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Opening speech Hans Ulrich Obrist  
for Hreinn Fridfinnsson’s installation 
‘By the Ocean’, March 3, 2018

Hreinn Fridfinnsson is one of Iceland’s leading artists. Often celebrated for its lyricism and  
stark poetry, his work which encompasses drawing, photography and installation, appropriates 
commonplace subjects and materials in order to highlight invisible yet potent spaces of  
communication and the flexible nature of human memory.
While landscape and the natural world are ongoing touchstones for Fridfinnsson, he is noted  
for his diverse and curious approach to subject matter, with works that are embedded with  
a common sensibility and lightness of touch. 
As Olafur Eliasson says, ‘He gives the subtleties of live a language’. It was Olafur Eliasson, co-
designer of the 2007 Serpentine Gallery Pavilion, who initiated the exibition of Fridfinnsson that 
took place at the Gallery that same year. As the first presentation of the artist’s work in the UK,  
the exhibition brought together a wide breadth of works from a career spanning four decades.  
I have been fortunate to have had an extended dialogue with Hreinn since the early 1980s.
One of my first encounters with his work was his legendary piece from 1974 about secrets,  
a piece that has since influenced countless contemporary artists.

The secret of Hreinn Fridfinnsson has now come to an end. In the early 1970s, the Icelandic artist 
placed an advert in a Dutch art magazine asking people to send him their secrets. Forty years 
later, Fridfinnsson will concluded his ‘secrets project’ for an exhibition at Kunstverein in 2015.  
At the time of its initial publication, Fridfinnsson’s request for secrets produced no results. 
This non-event, with its ephemeral and temporal brevity, has somehow survived in the memory 
of some people, and as a rumor. In 2007, Fridfinnsson’s advert was reprinted in Point D’Ironie 
(agnès b), immediately making it accessible with a hundred thousand copies that would lead  
to an accelerated set of responses and secrets being sent to the artist.
In a discussion about the original printing of the advert in the 1970s, Fridfinnsson told me that  
‘if you acquire somebody else’s secret, you must keep it as long as you live. You cannot pass it 
around, because then it is, of cource, destroyed. That was the main point of the work: the very 
nature of a personal secret. That probably explains this absence of reactions.’

This focus on a process-based approach to collecting is important to Fridfinnsson who once told 
me: ‘an archive I don’t have. I just have memories. This privileging of memory over the physical 
process of categorising and organising an archive demonstrates Fridfinnsson’s interest in using 
memory as a fluid, flexible material.

Over the forty years of refraining to reveal any underlying reason for his artistic endeavour, 
Fridfinnsson engenders rumour and fabrication out of what is essentially an open system. A 
double archive is created: Fridfinnsson’s archive of collected secrets and the immaterial memories 
of them and the rumours that continue to surround the piece. Through hindsight the project 
reveals the logic of its own internal disclosure: the secret, Fridfinnsson is telling us, is that there 
isn’t one rumour. Fridfinnsson’s fluid approach to making is evident in other works, such as the 
‘inside-out’ House Project, also from 1974. The work is presented as the documentation of an 
event, as evidence of a house that was built. In a previous conversation Fridfinnsson recounted 
the story behind this work: ‘The house was inspired by an old Icelandic book from the early 
twentieth century in which an eccentric old man in a village decided to build himself a new house, 
using the traditional manner with a shell contructed from wood and corrugated iron. But instead 
of putting the iron on the outside, he put it on the inside. According to the story, it was a deco
rative purpose that lay behind this idea, because he wanted to use wallpaper, which was a 
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novelty, and he thought it would make sense to put it on the outside where more people could 
enjoy it… I realised that it [this story] had meaning. You could claim that such a house turns the 
world inside-out. So that was the drive to build a similar little house. I stumbled across an  
ideal site in a lava area not far from Reykjavik and we built it quickly…the building itself wasn’t  
a sculpture for people to visit. The piece was presented as documentation’.
What emerges from Fridfinnsson’s description of this work is the significance of storytelling.  
As the artist said later in our conversation: ‘Storytelling is very important for me; it’s just in my 
nature’. This is not only related to the content of the work itself, that is the story of the old man 
from which the work was inspired, but also in the ways through which his works are circulated, 
understood and interpreted. By privileging documentation of the thing rather than the thing itself, 
the inside-out house, like the secrets project, renders conversation, rumour and speculation as 
the resonating power that is left behind.

Alongside the works that focus on immaterial structures of communication, Fridfinnsson has 
continued to make object-based works and installations throughout his carreer, wich brings me  
to this new work presented within the programme of EENWERK, titled By the Ocean.
The work comprises a single geological specimen – a stromatolite – that has been sourced from  
an iron mine in Minnesota. Stromatolites are layered bio-chemical accretionary structures formed 
in shallow water by the trapping, binding and cementation of sedimentary grains. Fossilised 
stromatolites therefore provide ancient records of life on Earth; the passing of time and the 
accretion of memory is literally embedded within their very form. Forming part of Fridfinnsson’s 
installation are two crystal balls and a single framed photograph depicting two boys standing  
on the shore of a calm seascape.

Objects have also had a presence within Fridfinnsson’s work, but his use of them is resolutely 
non-monolithic; rather, they act like triggers – they’re more like what Michel Serres would call 
‘quasi-objects’. What is so particular about Serres ‘quasi-objects’ is its reliance on a living subject 
in order to activate it. He gives the example of the ball, whose significance lies in the fact that it  
is fundamentally a relational object, as oppose to having its own distinct ontological status: ‘ 
Around the ball, the team fluctuates quick as a flame, around it, through it, it keeps a nucleus 
of organisation. The ball is the sun of the system and the force passing among its elements,  
it is a centre that is off-centred, off-side, outstripped’.

The key to the quasi-object, then, is the relational network that constellates around it; around the 
material fact of the ball dances an ever expanding network of social relations, exchanges, signs 
and symbols’. Serres picturing of quasi-objects is, I would propose, in line with Fridfinnsson’s 
approach to objects, and this is very much the case with his new work.

By placing together the stromatolite – an object of accretion that is activated by external forces – 
and the photograph of the two boys, Fridfinnsson suggest a rich and immaterial network of 
exchange and dynamic partnerships that are constantly occurring between lifeforms and objects. 
While this work may say something lasting about the fact of time’s forward motion, the artist’s 
approach focuses more on the sense-based texture of this passing.

As Fridfinnsson says: ‘My interest in the essence of time is serious, but my dealing with time  
is not knowledge-based; it’s more exploratory and feeling-based’.
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“A Secret” – Cassandra Edlefsen Lasch

Slated at between 2.2 and 2.4 billion years old, and sourced from an iron mine in the American 
Midwest (more precisely the Biwabik formation of Saint Louis County, Minnesota), a single 
geological specimen—a stromatolite—rests atop a table. This fossilized witness of one of the 
earliest life forms on earth is installed alongside a number of other objects, together comprising  
a single artwork by Hreinn Friðfinnsson presented here within the program of EENWERK, 
Amsterdam, By the Ocean (2018).

As a relic of the existence of microorganisms flourishing in shallow water and known to have 
produced abundant oxygen at their peak in existence some 1.25 billion years ago, the fossil 
records a process of accretion, its formation unique to specific conditions of growth and the 
interaction of a life form at the very surface between aquatic and terrestrial environments.  
This particular stromatolite, a Collinia Undosa dating from the Precambrium era, is a rare red  
hue due to its high iron content.

Set in relation to the stromatolite: a wall-mounted model of an oxygen molecule with a pair  
of linked atoms; two crystal balls, one on either side of the stromatolite; and a single framed 
photograph where two boys stand on the shore of a calm seascape beneath an atmosphere 
heavy with clouds, two spheres of perspective observing the landscape at large. What becomes 
apparent in any notation of these elements is the reoccurrences, the parallels: spherical pairs, 
dynamic partnerships, exchanges of energy.

By the Ocean borrows its title from the black and white photograph by Thorsteinn Josepsson 
chosen from the book Icelandic in Pictures (1943). The artist’s selection does not constitute an  
act of homage, rather a sensitivity to the captured conceptual and cosmic connections inferred. 
Together, the work’s components sample geography (land, sky, sea, mountains); time; gravity; 
consciousness; myth; fact.

The work of Icelandic artist Hreinn Friðfinnsson draws degrees of separation as potent spaces of 
communication, of existential exchange, where the attractions and repulsions at play—manifest 
in the atomic and cosmic nature of the world—formulate the work itself. Perceived as a composite 
of charged elements read within a conceptual framework By the Ocean grants space for not only 
thinking about these connections but for feeling them, allowing them to be unspoken and 
simultaneously known and unknown.

For more information please contact:

Julius Vermeulen

THU—FRI—SAT
DURING EXHIBITIONS
OPEN 13—18 HRS
AND BY APPOINTMENT
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BIOGRAPHY HREINN FRIDFINNSSON

Hreinn Fridfinnsson was born in rural Iceland in 1943 and has lived in Amsterdam for the last  
40 years. He represented Iceland at the 45th Venice Biennale in 1993 and in 2000 he received the 
Ars Fennica Prize. Fridfinnsson has exhibited widely internationally, with solo shows including  
the Serpentine Gallery London in 2007. Fridfinnsson participated in the group exhibition,  
The Imminence of Poetics, 30th São Paulo Biennial, Sao Paulo, Brazil. He has participated in 
Skulptur Projekte – Münster 2017. 

Hreinn´s vocabulary, underscored by a delicate sense of humour, encompasses dreams, folklore, 
doubling and perceptual tricks. By using different media in his research, he utilises an economy 
of means to evoke a rich panoply of associations. 

Fridfinnsson’s primary materials are by nature frail or illusory: glass, gold leaf, paper, stones, 
mirrors and remnants from the every day. One could characterize his artistic attitude as a con
structive interpretation of humble things, one which transforms the familiar into the new while 
also incorporating the very process of transformation into the work.

HREINN FRIDFINNSSON, BY THE OCEAN, 2018 
EXHIBITION: 3 MARCH—21 APRIL 2018

By the Ocean borrows its title from the black and white photograph by Thorsteinn Josepsson 
chosen from the book Icelandic in Pictures (1943). The artist’s selection does not constitute an  
act of homage, rather a sensitivity to the captured conceptual and cosmic connections inferred. 
Together, the work’s components sample geography (land, sky, sea, mountains); time; gravity; 
consciousness; myth; fact.
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