTXDUH�IRRW�FHUDPLF�ZDOO�PDGH�IRU�D�VFKRRO�
in Aarhus, Denmark, and a forty-six-foot-long carpet (The Long Journey, 
now in the Museum Jorn, Silkeborg, Denmark). On the “ground” of 

WKLV�PRQXPHQWDO�XQGHUWDNLQJ��KH�PRFNV�WKH�UROH�RI�WKH�DUWLVW��D�ƂJXUH�
increasingly presented by the mass media as a creator of unbelievable 

VHQVDWLRQV�DQG�LQVDQH�LGHDV��$W�ƂUVW��-RUQpV�ZRUN�VHHPV�WR�JR�DORQJ�
ZLWK�WKH�FKHDS�QRWLRQV�RI�MRXUQDOLVWV��EXW�WKHQ�KH�WXUQV�WKH�JDPH�LQWR�
a serious demonstration of artistic freedom. He dissociates the artist 

IURP�SRZHUOHVVQHVV��JLYLQJ�EDFN�WR�D�ULGLFXOHG�ƂJXUH�WKH�FDSDFLW\�IRU�
initiative in a socially meaningful dimension. However, the ambitions of 

WKH�6�,��GHPDQG�FRQVLGHUDEOH�ƂQDQFLDO�LQYHVWPHQW��$W�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�
RI�WKH�����V��WKHUH�LV�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�EXLOGLQJ�D�6LWXDWLRQLVW�XUEDQ�DUHD��
FRGHQDPH�q8WRSROLV�r�-RUQ�HYHQ�ƂQGV�D�IXQGHU�IRU�WKH�SURMHFWuXQWLO�
the Situationists come up with reasons why this, too, should not get 

off the ground. 

,Q�������-RUQ�EX\V�D�GLODSLGDWHG�EXLOGLQJ�LQ�$OELVROD��LW�LV�ORFDWHG�RQ�
a hillside overlooking the town, offering marvelous sea views. In the 

\HDUV�WR�FRPH��ZLWK�WKH�KHOS�RI�KLV�KRXVHNHHSHU��8PEHUWR�*DPEHWWD��
Jorn transforms this property step-by-step into an image of utopia, a 

complex and totally integrated artwork composed in the shimmering 

glazed surfaces of ceramics, debris, fragments, ready-made compo-

nents, and his own clay sculptures, all of which are coordinated with 

the shifting colors of the plant world. By Situationist standards, this 

design for a paradise garden is probably too small, but as an artwork, 

it is larger than anything Jorn has ever made. But in the context of the 

S.I., plans that go beyond text, propaganda, or action are ruled out of 

actual realization. 

It is no coincidence that, during his time with the Situationists, Jorn 

begins work on his largest canvas—Stalingrad, le non-lieu ou le fou 
rire du courage (today in Silkeborg). Here, within the context of the 

revolutionary organization, Jorn demonstrates how the limitless am-

bitions and capacities of a painter can expand in all directions. The 

Asger Jorn, Critique de la politique économique 
VXLYLH�GH�/D�OXWWH�ILQDOH��5DSSRUWV�SUÆVHQWÆV� 
à l’internationale situationniste, backcover  

�GHGLFDWHG�WR�&KULVWLDQ�&KULVWHQVHQ���3DULV�����
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only condition of this: his ambitions must not leave the realm of the 
realizable. This also includes an appropriation of the roles Jorn en-
counters within institutions and politics: he conceives of a collection 
of modern art, and negotiates with the magistrate of his hometown 
WR�ƂQG�D�SODFH�ZKHUH�WKLV�FROOHFWLRQ�FRXOG�ƂQDOO\�EH�KRXVHG��DIWHU�KLV�
death, this initiative will result in the Silkeborg Art Museum, today the 
Museum Jorn). In a similarly easygoing manner, Jorn looks through the 
6LWXDWLRQLVWVp�EXUHDXFUDWLF�VHW�RI�GHƂQLWLRQV��WKHQ�SLFNV�XS�RQ�RQH�NH\�
element—détournement (misappropriation). He applies this to oil paint-
ing, smothering the orderly world of Sunday painting with the specter 
of modernist daubing (exhibited in 1959 as 0RGLƂFDWLRQV�DQG������DV�
Nouvelles DéƂJXUDWLRQV).
By the end of the 1950s, the S.I. is the most agile, inventive, and best 
known of the groups on the European art scene. Jorn publicizes the S.I. 
using every possible platform, like the ICA in London, where, during the 
1950s, the idea of the exhibition was extended to include architecture, 
advertising, mass media, photography, and other popular forms of the 
image. Trends that would eventually lead to radical changes around 
�����LQ�1HZ�<RUN�ZHUH�LQ�IDFW�DOUHDG\�XQGHU�GLVFXVVLRQ�DW�WKH�,&$�
some years before. They were also present in the lavishly produced 
MRXUQDOV�RI�WKH�6LWXDWLRQLVWV��DOEHLW�ZLWK�D�VRPHZKDW�GLIIHUHQW�SHUVSHF-
tive. In the two artists’ books produced by Jorn and Debord—Fin de 
Copenhague��������DQG�Mémoires�������uVLJQV�RI�WKH�old language 
of the painterly (dripping and paraphrase) appear on the very same 
SDJHV�DV�VLJQV�RI�WKH�QHZ�ODQJXDJH�RI�3RS��FRPLF�VWULSV��DGYHUWLVLQJ��
industrial production). The books can thus be seen as a genuine wa-
tershed of two epochs. At the end of the 1950s, Jorn separates from 
Matie van Domselaer. He meets Jacqueline de Jong; they begin a rela-
WLRQVKLS�WKDW�ZLOO�ODVW�XQWLO�WKH�ODWH�����V��
-RUQ�RUJDQL]HV�D�WULS�WR�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��EXW�KH�LV�UHIXVHG�D�YLVD�VLQFH�
the American authorities have him listed as a member of the Danish 
&RPPXQLVW�3DUW\��,Q�/RQGRQ��KH�JHWV�WR�NQRZ�WKH�'XWFK�DUW�GHDOHU�-RQ�
6WUHHS������t�������ZKR�ZLOO�UHSUHVHQW�KLP�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��
$OWKRXJK�ZLWKLQ�WKH�1HZ�<RUN�DUW�VFHQH�LWVHOI��WKH�GD\V�RI�WKH�ROGHU�
generation of painters are already numbered, in Europe the heroes of 
Abstract Expressionism are at the high point of their acclaim. In the 
context of important exhibitions, Jorn tries to directly come to terms 
with the large formats used by the Americans: he paints Soul for Sale 
�����t���� WRGD\� LQ� WKH�*XJJHQKHLP�&ROOHFWLRQ�� IRU�GRFXPHQWD� ,, 
(1959). At the same time, this work is a reckoning with the Informel, 
the dominant style in European art at the end of the 1950s. 
,Q�������WKH�FRQƃLFWV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�6�,��EHWZHHQ�qSDLQWHUVr�DQG�qWKHRULVWVr�
LQWHQVLI\��KDUGHQLQJ�LQWR�LUUHFRQFLODEOH�RSSRVLWLRQV�DQG�IDOVH�LGHQWLƂFD-
tions: image versus action, past versus present, tradition versus revo-
lution. Jorn leaves the organization. He continues to support it but is no 
longer listed as one of its members. 
,Q�WKH�VDPH�\HDU��-RUQ�LV�JUDQWHG�PHPEHUVKLS�LQ�WKH�&ROOÅJH�GH�3DWD�
physique, a secret organization formed in the spirit of Alfred Jarry, 
ZKLFK�SDURGLHV�DOO�NLQGV�RI�H[FOXVLYLW\�DQG�VFLHQWLƂF�IRUPDOLVP��

Asger Jorn, 9ÃUGL�RJ�ÕNRQRPL��9DOXH�DQG� 
Economy), Institute for Comparative Vandalism, 
&RSHQKDJHQ�����

Cover of the catalog, Asger Jorn, Lefebre Gallery,
1HZ�<RUN��1RY�����WR�'HF�����������2Q�WKH�EDFN�� 
�q)LUVW�RQH�PDQ�VKRZ�LQ�8�6�$��UHFHQW�RLOV�SUHVHQWHG� 
LQ�FROODERUDWLRQ�ZLWK�-RQ�1LFKRODV�6WUHHS�r
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,Q�WKH�\HDUV�WKDW�IROORZ��-RUQ�GHƂQHV�D�SURMHFW�WKDW�VHHPV�WR�FUHDWH�WKH�
furthest possible contrast to struggles over the society of the present 
and the future: 10,000 Years of Nordic Folk Art. For documentation of 
an art form so profoundly removed and veiled in the mists of the past, 
KH�FRPPLVVLRQV�WKH�SKRWRJUDSKHU�*ÆUDUG�)UDQFHVFKL������t�������
whom he sends to remote sites all over Scandinavia and northern 
)UDQFH��-RUQpV�REMHFWLYH�LV�WR�PDNH�DVSHFWV�RI�(XURSHDQ�FXOWXUH��WKDW�
had long been either systematically excluded from the canon or missed 
by the limited conceptions and tools of classical research, available. 
7R�UHDOL]H�WKH�SURMHFW��-RUQ�IRXQGV�WKH�6FDQGLQDYLDQ�,QVWLWXWH�IRU�&RP-
parative Vandalism. Within three years the publication plan grows to 
twenty-eight or even thirty-two illustrated volumes; more than twenty- 
ƂYH�WKRXVDQG�SKRWRJUDSKV�DUH�WDNHQ��-RUQ�KLPVHOI�RQO\�SXEOLVKHV�WZR�
volumes; six more are published after his death. 
Around this time, Jorn also increases his exhibition activity in Silkeborg, 
ƂUVW�RUJDQL]LQJ�D�VKRZ�RI�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�FRQWHPSRUDU\�DUW�DQG��DIWHU�WKLV��
H[KLELWLQJ�WKH�JUDSKLFV�RI�-HDQ�'XEXIIHW������t�������+H�KDV�NQRZQ�
WKH�)UHQFK�DUWLVW�VLQFH�WKH�����V�DQG�DOVR�H[SHULPHQWV�ZLWK�KLP�RQ�
PXVLFDO�SURMHFWV��WKH\�ZRUN�WRJHWKHU�RQ�D�PXVLF�WKDW�LV�XQOHDUQDEOH�DQG�
beyond all rules. For this context, Jorn turns to James Joyce’s concept 
RI�qFKDRVPRV�r�7KH�UHFRUGLQJV�DUH�UHOHDVHG�LQ�������LQ�D�ER[HG�VHW�
FRQWDLQLQJ�IRXU����LQFK�UHFRUGV��q0XVLTXH�3KÆQRPÆQDOH�r
,Q�WKH�VDPH�\HDU��-RUQ�H[KLELWV�q/X[XU\�3DLQWLQJVr�LQ�/RQGRQ��,Q������
the painting Stalingrad travels to the Seattle World’s Fair and is shown 
in the exhibition “Art Since 1950. American and International.”
%HWZHHQ������DQG�������-RUQ�SXEOLVKHV�IRXU�WKHRUHWLFDO�ERRNV�LQ�SRS-
ular paperback format. His economic texts (“Value and Economy”) fea-
WXUH�D�FRYHU�SKRWRJUDSK�VKRZLQJ�KLP�LQ�WKH�GLJQLƂHG�SRVH�RI�D�JUHDW�
VFKRODU��OLNH�0DU[��'DUZLQ��RU�)UHXG���VHH�S�����
Jorn collaborates simultaneously with the Situationists and with the 
JURXSpV�H[FOXGHG�DGYHUVDULHV��+H�SXEOLVKHV�'HERUGpV�ƂOP�VFULSWV��Con-
tre le Cinéma��$DUKXV�������ZLWK�DQ�LQWURGXFWLRQ�E\�-RUQ��q*X\�'HERUG�
HW�OH�SUREOÅPH�GX�PDXGLWr���q*X\�'HERUG�DQG�WKH�3UREOHP�RI�WKH�$F-
cursed.”) and supports Jacqueline de Jong in releasing The Situationist 
Times��D�MRXUQDO�WKDW�UHVXOWHG�IURP�D�SODQ�WR�FUHDWH�D�6LWXDWLRQLVW�SXE-
OLFLW\�WRRO�LQ�WKH�(QJOLVK�VSHDNLQJ�ZRUOG���%HWZHHQ������DQG������VL[�
editions are printed. 
,Q�������*X\�$WNLQV�SXEOLVKHV�WKH�ƂUVW�(QJOLVK�ODQJXDJH�PRQRJUDSK�RQ�
Jorn in the Artist in Progress series with Methuen, London.
-RUQ�LV�DZDUGHG�WKH�*XJJHQKHLP�3UL]H�LQ�������EXW�KH�VHQGV�DQ�DQJU\�
telegram to Harry Guggenheim: “Go to hell with your money. Refuse 
price [sic@�r�:LWKRXW�-RUQpV�NQRZOHGJH��/DZUHQFH�$OORZD\������t�������
whom he knew from the ICA in London, and Jon Streep entered Dead 
Drunk Danes (now in The Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, Denmark) 
into the competition. The title of this large programmatic painting is an

qDOOXVLRQ�WR�6KDNHVSHDUHpV�OLQH�o\RXU�'DQH�GHDG�GUXQNp�IURP�2WKHOOR�>fDQG@�DSSHDUV�
WR�EH�D�UHVSRQVH�WR�D�UHPDUN�PDGH�E\�8�6��SUHVLGHQW�'ZLJKW�'��(LVHQKRZHU�DW�DQ�DG-
GUHVV�WR�IHOORZ�5HSXEOLFDQV�RQ�-XO\����������>WKH�\HDU�-RUQ�SDLQWHG�WKH�SLFWXUH@��2QO\�
in the last few weeks, I have been reading quite an article on the experiment of almost 

Scandinavian Institute for Comparative Vandalism, 
6LONHERUJ�������SULQWHG�SKRWR��DUFKLYH�&KULVWLDQ�
Vind, Copenhagen

Jorn declines the Guggenheim Museum’s Inter- 
QDWLRQDO�$ZDUG�LQ������_�0XVHXP�-RUQ��6LONHERUJ



= 

456 W 18th Street New York NY 10011  &  35 E 67th Street New York NY 10065 
Tel 212 680 9467  Fax 212 680 9473  info@petzel.com  www.petzel.com 

 

Axel Heil and Roberto Ohrt, “Asger Jorn – Biography,” Asger Jorn: The Open Hide, exh. cat. 
(New York: Petzel, 2016), pp. 67-76. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

��

complete paternalism in a friendly European country. This country has a tremendous 
record for socialistic operation, following a socialistic philosophy, and the record shows 
that their rate of suicide has gone up almost unbelievably and I think they were almost 
WKH�ORZHVW�QDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�IRU�WKDW��1RZ��WKH\�KDYH�PRUH�WKDQ�WZLFH�RXU�UDWH��'UXQN-
enness has gone up. Lack of ambition is discernible on all sides. Therefore, with that 
kind of example, let’s always remember Lincoln’s admonition. Let’s do in the federal 
government only those things that people themselves cannot do at all, or cannot so well 
do in their individual capacities [sic@�r�
�6WHYHQ�+DUULV��q+RZ�/DQJXDJH�/RRNV��2Q�$VJHU�-RUQ�DQG�1RÈO�$UQDXGpV�La Langue 
verte,” October������6XPPHU�������0DVVDFKXVHWWV��SS�����t����

Scandinavians’ excessive drinking habits and decline of morals were 
clichés with which Jorn sometimes played in his own style. 
In the Guggenheim affair, which puts Jorn in the headlines in Denmark, 
he gives Streep the following instructions: 

,�DVN�\RX�DV�P\�UHSUHVHQWDQW�LQ�WKH�86$�WR�DQQRXQFH�WKDW�,�UHIXVH�WR�DFFHSW�DQ\�SULFH�
as I ever have done. They have to give it to somebody else. I do not know for what and 
KRZ�,�JRW�PL[HG�XS�LQ�WKLV�DIIDLUH��EXW�LW�LV�P\�RSLQLRQ�WKDW�WKHUH�FDQ�EH�QR�XQLƂHG�DQG�
FRPPRQ�MXGJPHQW�RI�WZR�UHDO�ZRUNV�RI�DUW��$�SULFHJLYLQJ�LV�WKH�HVWDEOLVKPHQW�RI�DQ�
hierarchic distinction between artists, and I reserve my freedom to make tomorrow what 
ZLOO�EH�FRQVLGHUHG�DV�WKH�PRVW�KRUULEOH�DQG�GLVJXVWLQJ�RU�VXSHUƂFLDO�FKHDS�ZRUN�RI�DUW��
I always refused to be placed on top of others which means that I have to take over the 
UROH�RI�D�FKLHI��,�QHYHU�GLG�LW�DQG�DP�WRR�OD]\�WR�ƂQG�LW�SUDFWLFDOO\�DQG�ƂQG�LW�ULGLFXORXV�
to do it symbolically. I never accepted to be used as an example to artistic and public 
education, as I hate every sort of education en bloc. So get me distinguished from that 
mess please [sic@�
(Andersen, Troels: $VJHU�-RUQ��(Q�ELRJUDƂ��¢UHQH�����t��, Borgens Forlag, Copen-
KDJHQ�������S�������

Asger Jorn, Dead Drunk Danes��������RLO�RQ� 
FDQYDV�������´������LQ�_�����´�����FP��/RXLVLDQD�
Museum of Modern Art, Humlebæk, Denmark

-RKQ�/HIHEUH�DQG�$VJHU�-RUQ�WUDYHOOLQJ��������
photo: Marion Lefebre
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At this time, Jorn also buys a run-down farm on Læsø, planning to make 
this thinly populated and remote Baltic island, between Denmark and 
Sweden, into a home for his old age. 
)URP������RQ��-RUQ�LV�FRQIURQWHG�LQ�&RSHQKDJHQ�ZLWK�SXEOLF�SDLQW-
LQJ�KDSSHQLQJV�RUJDQL]HG�E\�KLV�\RXQJHU�EURWKHU�-ÕUJHQ�1DVK������t
������DQG�IULHQGV��-RUQ�GLVWDQFHV�KLPVHOI�IURP�DOO�VXFK�DWWHPSWV�WR�
popularize (or “democratize”) art through actionism. At the same time, 
he refuses to extend his defense of kitsch, vulgarity, banality, and dil-
HWWDQWLVP�WR�WKH�VSHFLƂF�DUHD�RI�3RS�DUW��KH�DOVR�UHIXVHV�WR�DFFHSW�DQ\�
suggestion that his own critical stance (toward high art) has contributed 
WR�WKH�VXFFHVV�RI�3RS�
$W�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�������-RUQ�WUDYHOV�IRU�WKH�ƂUVW�WLPH��YLD�0H[LFR��WR�
WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��ZKHUH�KH�HQGV�KLV�FRRSHUDWLRQ�ZLWK�-RQ�6WUHHS��
)URP�QRZ�RQ��-RKQ�/HIHEUH������t�������ZKR�RUJDQL]HG�-RUQpV�ƂUVW�
1HZ�<RUN�H[KLELWLRQ�LQ�������ZLOO�EH�KLV�$PHULFDQ�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�
,Q�������-RUQ�FUHDWHV�DQRWKHU�ODUJH�IRUPDW��SURJUDPPDWLF�SDLQWLQJ��In 
the Beginning Was the Image��WRGD\�KHOG�LQ�WKH�&$1,&$�&ROOHFWLRQ��
1RUZD\���7KH�SLFWXUH�LV�KLV�SURIHVVLRQ�RI�IDLWK��+H�WUDQVIRUPV�WKH�PHWD-
PRUSKLF�SURFHVV�RI�SDLQWLQJ�LQWR�D�YLVLRQ�RI�FUHDWLRQ��ZLWK�FRORUV�ƃRZLQJ�
like the traces of a gaze that has become visible to itself. The painting 
is a dazzling manifesto of an art dedicated to extravagance and luxury, 
an art that knows how to get its convictions across without resorting 
to words or text.

Asger Jorn, Am Anfang war das Bild (In the  
Beginning Was the Image)�������t������ 
RLO�RQ�FDQYDV�������´�������LQ�_�����´�����FP�� 
Canica Art Collection (deposited at Statens  
0XVHXP�IRU�.XQVW��&RSHQKDJHQ�
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,Q�������-RUQ�EHJLQV�WR�SDLQW�ZLWK�DFU\OLFV��ZKLFK�KDYH�RQO\�UHFHQWO\�
come onto the market in Europe.
+H�VSHQGV�WKH�HQG�RI������DQG�EHJLQQLQJ�RI������LQ�6W��*DOOHQ��6ZLW-
zerland, producing a highly complex and unusually large series of litho-
JUDSKV�IRU�WKH�SXEOLVKHU�(UNHU�3UHVV��From Head to Toe—Handmade 
Nightmare from the Holy Gall.
-RUQ�YLVLWV�,FHODQG��7KHUH�KH�PHHWV�WKH�1REHO�3UL]H�ZLQQHU�+DOOGÐU�
/D[QHVV������t�������,Q�������(UNHU�3UHVV�ZLOO�SXEOLVK�The Bread of 
Life, written by Laxness and illustrated with lithographs by Jorn. Feb-
UXDU\t0DUFK�������-RUQ�KDV�KLV�VHFRQG�VROR�VKRZ�DW�/HIHEUH�*DOOHU\��
$W�WKH�HQG�RI�������-RUQ�YLVLWV�&XED�WR�SDUWLFLSDWH�LQ�DQ�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�
FXOWXUDO�FRQYHQWLRQ��+H�KDV�EHHQ�LQYLWHG�E\�:LOIUHGR�/DP������t�������
ZKRP�KH�KDV�NQRZQ�VLQFH�������-RUQ�VWD\V�DZD\�IURP�D�PDVVLYH�FRO-
lective artistic demonstration (a wall painting on a large tower). Instead, 
he develops his own individual contribution, no less impressive in its 
dimensions: the painting of the Archive of Revolutionary Manuscripts. 
6LQFH�WKH�HDUO\�����V��-RUQ�KDV�XVHG�ZDOOV�DV�D�PHGLXP�IRU�KLV�DUW��
this naturally led to making large-scale works. The Havana paintings—
carried out in a former bank building, with a modern spatial structure, 
RSHQ�RQ�WZR�OHYHOVuEHFRPH�E\�IDU�KLV�ODUJHVW�SURMHFW��DQG�SHUKDSV�
DOVR�KLV�PRVW�EHDXWLIXO��%\�QRZ��DW�WKH�HQG�RI�WKH�����V��-RUQ�LV�SDLQWLQJ�
his images with great ease; his wall paintings are as light and airy as 
aquarelles. On the walls of the Archive, this unforced quality becomes 
D�NLQG�RI�ƃXLG�FKHHUIXOQHVV��ZLWK�WKH�FKLUSLQJ�RI�SDUURWV�DV�VLJQV�RI�
PRYHPHQW�EHWZHHQ�EULJKW�ƃRZHUV��DQG�WKH�OLJKWQHVV�RI�WLPH�DSSHDULQJ�
as a gift of the sun.
,Q�������VRFLDO�FRQƃLFWV�LQ�)UDQFH�HVFDODWH�LQWR�D�JHQHUDO�VWULNH��,Q�
3DULV��SRVWHUV�DQG�JUDIƂWL�RQ�ZDOOV�DUH�D�PHGLXP�RI�UHEHOOLRQ��-RUQ�
KDV�IRXU�SRVWHUV�SULQWHG�LQ�KLV�IULHQG�3HWHU�%UDPVHQpV� OLWKRJUDSK\�
workshop. He plays with the broken French of a foreigner, celebrat-
LQJ�WKH�q3DVLRQDWH�5HYROXWLRQ�RI�&UHDWLY�,QWHOOLJHQFH�r�DQG�DJDLQ�JRHV�
DJDLQVW�DQ\�DWWHPSW�WR�VDFULƂFH�DUW�WR�LWV�qUHDOL]DWLRQr�RU�WR�qOLIHr��Pas de  

Asger Jorn while painting one of the large-scale 
PXUDOV�LQ�+DYDQD��������&DOOH�/LQHD�\�'RFH�9HGDGR��
1DWLRQDO�%DQN�RI�1RUWKDPHULFD��FRQYHUWHG�LQWR�OD�
Casa de los Manuscritos de la Revolución, 
photo: Raoul Corrales, Habana, Cuba

Asger Jorn, Invincible��WLO�$QGHUVHQ��������� 
FROODJH�RQ�FDUGERDUG�������´�����LQ�_�
�����´����FP��SULYDWH�FROOHFWLRQ
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Asger Jorn, Pas de puissance d’imagination sans 
images puissantes (No Powerful Imagination  
without Powerful Images)��3DULV��0D\������� 
OLWKRJUDSK�LQ�FRORUV�������´������LQ�_������´������FP

Color lithograph on the cover of the exhibition  
catalog Asger Jorn in New York, Lefebre Gallery, 
)HE���t0DU�����������7H[W�E\�/DZUHQFH�$OORZD\

puisance d’imagination sans images puisante, meaning something like, 
q1R�SRZHU�RI�LPDJLQDWLRQ�ZLWKRXW�SRZHUIRROV�LPDJHr��D�SDUDSKUDVH�RI�
RQH�RI�WKH�PRVW�IDPRXV�VORJDQV�RI�0D\�p����qL’imagination au pouvoir”). 
Jorn has already shown pictures made with torn posters at the Galerie 
5LYH�*DXFKH�LQ�������1RZ��LQ�������KH�UHWXUQV�WR�WKLV�qWHFKQLTXH�r�RQH�
XVHG�VLQFH�WKH�HDUO\�����V�E\�WKH�q$IƂFKLVWHVr��LQ�)UDQFH��)UDQÄRLV�'X-
frêne, Raymond Hains, and Jacques Villeglé; in Italy: Mimmo Rotella). In 
contrast to these artists, Jorn turns the arbitrariness of tearing and the 
IRUPOHVV�GUDPD�RI�DQRQ\PRXV�GHVWUXFWLRQ�LQWR�D�SDWK�WR�ƂJXUDWLRQuIRU�
the “necessity” of powerful images.
,Q�������-RUQ�XQGHUWDNHV�D�MRXUQH\�DURXQG�WKH�ZRUOG��ZKLFK�EHJLQV�ZLWK�
KLV�VHFRQG�WULS�WR�1HZ�<RUN��ZKHUH�KH�VHHV�WKH�RSHQLQJ�RI�DQRWKHU�
VROR�H[KLELWLRQ�DW�WKH�/HIHEUH�*DOOHU\��:KLOH�WKHUH��KH�PHHWV�1DQQD�(Q-
]HQVEHUJHU��ZLWK�ZKRP�KH�VSHQGV�KLV�ƂQDO�\HDUV��)URP�1HZ�<RUN��-RUQ�
WUDYHOV�RQ�WR�/DV�9HJDV��'HQYHU��6DQ�)UDQFLVFR��+DZDLL��.\RWR��7RN\R��
+RQJ�.RQJ��1HZ�'HOKL��DQG�7HKUDQ��WKHQ�IDUWKHU�WR�%HLUXW�DQG�%DDOEHN��
In this period, Jorn pushes painting still further in the direction of sketch-
like openness, with form and color beyond safety or certainty, like a 
IUHH�ƃRZ�RI�OLJKW��$W�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��KH�LQWHQVLƂHV�KLV�H[SHULPHQWV�ZLWK�
sculpting in clay, and makes many bronzes. When the dimensions of his 
kiln prove to be a limit, he inquires in Carrara, the Tuscan town famous 
for its marble quarries, about the possibilities of sculpting with marble. 
His house on Læsø is now ready to move in. He spends the summer 
months on the island. While there, he paints the most beautiful works 
of his later period.
$W�WKH�HQG�RI������-RUQ�KDV�KLV�WKLUG�VROR�VKRZ��DOVR�ZLWK�VFXOSWXUHV��
at Lefebre Gallery.
Diedrich von Bern (Theodoric the Great) medieval king, and character 
RI�QXPHURXV�IDEOHV�EHFRPHV�WKH�PDLQ�ƂJXUH�LQ�KLV�UHVHDUFK��KH�FRP-
pletes a volume of pictures about the legendary hero, and prepares it 
IRU�SXEOLFDWLRQ��$W�WKH�HQG�RI�������GRFWRUV�GLDJQRVH�OXQJ�FDQFHU��+H�
undergoes treatment; it is unsuccessful.
2Q�0D\����������-RUQ�GLHV�LQ�D�KRVSLWDO�LQ�$DUKXV��'HQPDUN��+H�LV�
buried on the island of Gotland in Sweden.


