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Jeannette Ehlers’ exhibition takes its title from the
Atlantic Ocean. For centuries this blue expanse on
the world map between the New and the Old World
was the setting for a relatively unknown and only
reluctantly remembered part of Denmark’s history
and cultural heritage: The years when Denmark sold
slaves and played an intensive role in the so-called
Triangular Trade between Europe, Africa and the
West Indies.

On her journeys to the old Danish possessions in
what is now Ghana in West Africa and the West
Indies, Jeannette Ehlers collected material for an
exhibition that focuses on this repressed part of
Danish history and discusses how one interacts

with history. With a number of images from the

Kurator, Arhus Kunstb)/gnin(q

Jeannette Ehlers udstilling har sin titel fra
Atlanterhavet. Dette bld mellemstykke pa
verdenskortet mellem Den Nye og Den Gamle
Verden var igennem drhundreder scene for en
darligt kendt og nedigt erindret del af landets
historie og kulturelle arv: da Danmark solgte slaver
og tog intensivt del i den sakaldte Trekantshandel
mellem Europa, Afrika og Vestindien.

Pé rejser til de gamle danske besiddelser i nutidens
Ghana i Vestafrika og de Vestindiske oer har
Jeannette Ehlers samlet materiale til en udstilling,
der bade satter fokus pa den fortrangte historie og
diskuterer, hvordan man interagerer med historien.

I optagelser af slavehandelens steder som ruinerne af

slaveforterne eller kysterne, som de fremstar i dag,



places that marked the slave trade, like the ruins
of the slave forts, or the coastlines as they present
themselves today, the artist subtly steps into the
scene, her presence registering as a reflection or
shadow cast onto this distant history. By doing
so, history is put into play in relation to her own
identity. Her empathetic insight becomes quite
literal, but also questioning and investigative.

This experimental approach is a characteristic
feature of Jeannette Ehlers” work. Editing, image
manipulation and the use of found objects are an
often seen feature of the artist’s photo and video

based works. On these changeable terms meaning
and identity is explored in an advanced and

spontancous sense.

The Aarhus Art Building is proud to present the
exhibition as well as the accompanying catalogue.

We hope you will enjoy both.

traeder kunstneren selv ind i billederne som skygge
eller spejling. Hermed sacttes den store og fjerne
historie i spil i forhold til hendes egen identitet.
Indlevelsen i historien bliver siledes ganske

bogstavelig, men ogsa spergende og afsogende.

Denne cksperimenterende karakter kendetegner
generelt Jeannette Ehlers arbejde. Sammenklipning,
billedmanipulation og anvendelse af fundet materiale
indgdr ofte i kunstnerens foto- og videobaserede
vaerker. Pa disse omskiftelige preemisser diskuteres
betydning og identitet pa en bade avanceret og
umiddelbar made.

Arhus Kunstbygning er stolte af at kunne preasentere
bade udstilling og katalog og ensker god fornejelse.






THE DANISH SLAVE °

TRADE

A story about remembrance and oblivion

DEN DANSKE
SLAVEHANDEL

En historie om erindring og glemsel

Kristian Handberg

The slaves walked on their naked feet through two hun-
dred years of Danish history without leaving any other
trace than the bit of information we find in the school
textbook about Denmark being the first country to
abolish the slave trade. Thousands of men, women and
children. And one sentence to tell it all. And the claim
is also wrong, Thorkild Hansen: Coast of Slaves.
With his trilogy Coast of Slaves (1967), Ships of
Slaves (1968) and Islands of Slaves (1970) the Danish
author Thorkild Hansen (1928-1989) depicted a
piece of forgotten Danish history. The meticulously
researched and emphatically written books wish
— like Jeannette Ehlers’ exhibition — to call a part
of history back to life, an era that now exists as a
parenthesis in the historical consciousness of most

Lydlose paa deres nogne fodder vandrer slaverne gen-
nem to hundrede aar af Danmarkshistorien uden at ef-
terlade sig andre spor end skolebogernes lille oplysning
om, at Danmark var det forste land, som afskaffede
slavehandelen. Tusinder af maend, kvinder og born. Og
bagefter en enkelt satning, Som er forkert.

Thorkild Hansen: Slavernes Kyst

Forfatteren Thorkild Hansen (1928-1989) skil-
drede et stykke glemt danmarkshistorie med sin
trilogi Slavernes Kyst (1967), Slavernes Skibe (1968)

og Slavernes @er (1970). De grundigt researchede og
indlevet skrevne boger vil ligesom Jeannette Ehlers
udstilling kalde en historie til live, som den dag i dag
optrader som en parentes i de fleste danskeres hi-
storiske bevidsthed, hangt op pa ganske fd navne pa
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Danes and is tied to a few names of far-away tropi-
cal islands that were once sold for next to nothing.
Whatever trade activities took place here, far away
from Denmark, seem to concern no one. The history
of the Danish slave trade is still not only a vague and
incriminating chapter in the country’s history, but
also a poorly illuminated and rarely visited topic.
There are no museums or research centers dedicated
to highlighting this part of Danish history.

In the last decades, though, there has been a large
interest among international scholars in supplement-
ing and revising the kind of traditional history that
only focuses on the West and the ruling cultures.
Post-colonialism is an often used phrase for describ-
ing the awareness of the history of the colonies as
well as the legacy of colonialism for the world today.
The globalization of our times calls for a more truth-
ful world history and in this light the recounting of
the slave trade of colonial times becomes unavoid-
able. The riches from worldwide trade activities not
only affected millions of people through the centu-
ries but also formed the basis of Europe’s industri-
alization — the fundament of the modern world.' So
there are good reasons to pull the slave trade out of
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fjerne sydhavsoeer, som vi solgte for en slik. Hvilken
handel, der ellers foregik her, fjernt fra Danmark,
beskaeftiger man sig ikke med. Slavehandlens
danmarkshistorie er fortsat ikke bare et dunkelt og
belastet kapitel i historien, men ogsa et svagt belyst
og sjeeldent besogt emneomrade. Der er ingen
forklarende museer og forskende centre dedikeret
til denne del af Danmarkshistorien.

Interessen for at supplere og revidere den tradi-
tionelle historie, der kun har blik for Vesten og de
herskende kulturer, har ellers veeret stor i de sidste
artiers internationale forskning. Postkolonialisme er
et ofte brugt begreb, bade til at beskrive bevidsthe-
den om koloniernes historie og om kolonialismens
arv for verden i dag. Nutidens globalisering kalder
pa en sandere verdenshistorie og kolonitidens slave-
handel bliver uomgangelig her. Ikke bare var det en
global handel, der omfattede millioner af mennesker
gennem arhundreder, men dens rigdomme gav fun-
dament for Europas industrialisering og er hermed
at betragte som et fundament for den moderne
verden.' Der er derfor god grund til at kalde slave-
handelen ud af glemslen — ogsa den danske.
Igennem to drhundreder handlede Danmark med



oblivion — including Denmark’s role in it.

For two centuries Denmark traded in slaves and
participated in the so-called triangular trade where
slaves were bought on the West Coast of Africa

and sailed to the West Indies. From there the ships
would return to Copenhagen loaded with sugar. In
this way the ships were never empty, and the profit
was always greatest in Copenhagen, where nobody
had to worry about the dangers and inhumanities
that were the reality behind the trade route. More
than 100,000 slaves were sailed across the Atlantic
Ocean in the Danish slave trade, which corresponds
to approximately 1 % of the total transport of the
European colonial powers.’

As early as 1518, only a few decades after the

first white man set foot in the New World, the first
shipment of African slaves arrived in the West Indies.
When the traffic became systematized and more
efficient hundreds of thousands of slaves were sailed
across the Atlantic Ocean every year. In the begin-
ning the activities were led by Spain and Portugal,
but in the course of the 17th century, England,
France and Holland took over the leading role in

this world trade. Denmark’s participation began in

slaver og praktiserede den sikaldte Trekantshandel,
hvor man kebte slaver pa den afrikanske vestkyst,
som sa sejledes til de Vestindiske oer, hvorfra skibene
kunne vende tilbage til Kobenhavn lastet med suk-
ker. Saledes var skibene aldrig tomme og fortjene-
sten blev altid storst i Kebenhavn, hvor man heller
ikke skulle keempe med de farer og umenneskelig-
heder, der ellers var rutens realiteter. Over 100.000
slaver blev fragtet over Atlanten i den danske slave-
handel, hvilket svarer til ca. 1 % af de europaciske
kolonimagters samlede befordring.’

Allerede i 1518, fa artier efter at den hvide mand
forste gang satte Den Nye Verden under fode, kom
den forste last med afrikanske slaver til Vestindien.
Da denne trafik blev effektiviseret og sat i system,
blev hundredtusindyvis af slaver sejlet over Atlanten
hvert eneste ar. Forst forte spanierne og portugi-
serne an, mens englenderne, franskmandene og
hollanderne satte sig pa denne verdenshandel i
lobet af det 17. &rhundrede. Danmark kom med fra
ca. 1670, hvor Vestindisk-guinesisk Kompagni fik
kongebrev pa handelen og etablerede kolonier pa
forst den vestindiske o St. Thomas (1672) og siden
St. Jan (1718) og St. Croix (1733), og byggede



about 1670, when The Danish West India and Guinea
Company received a royal charter on the trade and
established a colony on the West Indian island of
Saint Thomas (1672), followed by Saint John (1718)
and Saint Croix (1733), and built forts on the West
Coast of Africa in what is now Ghana but was then
known as the Gold Coast and the Slave Coast. Con-
trary to what many believe, Western Africa was not
colonized in the golden age of slave trade. For the
slave traders Africa "was chiefly a coastline; or rather
it was three parallel lines, one of boiling white surf,
one of brown sand, and finally a green line of jungle
beyond which few of them ventured and from which
fewer still came back”.? Instead of venturing into the
foreign land and doing the hard work, guns and rum
were sold to the local tribes to manipulate these
people into providing slaves by provoking internal
wars.

Endless rows of black people were lead to the

forts along the coast where they were measured and
examined like goods and “kept in stock” in the slave
yards on the forts until a passing ship could carry
them thousands of miles across the Atlantic Ocean.
Many of these people had never seen the ocean be-
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forter pa den afrikanske vestkyst i det, der i dag er
Ghana, men dengang var kendt som Guldkysten og
Slavekysten. I modseetning til hvad mange tror, var
Vestafrika i slavehandelens guldalder ikke kolonise-
ret. For slavehandlerne “var Afrika forst og frem-
mest en kystlinie, eller rettere tre parallelle linier:
en kogende, hvid braending, en brun linie af sand, og
endelig junglens gronne linie; bag denne vovede kun
f sig ind og endnu feerre kom tilbage”.’ I stedet for
selv at vove sig ind i det fremmede land og gore det
grove arbejde, fik man ved at slge gevaerer og rom
til lokale stammer manipuleret disse til at skaffe
slaver ved indbyrdes krige.

Endelose raekker af sorte blev fort til forterne pa
kysten, hvor de blev mélt og vurderet som varer og
sat pa “lager” i forternes slavegarde til et forbipas-
serende skib kunne fore disse mennesker, der end
ikke havde set havet for, tusindvis af kilometer over
Atlanten. Denne transport, kendt som Trekantshan-
delens ’Midterpassage’, er blandt de mere kendte i
den almene forestillingsevne: tegningerne af de taet
stuvede dack med liggende slaver og den kalkulerede
tabsprocent pa op mod 5 under den ménedslange
tur er svaere at viske ud. Overfarten tog mindst



fore. This transport, known as the “middle passage”
of the triangular trade, is among the more well-
known aspects of the period in the general public’s
mind: the images of the tightly packed slaves lying
on the decks and the calculated percentage of loss
of up to /s of the human cargo during the month-
long journey are hard to erase from the mind. The
journey lasted at least six weeks and at times several
months. The ships sailed all the way into the Bay of
Guinea in order to take advantage of sea currents
and then followed the South Equatorial Stream par-
allel to the Brazilian coast up to the final destination
in the West Indies. En route the dangers not only
consisted of tropical storms and diseases but also
attempts at rebellion and piracy. Because of this the
slaves were kept on separate quarterdecks and the
ships were armed externally with canons directed
against attacking ships and internally with weapons
to use against the slaves.

If all went according to plan, they finally reached
the West Indies, the three Danish islands and ’the
red fort’ on Saint Thomas. Sugar production on the
islands thrived in particular from the middle of the
18th century to the beginning of the 19th century.

6 uger og kunne gerne tage flere maneder. Man
sejlede hele vejen ind om Guineabugten for at
udnytte havstrommene og fulgte den Sydackvato-
riale Strom parallelt med den brasilianske kyst op til
malet i Vestindien. Undervejs var farerne ikke bare
tropestorme og sygdomme, men ogsa oprorsforsog
og soroveri. Skibene var derfor bevabnede bade
udadtil med kanonerne rettet mod angribende skibe
og indadtil med skanser og bevabning mod slaverne.
Hvis man var heldig, ndede man endelig Vestindien
og de tre danske oer (ca. pa storrelse med Mon,
Samso og Laeso) og ‘det rode fort’ pa St. Thomas.
Sukkerproduktionen pa oerne blomstrede specielt
fra midten af 1700-tallet til ind i det 19. arhund-
rede. Her var oernes havne internationale handels-
centre og byen Charlotte Amalie pa Skt. Thomas var
med over 10.000 indbyggere rigets naststorste efter
Kobenhavn. Velstanden var selvfolgelig baseret pa
slaveri. Forholdet mellem slaver og frie ndede op pa
10:1, et forhold der kravede brutale disciplinare
midler fra de hvide planteres minoritet for at holde
pa magten. Den kuede masses trussel var nok ogsa
incitament til forbuddet mod handel med slaver fra
1792. Det var nok verdens forste af sin art (17 dage
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In this period the ports on the islands were inter-
national trade centers and the town of Charlotte
Amalie on Saint Thomas was, with its more than

10,000 inhabitants, the second largest town in
Denmark after Copenhagen. Naturally the prosper-
ity was due to slavery. The ratio between slaves and
free men reached 10:1 calling for brutal discipline
from the minority white plantation owners in order
to secure their power. The threat from the subdued
masses was most likely an inducement for the pro-
hibition of slave trade from 1792. This was probably
the first of its kind in the world (17 days before the

English), but it didn’t mean that slavery was abol-

ished; it would carry on for another fifty years. Not
until 1848 was the colorful Governor-General Peter
von Scholten, pressed by a rebellion in the town of
Frederikssted, forced to finally abolish slavery. But
whether the circumstances improved for the freed
slaves who continued to live as serfs on the planta-
tions, is still a valid question.

The golden days of sugar production were over,

and the islands turned into a grave and distant losing
proposition for the kingdom of Denmark. Actually
several attempts were made at selling the islands,
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for det engelske), men betod ingen ophavelse af
slaveriet, der kunne fortsette et halvt drhundrede
endnu. Forst i 1848 matte den farverige guvernor
Peter von Scholten, presset af opror i byen Frede-
rikssted, give den endelige afskaffelse. Og om sa
karene bedredes for de frigivne som livegne landar-
bejdere er dog et sporgsmal.

Sukkerindustriens gyldne dage var da talte og
oerne var for alvor en fjern underskudsforretning
for kongeriget Danmark. Der var faktisk adskil-
lige forsog pa at atheende oerne, inden de endelig
blev solgt til USA i 1917 efter folkeafstemning i
Danmark i 1915, mens oernes egen befolkning ikke
blev spurgt.

Med denne sidste handel synes Danmark at have
solgt sin andel i ansvaret for den store slavehandel.
Det er ikke vores historie og vi bliver ganske over-
raskede, nér vi ser levn som den danske konges nav-
netraek pa de hvide forter i Ghana, de rode forter i
Vestindien eller de dansk pragede stednavne.

Et sidant moede indleder Thorkild Hansens beret-
ning:

Vi havde et fort i Afrika. Det ligger dernede endnu,

bygget pa et lavt klippefremspring, hvor kysten ligesom



until they were finally sold to the USA in 1917 after
a 1915 referendum in Denmark. The island’s inhabit-
ants were not asked their opinion on the subject.
With this last transaction Denmark seems to have
sold its share of responsibility for the large-scale
slave trade. It is not a part of our history, and we are
stunned when we see relics like the emblem of the
Danish king on the white forts in Ghana, the red
forts in the West Indies and the Danish-sounding
place names.

Thorkild Hansen opens his narrative with a de-
scription of an encounter of this kind:

We once had a fort in Africa. It is still there, erected on
a low promontory of rock, where the coastline extends
afoot into the ocean. The oft-whitewashed walls are vis-
ible among the palms. Over the portal, the emblem of
Christian VII can still be seen. Every time a palm-branch
nearby wafts in the wind, it sweeps its fleeting shadow
back and forth over the initials as if in an attempt to
wipe out the old inscription.
Thorkild Hansen: Coast of Slaves, p. 19.
English translation Kari Dako.

seetter en fod ud i havet. De hvide overkalkede mure
lyser mellem palmerne. Over indgangen staar Christian
den Syvendes navnetrak. Hver gang en palmegren i
narheden bevaeger sig i vinden, fejer dens fligede skyg-
ge frem og tilbage over initialerne som i et forgeves
forsog paa at udviske den gamle indskrift.

Thorkild Hansen: Slavernes Kyst, 1967.

Den fortrangte historie fortalles pa en baggrund af
erindring og glemsel. Nogles stemmer er ned-
skrevne, for eksempel i de rejseberetninger, der i
Trekantshandelens samtid var populare i Europa
og var med til at forme romanen som litteraert
medie og kulturens mest hojtagtede stemme. Og
paleeerne i Kobenhavn som Marienborg, der nu er
statsministerens residens, forteller om den velstand,
slavehandelen skabte.

Slavernes historie skulle dog ikke fortelles.
Den verden, de kom fra, blev udraderet, og i den
nye verden skulle de bare veere tavs nytteveerdi.
“Until the lion has his historian, the hunter will always
be a hero”, som en anonym tekst star indridset pa
fortet Prinzensteens mur i Ghana. Det ses pa et af

Jeannette Ehlers fotos fra hendes rejser forud for
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The repressed history is told on a background

of remembrance and oblivion. Some voices have
been written down, for instance in the travelogues
that in the age of the triangular trade were popular
in Europe and helped shape the novel as a literary
medium and a highly esteemed voice of culture. And
palaces in Copenhagen — like Marienborg, where the
Danish prime minister now resides — tell the story
of the affluence created by the slave trade.

The history of the slaves, though, was not meant

to be told. The world from which they came was
erased from memory, and in the new world they
were just meant to serve a silent and useful purpose.
“Until the lion has his historian, the hunter will always be
a hero”, as an anonymous inscription on the wall of
the Prinzensteen fort in Ghana says. The inscription
can be seen on one of Jeannette Ehlers’ photo-
graphs from her travels in advance of the exhibition.
Photographs that in their own right are a fascinating
depiction of the emergence of hidden history.
Jeannette Ehlers’ Atlantic breaks the silence and
turns the spotlight onto the Danish slave trade. It
not an all-seeing and all-explaining light, but a light
that takes its starting point in the ruins and the
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udstillingen. Fotos, der i sig selv er en fascinerende
skildring af den skjulte histories fremkost.
Jeannette Ehlers Atlantic bryder tavsheden og
seetter spot pd den danske slavehandel. Det er ikke
et altseende og altforklarende lys, men et med
udgangspunkt i ruinerne og de skjulte vidnesbyrd.
De tilgroede rester af forterne pa kysten og oerne,
paleernes noble diskretion, eller bolgerne i det
Atlanterhav, der var Trekantshandelens scene.
Her skete det og det er sd naert, vi rent fysisk kan
komme. Udgangspunktet er dog ogsa personligt, da
Jeannette Ehlers som datter af en vestindisk far har
direkte redder i den danske slavehandels historie.
Som i et forseg pa at treenge ind i sin egen historie,
optrader kunstneren selv i vaerkerne. Ikke fuldt til
stede, men som spejling og skygge. Nar man kalder
historien til live, er det i en spejling af sig selv.
Samtidig er man altid et produkt af historien. Som
en skygge pa det hvide forts vaeg eller en spejling i
vandoverfladen treeder kunstneren ind i de histo-
risk ladede steder. Er det en flygtig genoplivning af
fortidens liv pa disse steder eller en illustration af,
at kunstnerens nutidige identitet genforenes med

noget her? Kunstneren byder sig selv op til dans



hidden testimonies of the overgrown forts along
the coast and on the islands, the noble discretion of
the mansions and the waves in the Atlantic Ocean
that formed the stage for the triangular trade. Here
is where it all happened, and we get as close as is
physically possible. At the same time the starting
point is also a personal one, since Jeannette Ehlers,
as the daughter of a West Indian father, has her roots
directly planted in the history of the Danish slave
trade. As if in an attempt to insinuate herself into
her own story, we catch a glimpse of the artist in her
works. Not directly, but in the shape of reflections
and shadows. Calling history back to life happens in
a reflection of one’s own self. At the same time we
are all always a product of history. Like a shadow

on the wall of the white fort or a reflection in the
surface of the water the artist steps into the histori-
cally charged scenes. Is it a fleeting revival of past
life at these places or an illustration showing that
the contemporary identity of the artist is reunited
with something here? The artist dances in halls like
the ones that Peter von Scholten invited the blacks
to dance in. It happens in a silent and reflective way,
though. The combination of shots from the histori-

i sale som dem, Peter von Scholten bad de sorte
indenfor til dans i. Det sker dog tavst og refleksivt.
Kombinationen af optagelser fra de historisk ladede
steder med de manipulerede indhop, gor Atlantic
til en diskussion af indlevelsen i historien. I hvor
hej grad er det muligt at treede ind i historien og
hvad skal vi med specielt den mindre behagelige og
fortraeengte side af fortiden? Atlantic giver ingen svar,
men anvender fotografiets bade dokumentariske og
manipulerende muligheder til at skabe refleksivt
memento over den danske slavehandel.

Thorkild Hansens veark fik stor betydning for
bevidstheden om den danske aktie i slavehandelen. I
dens intensive inddragelse af faktuelt kulturhistorisk
materiale og kollageagtige gengivelse af kildemate-
riale er serien pa bolgeleengde med en vaesentlig del
af nutidens litteratur og kunst, som vi blandt andet
ser hos Jeannette Ehlers. Hansens onske om at for-
ene alle stemmer i en samlet fortelling og tro pa at
reprasentationen af alles historie lykkes, vil maske
problematiseres af den nye postkolonialisme, der er
skeptisk overfor at tale for andre og reprasentere
det andet. I Jeannette Ehlers Atlantic ser vi maske
denne forskel: Hvor intentionen ved Hansen er at
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cally charged places and the manipulated interpola-
tions turns Atlantic into a discussion of inserting
oneself in history. To which extent is it possible to
step into history and what do we do with especially
the less agreeable and repressed aspects of the past?
Atlantic presents no answers, but uses the documen-
tary and the possibilities of manipulating photog-
raphy to create a reflexive memento of the Danish
slave trade.

Thorkild Hansen’s novels played a major role in

the awareness of Danish participation in the slave
trade. In its intensive use of factual historical mate-
rial and collage-like reproduction of source mate-
rial, the trilogy is in sync with a considerable part
of contemporary literature and art — as we see, for
instance, in the works of Jeannette Ehlers. Hansen’s
desire to unite all voices in a comprehensive tale and
his belief that it is possible to represent all voices
might be met with criticism by the new post-colo-
nialism that is skeptical of speaking for others and
representing ‘the other’. Maybe we actually see this
difference at Jeannette Ehlers’ exhibition Atlantic:
where it was Hansen’s intention to tell as much as
possible, Jeannette Ehlers’ work discusses its own
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fortaelle sa meget som muligt, diskuterer Jeannette
Ehlers vark sin egen mulighed for at fortalle.
Atlantic udtrykker, at et resultat i form af den en-
delige og sande historie maske ikke er det vigtigste.
Vigtigere er processen, forsoget pa at forstd og
erkende. Den er et mode med erindring og glemsel,
tale og tavshed, fjerne ting, der bliver nare og
fortsat distance. Atlantic er saledes bade en udstil-
ling om en vigtig historisk tematik og om medet
med historien generelt. Historien stopper ikke, nar
den er blevet fortalt, men begynder forst der. Med
Atlantic kan historien om, da Danmark solgte slaver,

begynde.

1 Skildret af Eric Williams: Capitalism and Slavery (1944).

2 Historikere sxtter tallet mellem 9 og 12 millioner.
3 Daniel P. Mannix og Malcolm Cowley: Den atlantiske slavehandels historie
(Black Cargoes), Niels Bings Forlag 1966 (opr. 1962), s. 26.



particular possibility of telling.

Atlantic illustrates that a result in the shape of a

final and true story may not be the most important
thing. More important is the process, the attempt to
understand and acknowledge. The exhibition repre-
sents a meeting between remembrance and oblivion,
speech and silence, far away things drawing closer
and continued distance. In this way Atlantic is both
an exhibition about an important historical complex
of themes and about the meeting with history in
general. History doesn’t end when it has been told;
it only just begins. With Atlantic the story about the
Danish slave trade can begin.

Eric Williams: Capitalism and Slavery, (1944).

rians estimate the number to be between

3 Daniel P. Mannix a / ley: Bla argoes: A History of the

Atlantic Slave Trade, Longman, London, 1963, p. 13.
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FLICKERING IMAGES *

Manipulation and the search for identity in
Jeannette Ehlers’ work

FLAKKENDE BILLEDER

Manipulation og identitetssogen i
Jeannette Ehlers’ veerk

Aukje Lepoutre Ravn

In contemporary art the inclusion of the floating
and constantly changing stream of digital images that
roll in and out of our over-stimulated visual life and
thus also into the world of art is old news. But what
still has not depleted its news potential is the decod-
ing and understanding of how the digital image
works as a dynamic and multi-layered system. The
digital "video revolution” of the 1990s with pioneers
like Tony Oursler, Dara Birnbaum, Michal Rovner
and Pierre Huyghe gave access to a nuanced editing
technology that for many artists became

the key and tool for new artistic expressions.
Although the use of digital tools has now become

an integrated part of the artistic process, and
although — in a typically dystopian way — some
already talk about a post-digital era, the mechani-

I samtidskunsten er inkluderingen af det digitale
billedes flydende og konstant foranderlige bil-
ledstrem, der valter ind og ud af vores oversti-
mulerede visuelle liv og dermed ind i kunsten, en
gammel nyhed. Hvad der derimod ikke har udtemt
sit nyhedspotentiale, er afkodningen og forstaclsen
af, hvordan det digitale billede fungerer som et
dynamisk system med mange lag. 1990ernes digitale
“videorevolution”, med pionerer som Tony Oursler,
Dara Birnbaum, Michal Rovner og Pierre Huyghe,
gav adgang til en nuanceret redigeringsteknologi,
der for mange kunstnere blev noglen og varkte-
jet til nye kunstudtryk. Selvom brugen af digitale
redskaber i dag er blevet en almindelig integreret
del af den kunstneriske proces, og der pé seedvanlig

dystopisk vis ogsa allerede tales om en postdigital
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cal medium to which digital art belongs still seems

to have a large potential for development.

One of the young Danish artists whose artistic
foundation is rooted in digital imagery is Jeannette
Ehlers (b. 1973), who graduated from the Royal
Danish Academy of Fine Arts in 2006. Among other
things Ehlers is concerned with creating computer
manipulated video works on the basis of existing
video and film material — so-called found footage.
The principle behind her approach consists of taking
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a@ra, sa synes det mekaniske medium, som den
digitale kunst indskriver sig i, stadig at have et stort
udviklingspotentiale.

En af de unge danske kunstnere, hvis kunstneriske
fundament er forankret i det digitale billedsprog er
Jeannette Ehlers (1973), der er uddannet fra det
Kgl. Danske Kunstakademi i 2006. Ehlers arbejder
blandt andet med at skabe computermanipulerede
videovaerker ud fra eksisterende video- og filmma-
teriale — sdkaldt found footage. Hendes vaerkprincip
er at tage enkelte scener fra klassiske film eller
populare tv-klip, hvorefter hun omskaber scenens
narrative indhold ved eksempelvis at fjerne eller
addere en personskikkelse. Med samme nojsomme
pracision som en kirurg bearbejder Ehlers det
udvalgte materiale billede for billede. Teknikken er
uhyre tilmodighedskravende, fordi hvert sekund
rummer ca. 25 billeder og hvert eneste billede skal
behandles. Hvis blot et enkelt billede springes over,
bliver manipulationens aftryk for evident og det
onskede “forsvindingsnummer” umuliggores. Seerligt
er det fjernelsen eller manipuleringen af men-
neskekroppen, der interesserer Jeannette Ehlers.

I hendes forste digitalt manipulerede video Ghost



single scenes from classic films or popular TV-shows
and deconstructing the narrative contents of the
scenes in question by, for instance, leaving out or
adding a character. With the meticulous precision of
a surgeon Ehlers works her way through the selected
material frame by frame. The technique demands
extreme patience, for each second consists of about
25 frames and each frame has to be treated individu-
ally. If just one frame is skipped, the manipulation
becomes too evident and the desired ”vanishing act”
is rendered impossible. Jeannette Ehlers is espe-
cially interested in the removal or manipulation of
the human body. In her first digitally manipulated
video, Ghost Rider I, we see a video-recording of a
soccer match, where all 22 soccer players have been
removed, so that only their empty shadows chase the
ball, and in Ghost Rider 6, a classic black and white
fight scene from a western movie is turned into a
comical disarming of the masculinity of the Marl-
boro Man. One of the sides in the fight has been re-
moved so that only the most powerful of the fighters
stands back alone and looks like a confused cowboy
hunting the shadow of a ghost. In her manipulation
of these filmic fragments Ehlers uses the simple trick

Rider 1, ser vi en tv-transmitteret fodboldkamp,

hvor alle 22 fodboldspillerkroppe er fjernet, sa kun
deres tomme skygger lober rundt efter bolden, og

i Ghost Rider 6 transformeres en klassisk sort/hvid
westernfilm-slaskamp til en komisk afvabning af
Marlboromandens maskulinitet. Den ene part i
slaskampen er fjernet helt, sa kun den mest slagkraf-
tige af naeveforerne star alene tilbage og ligner en
forvirret cowboy, der jagter skyggen pa et spogelse.
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of removing the focal points that normally guide us
in moving images and instead turns our attention
towards something else that exists, so to speak, in
the “shadow” of the primary action or person. The
interference is simple, but the effect is large.
Jeannette Ehlers’ technical method has parallels

to, among others, the Austrian artist Martin Arnolds
and the American artist Paul Pfeiffer, who also pro-
vide a direct inspiration. Paul Pfeiffer works with a
similar intricate digital editing technique and uses it
to create sophisticated examinations of identity and
social constructions. In the video-triptych The Long
Count Pfeiffer for instance removed the main char-
acters in Muhammad Ali’s three legendary boxing
matches. We see the boxing ring, but the boxers have
disappeared so that only the digital trace of their
removal and the yelling and screaming audience can
be seen and heard.

REPRESENTATION OF THE SELF

The absence of the main actors in scenes like these
and their reduction to mere shadows have evident
humorous and comic qualities, but at the same time
the works are also saturated with a haunting absence
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I manipuleringen af disse filmiske brudstykker
foretager Ehlers det meget simple greb at fjerne de
fokuspunkter, som vi saedvanligvis lader os visuelt
styre af i det bevaegende billede, og retter det i ste-
det mod noget andet, der sa at sige star i "skyggen”
af den primaere handling eller person. Indgrebet er
simpelt, men effekten stor.

Jeannette Ehlers tekniske metode har paralleller til
bl.a. den estrigske kunstner Martin Arnolds og den
amerikanske kunstner Paul Pfeiffer, som Ehlers ogsa
er inspireret af. Paul Pfeiffer arbejder tilsvarende
med den intrikate digitale redigeringsteknik og
bruger den til at skabe sofistikerede undersogelser af
identitet og sociale konstruktioner. I videotriptyko-
nen The Long Count har Pfeiffer eksempelvis fjernet
hovedpersonerne i Muhammed Alis tre legendariske
boksekampe. Vi ser bokseringen, men bokserne er
forsvundet, sa kun det digitale spor af deres fjer-
nelse og publikums hujen er at se og hore.

REPRAZSENTATION AF SELVET

Fravaeret af disse sceners primaere aktorer og deres
reducering til rene skygger har tydeligvis humo-
ristiske og komiske kvaliteter, men samtidig er



of physical presence and identity. The persons are in
absentia, and in their absence the surgically removed
bodies suddenly seem to be the key to a much larger
question about the identity of the body and the
identity behind the body. Ehlers’ experiments with
computer manipulations have developed side by side
with another and more personal key theme dealing
with self-presentation and the quest for identity.
Seen next to one another the connection and inter-
action between these two fields of interest might
seem oppositional since one seems to be concerned
with a search for a truth about the ego while the
other deliberately wants to peel away “truth” and
turn it into something else. But it is exactly this ten-
sion between manipulation and search for identity
that makes Ehlers’ works function.

As the child of a mother from the West Coast of
Denmark and a father from the West Indies the con-
sciousness of a mixed culture and ethnicity has been
a natural condition of identity for Ehlers. For the
same reason these circumstances have also given rise
to the natural question about how a person’s identity
and self-image are formed by means of upbring-
ing, sociality, ethnicity and the gaze of The Other.

vaerkerne ogsa gennemsyret af et sogende fysisk
identitetsfraveer. Personerne er in absentia, og i deres
fraveer synes den bortopererede krop pludselig

at vaere noglen til et meget storre sporgsmal om
kroppens identitet og identiteten bag kroppen.
Ehlers cksperimenter med computermanipulation
har udviklet sig side om side med et andet og mere
personligt nogletema, der drejer sig om identitets-
sogen og selvreprasentation. Ved siden af hinanden
kan disse to interessers sammenhang og interaktion
virke modstridende, da det ene synes at ville finde
sandheden om jeg-et, mens den anden bevidst vil
pille “sandheden” bort og gore den til noget andet,
men det er netop denne spanding mellem manipu-
lation og identitetssogen, der far Ehlers veerker til at
fungere.

Som barn af en vestjysk mor og en vestindisk far er
bevidstheden om sammensat kultur og etnicitet et
naturligt identitetsvilkar for Ehlers. Af samme arsag
har dette identitetsvilkir ogsa affodt en raekke lige
sa naturlige sporgsmal om, hvordan vores identitet
og selvbilleder sammensattes gennem opdragelse,
socialitet, etnicitet og den andens blik. Disse sporgs-
mal har Ehlers kanaliseret gennem sin kunst, for at
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Ehlers has channeled these questions into her art in

order to shed light on her own identity in a broader
socio-cultural context. Ehlers presents these issues
for the first time in the work Double Me (2003),
where we watch a short 16 mm film clip of a three
year old Ehlers running down a sidewalk. Next to
her runs an adult woman who has clearly been cut
into the scene. At first glance the set-up resembles
an idyllic scene with a race between a mother and

her daughter, but the woman who has been added is
40

betydningsafklare sig selv i en storre sociokulturel
kontekst. Problematikken moder vi forste gang i
vaerket Double Me (2003), hvor vi ser en kort smal-
filmsoptagelse af Ehlers selv som 3-drigt barn, der
lober hen ad et fortov. Ved siden af hende leber en
voksen kvinde, der tydeligvis er klippet ind i scenen.
Umiddelbart ligner set-uppet en idyllisk scene med
kaplob mellem mor og datter, men den tilfojede
kvinde er Ehlers selv. Som en virtuel tidsmaskine il-
lustrerer Double Me en meget genkendelig identitets-
afsogende tanke om at mode sig selv som barn, men
med egne voksne ojne.

Senere i Ventilate (part one) fra 2007 har Ehlers i
hej grad praciseret sit arinde i forhold til teknik
og identitetssogen. I videoen ser man kunstneren
danse sensuelt foran sin bogreol, mens hun rytmisk
fejer alle bogerne ned fra reolen, indtil den er tom.
Ehlers krop er dog animeret vaek og man ser den
kun glimtvis som en flydende transparent masse,
der udelukkende fastholdes med kroppens kon-
tur. Alligevel er kroppen, trods dens kraftige ydre
identitetsreducering identificerbar netop pa grund
af konturens bevagelse og ikke mindst kunstnerens
lange, flettede afrohar, der kastes rundt i dansen.



Ehlers herself. Like a virtual time-machine Double
Me illustrates the well-known identity-seeking no-
tion of meeting oneself as a child, but with one’s
own grown-up eyes.

Later, in 2007’s Ventilate (part one), Ehlers has to a
much larger degree defined her message in relation
to technique and search for identity. In the video we
see the artist perform a sensual dance in front of a
bookcase while rhythmically sweeping down all the
books from the shelves till the bookcase is empty.
But Ehlers’ body has been removed and we only see
it in short glimpses like a flowing and transparent
mass that is only contained because of the contour
of the body. Nevertheless — in spite of its powerful
external reduction of identity — it is still possible to
identify the body because of the movements of the
form and, not least, the artists’ long, braided afro-
hair flowing in the air while she dances.

That Ehlers works in such a focused way with
digital intervention can be seen as a deviant layer
that insists on turning our attention towards the
technical manipulation itself instead of what the
artist wants to say. It seems that a more frank and

personal examination of self-presentation hides itself

At Ehlers arbejder sa fokuseret med det digitale

indgreb, kan opfattes som et afvigende lag, der
fastholder opmarksomheden pa selve den tekniske
manipulation, frem for det som det manipulatori-

ske greb vil fortalle. Der synes nemlig at gemme
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under the surface and suddenly pops up in
Ventilate (part one). By erasing the external layer of
her subjectivity, so that only the sensually dancing
silhouette of the body is left, she peels away in a dig-
ital-anatomical sense a layer of herself and reaches
the substance hiding behind the skin. It seems like
the very act of removing the most significant ele-
ments in the videos turns into a kind of

artistic ritual for Ehlers that enables her to move
around the back and reveal a more substantial and
historically loaded layer of her

own identity.

FLICKER

While still basing her work on digitally manipu-
lated images, in the last couple of years Ehlers has
turned her attention more and more to the genre
of experimental films and produced a number of
longer videos containing several filmic layers. The
works are, to a much larger degree, appropriating,
and the artist herself refers to them as flicker-films.
The notion ’flicker-film’ covers a special structural
cutting-technique that the American avant-garde
film artist Tony Conrad experimented with in the
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sig en mere hudlos og personlig undersogelse af
selvrepraesentationen, som pludselig kommer frem i
Ventilate (part one). Ved at viske det yderste lag af sin
subjektivitet ud, sa kun kroppens sensuelt dansende
silhuet er tilbage, skraeller hun i digitalanatomisk
forstand dette lag af sig selv af og ind til det aftryk,
der ligger bag huden. Det er som om at selve den
handling, det er at fjerne de mest betydningsbaren-
de elementer i videoerne, for Ehlers bliver en form
for kunstnerisk ritual, der forer hende bagom og ind
til et mere substantielt og historisk ladet lag af

sin egen identitet.

FLICKER

Med stadigt afseet i det digitalt manipulerede billed-
materiale har Ehlers de seneste r bevaeget sig mere
over i eksperimentalfilmgenren og lavet langere vi-
deoer, der har inddraget flere filmiske lag. Varkerne
er i hojere grad approprierede og kaldes af kunstne-
ren selv for flicker-film. Begrebet flicker-film kan
pa dansk oversettes til flimrefilm og deekker over en
seerlig strukturel klippeteknik, som den amerikan-
ske avantgarde-filmkunstner Tony Conrad eksperi-
menterede med i filmen The Flicker fra 1966. Conrad



film The Flicker from 1966. Conrad mixed black and

white images — frame-by-frame — and in this way cre-

ated a flickering total effect. Inspired by especially
American avant-garde films of the 1960s the work
Crossroads (2008) is Ehlers’ first experiment within
the genre of flicker-films. By means of her consist-
ent technical systematism Ehlers mixes two of the

most legendary road-movies in the history of film,

blandede sorte og hvide billeder billede for billede

- frame-by-frame - og skabte dermed en flimrende
helhedseffekt. Med inspiration fra seerligt 1960ernes
amerikanske avantgardefilm er veerket Crossroads
(2008) Ehlers forste forsog med flicker-filmen. Ved
hjeelp af den konsekvente tekniske systematik, sam-
menblander hun to af filmhistoriens mest legenda-
riske roadmovies Faster Pussycat!, Kill!, Kill! af Russ

43



Faster Pussycat!, Kill!, Kill! by Russ Meyer (1963) and
Stalker by Andrei Tarkovsky (1979). First a frame
from one movie, then a frame from the other, etc.

In Ehlers’ interpretation of Conrad’s technique the
viewer is confronted with a similar frenetic passage
of images that can also be compared to the rhyth-
mic flashing of strobe lights. Perceptually the film
puts a lot of stress on the eyes as well as the brain
because it only allows us to understand the narrative
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Meyer (1963) og Stalker af Andrei Tarkovsky (1979).
Forst et billede fra den ene film, si et fra den anden
osv. I Ehlers’ fortolkning af Conrads teknik konfron-
teres beskueren med et lignende frenetisk billedfor-
lob, der ogsa minder om stroboskoplysets rytmiske
blinken. Perceptionsmaessigt stresser filmen bade
ojet og hjernen, fordi den kun tillader at opfatte
det narrative filmforleb som opbrudte gestalter,

og vi ma forestille os deres sammenhang og forleb
via tidligere filmerfaringer. Kun ved at vaenne ojet
til den konstante blinken, kan billedinformationen
blink for blink langsomt dechifreres til den helhed,
de er skabt ud af for sd at kunne afkodes og forstas,
ogsa pa et interrelationelt plan.

Til udstillingen The Eye in the Door, der blev vist i
Kunsthallen Nikolaj tidligere pa efteraret, pro-
ducerede Ehlers vaerket Divine Dichotomy (2009),
der arbejder med samme blandingsteknik som i
Crossroads. Modsat for har Ehlers dog ikke anvendt
_found footage, men i stedet selv skrevet og instrueret
en 8 min. film efter alle filmmanuskriptets regler.
Resultatet er en filmisk kaerlighedshistorie, der er
bygget op som en re-enactment af udvalgte erotiske
kunsthistoriske ikoner og tableauer fra renaessancen



sequence as fragmentary gestalts, and we have to
imagine their connection and progress on the basis
of our earlier filmic experiences. Only by letting our
eyes adjust to the constant flickering the informa-
tion contained in the images, blink by blink, may
slowly be deciphered into the unity they spring from
in order to be decoded and understood, even on an
irrational level.

For the exhibition The Eye in the Door at Kunsthal-
len Nikolaj in Copenhagen earlier this year, Ehlers
produced the work Divine Dichotomy (2009), where
she works with the same mixing technique as in
Crossroads. Contrary to her earlier works, Ehlers has
not used found footage for this work, but has written
and directed an 8-minute long film following all the
rules of a regular film script. The result is a filmic
love story constructed as a re-enactment of selected
erotic art icons from the Renaissance to our day. In
the film we meet a caricature of two lovers who en-
act scenes from, among others, Masaccio’s Expulsion
_from Paradise, Fragonard’s ambiguous swing-push-
ing, Duchamp’s voyeuristic keyhole and Jeff Koon’s
self-depicting pornographic tableaus. Everything

is presented at the speed of light. Ehlers’ special

o

til i dag, I filmen optreeder et karikeret karestepar,
der udspiller scener fra blandt andet Masaccios Ud-
drivelsen af Paradis, Fragonards tvetydige gyngeskub-
ning, Duchamps voyeuristiske noeglehul og Jeff Ko-
ons selvportraetterende pornografiske tableauer. Alt
sammen i et lynende tempo. Ehlers tekniske sarlige
greb i Divine Dichotomy er, at hun har sammenblandet
den samme film i to forskellige visninger; den ene
vises forlaens, mens den anden vises bagleens. Pa den
made modes filmene pa midten i et enkelt ojeblik

af helhed — kysset — hvorefter de passerer hinanden

og atter forsvinder ud i hver deres abstraktion. Med
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technical trick in Divine Dichotomy is to mix the same
film in two different versions; one is shown forwards
while the other is shown backwards. In this way the
two versions meet at the middle in a single moment
of unity — the kiss — only to pass one another again
and once more disappear into their own abstrac-
tions. With the flicker-technique Ehlers dissolves the
narrative chronology and effectively challenges the
viewer’s phenomenological and art historical identi-
fication, but since it happens by means of the filmic
recognition, Ehlers nevertheless allows a somewhat
larger space for understanding and decoding of the
complicated structure of the technique.

CONCLUSION

In Ehlers’ work universe the contrasting balance
between humor and reflection, between frenetic
and static moments, between the evident and the
enigmatic and, not least, the manipulated versus the
original, functions as a dynamic generator, making
sure to maintain the digital phenomenological and
the identity-seeking tensions in the works. With her
computer’s editing program as her central surgi-
cal tool —a tool, that can separate, remove and add
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flicker-teknikken oploser Ehlers forteallingens nar-
rative kronologi og dermed udfordrer hun kraftigt
betragterens faenomenologiske og kunsthistoriske
identifikation, men i form af den filmiske genta-
gelse, tillader Ehlers alligevel et lidt storre rum til
erkendelse og afkodning af teknikkens komplicerede
struktur.

AFSLUTNING
I Ehlers vaerkunivers fungerer den kontrasterende
balance mellem det humoristiske og reflekterende,
det frenetiske og statiske, det abenbare og gadefulde
og ikke mindst det manipulerede overfor det op-
rindelige, som en dynamiske generator, der sorger
for at vedholde bade de digitalfenomenologiske
og identitetsundersogende spandinger i vaerkerne.
Med computerens redigeringsprogram som det
centrale kirurgiske vaerktoj, der kan adskille, fjerne
og addere lag, skraller Ehlers sig bogstaveligt ind
til kernen af det, hun vil undersoge — sig selv og
dermed mennesket.

Udforskningen af de digitale manipulationsmulig-
heder og den identitetssogende selvreprasentation
— Ehlers to kunstneriske ledetrade - har gennem



layers — Ehlers literally peels her way into the core
of what she wants to examine: Herself and thus also
human beings in general.

Ehlers’ two artistic guiding

principles, the exploration of the digital possibili-
ties of manipulation and the identity-seeking self
presentation, have existed through all of her work
production as parallel interests — at times

mixed, often separated. But at the exhibition Atlan-
tic, which is now on view at the Aarhus Art Building,
the two principles seem to culminate

in a higher unity, where the precision of

Ehlers’ digital manipulations is beautifully tied up
with her historically anchored identity

search — the roots of which send us all the

way from Denmark via Ghana to the

former Danish

West Indies.

hele hendes vaerkproduktion fungeret som parallelle

interesser — somme tider sammenblandede, ofte
adskilte. Men i udstillingen Atlantic, der nu vises i
Aarhus Kunstbygning, synes de to ledetrade for alvor
at kulminere i en hejere enhed, hvor den digitalma-
nipulerende praccision bindes smukt sammen med
Ehlers historisk forankrede identitetssogen, hvis
rodder sender os hele vejen fra Danmark over Ghana
og til det tidligere Dansk Vestindien.
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