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FOREWORD

Johanna Karlin’s exhibition is a unique event that unlike all 

other exhibitions Kalmar konstmuseum have made is based on 

a direct link to an artist’s various professional roles. Not only is 

Karlin an artist, teacher at Öland’s Folkhögskola, member of 

the board of Kalmar Art Association, but she is also the project 

manager for the County Council’s art commissions. Through 

these different roles Johanna Karlin caught sight of the great 

distance that exists between vision and reality but identifies 

deficiencies of places and objects in the public domain instead 

as qualities. In this exhibition, she offers us these qualities with-

out supplements, as themselves. The only and crucial difference 

is that these objects are moved from their original locations 

and compiled inside the White Cube, at Kalmar konstmuseum. 

It could only happen here, now, and with this particular artist 

as the sender. The Art Institution, with its history of designa-

tion and power to name, gives meaning to an action that might 



otherwise seem incomprehensible. This act is an act of great 

courage that leads us past our prejudiced idea that everything 

is good, meaningful and orderly, what just as well could be seen 

as low, clumsily and temporary. And, that this might be a more 

reasonable condition for the world we exist in. We are simply 

given an opportunity to include the all too familiar, with a new 

and more thorough love. Can you ask for more of an artist?

In addition to the artist Kalmar konstmuseum wants to warmly 

thank Laura Hatfield who curated the exhibition. More than 

ever, the concept of curating in the sense of “ to nurture and 

care for”, is set at play. Hatfield has served as the perfect spar-

ring partner and has written a witty text in this catalogue. Not 

only does the text provide with art historical references and 

thoughtful contexts, but it also shows how Karlin’s work can 

be the basis for a new, more attentive approach to public space 

that usually, in the name of “the new”, routinely replaces short-

comings rather with new flaws.

Bengt Olof Johansson, Museum Director







UNOBSTRUCTED 
LINES OF VISION

Kalmar konstmuseum is pleased to present a solo exhibition 

by artist Johanna Karlin. Karlin is a Swedish artist, educator, 

consultant and curator currently living and working between 

Öland, Stockholm and Berlin. The exhibition, Unobstructed 

Lines of Vision, brings together found objects that reposition the 

everyday into a new installation. Karlin makes use of ordinary 

items like a street bench, plants and office furniture, all bor-

rowed from various places the artist has travelled between in 

her various roles working for publicly funded institutions. The 

new constellation that unfolds is a theatre of the everyday 

in which the objects form new relations in a dialogue with 

broader socio-political and cultural agendas in Sweden.

The exhibition questions how we inhabit public space and 

how this space effects our movements and experiences. Upon 

entering the exhibition, the viewer encounters the scene of 

a reorganized public space. Here, objects gathered from the 

surrounding regions of Kalmar and its public institutions, are 



repositioned in a scenic narrative set to reconsider and shed 

light on the places, objects, and pathways that are sometimes 

taken for granted in our daily routines. To momentarily dis-

place these objects from their surroundings and place them 

inside the museum allows for contemplation on how the or-

ganization of public space affects our sight, and how our sight 

informs our social organization. 

Johanna Karlin works from a post-studio, hybrid practice that 

draws from conceptual and minimalist art traditions, implicat-

ing funding bodies, architecture, and public space into a form 

of contemporary institutional critique. Karlin creates processes 

of accumulation, collecting and gathering in order to recon-

sider the common actions and movements of everyday life. 

The places that Karlin has been revisiting lately are around 

the region of Kalmar, they are largely un-specific sites and the 

objects that draw her attention are banal and could be found 

anywhere. It is from these un-specific places that Karlin finds 

her inspiration. In fact, the items and areas she has drawn from 

do not represent Kalmar but could represent any place in Swe-

den. For Karlin, the small town enables her to get closer to 

things faster and she takes a particular interest in the outskirts 

or suburban areas of a town.

In the exhibition, Unobstructed Lines of Vision, the objects Kar-

lin presents are not artworks, in fact they are not even ready-

mades. The artist insists that these objects are just ordinary and 

everyday objects, which is partly why they are not presented 





as sculptures on a pedestal. It is rather the processes of organi-

zation and construction of the exhibition itself which forms 

the art in this exhibition. Here the art exists in the discursive 

realm, demonstrating the complex social relation between 

government funded public institutions and everyday life. It is 

this reshuffling of public space and the objects that constitute 

it, that gives the viewer a picture of the ties that bind the social 

realm to that of the institutional. As one becomes more famil-

iar with the organisation that went into loaning and displacing 

the objects in this exhibition, the reshuffling begins to mirror 

the circulation of artworks, objects and commodities as they 

circulate in a global exchange.

A common misconception of the contemporary artist is that 

their profession is strictly based on the production of luxury 

goods for a commodity market. But this is a limited and tradi-

tional idea of a fraction of what artists do. Many artists prac-

tice from a hybrid position that entails teaching, curating and 

other work besides sitting alone in their studio every day. Kar-

lin works from a post-studio practice, engaged in conceptual 

tradition of art as well as carrying forward institutional critique 

to implicate not just a self-reflexive critique on art institutions 

but on the complex network between all publicly funded insti-

tutions. Her practice entails not just the production of artworks 

and exhibitions but also crossovers between these aspects of 

being an artist and the professional roles that inform her work. 

This hybridity in practice was vital to the making of the exhibi-

tion. In 2012, Karlin received a two-year working grant from 



The Swedish Arts Grants Committee (Konstnärsnämnden), for 

which she had stipulated in her application that she would not 

take leave from work if she received the grant, but rather the 

opposite, because she believes her work to be vital to her cur-

rent art practice. Accepting her multiple professional roles in 

society shifted her approach to art making.

 

For the past four years, Karlin has investigated the connec-

tions between these professional roles, and has considered the 

time that went into these jobs as time used for collecting and 

gathering a series of sites and objects for this exhibition. In his 

book, The Practice of Everyday Life, French Jesuit and scholar 

Michel de Certeau describes a diversionary practice termed “la 

perruque.”1 For Certeau, la perruque is the reuse of work time 

for personal creative pursuits and a tactic for the everyday sub-

version of time, he further describes la perruque as:

... the worker’s own work disguised as work for his employ-

er. It differs from pilfering in that nothing of material value 

is stolen. It differs from absenteeism in that the worker is 

officially on the job. La perruque may be, as simple a matter 

as a secretary’s writing a love letter on “company time” or as 

complex as a cabinet maker’s ‘borrowing’ a lathe to make a 

piece of furniture for his living room.2

1  Perruque is the French word for wig.
2  Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life  
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 25-28.



Karlin has employed a form of la perruque in the creation of 

this exhibition, which has drawn from experiences gathered 

during her work time at various public institutions such as 

Kalmar konstmuseum, Ölands Folkhögskola, Kalmar kommun 

and Landstinget. The complexity of these roles and the cor-

relations between them become evident in the way that the 

borrowed objects in the museum communicate together as 

one exhibition. For the past several years Karlin has scouted 

out objects, ideas and places from the routines in her life to 

bring this all together. 

Johanna Karlin’s practice picks up from American conceptual 

art practices from the 1960s. Her work also relates to the insti-

tutional critique made by artists such as Hans Haacke, Douglas 

Huebler and Michael Asher. In 2006, two of Karlin’s untitled 

drawings were acquired by the Kalmar konstmuseum, after 

which she decided to stop drawing and increasingly worked 

outside of the white cube setting. These drawings are the only 

items in the exhibition that may legitimately be considered 

artworks and it is worth noting that it was the curator who 

chose to include them, because they conceptually relate to 

the non-art objects in the exhibition as also being owned by a 

public institution. In this installation, ordinary objects join art-

works as materials owned and cared for by public institutions 

both inside and outside of the museum. 

In accordance with the tradition of conceptual art practices, 

Karlin has not produced any new artworks for the current ex-







hibition. This connects to artist Douglas Huebler’s thoughts in 

his Untitled Statements from 1968, where he writes “The world 

is full of objects, more or less interesting: I do not wish to add 

any more. I prefer, simply, to state the existence of things in 

terms of time and/or place.”3 In Unobstructed Lines of Vision an 

area of the exhibition space is filled with plants borrowed from 

several public organizations, resembling a work by the concep-

tual artist and former president of the Nova Scotia College of 

Art and Design, Garry Neill Kennedy. In his work, Recent Plants 

from 1980, the artist borrowed fifteen plants from a number of 

commercial galleries and exhibited them in an exhibition at the 

Mercer Union Gallery. Subsequently a sign was placed in the 

plant’s original location stating that it had been loaned to the 

gallery for exhibition. The plants in Karlin’s exhibition, how-

ever, do not become implicated in a self-reflexive exchange as 

artworks but instead maintain their autonomy as just another 

borrowed ordinary item within a larger discursive project that 

connects several institutions and public spaces.

Karlin’s interest in working with found materials stems from 

the fact that she does not enjoy purchasing new materials to 

make artworks. She has never been interested in working with 

expensive materials and has always felt more comfortable work-

ing with simple things, such as an old bench or an inexpensive 

3  Douglas Huebler, “Untitled Statements (1968)” in Kristine Stiles  
and Peter Selz, eds, Theories and Documents of Contemporary Art:  
A Sourcebook of Artists’ Writings (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1996), 840.



item from IKEA. However, she relies on the context of the mu-

seum to be able to exhibit these new material explorations. In 

the text titled “On the New” philosopher Boris Groys describes 

the goal of the museum as a place to collect only the new, and 

for him the new today is the everyday profane object because it 

is distinct from the traditional, classical art work as well as the 

popular fascination with sensational mass culture. In his text he 

reflects on the museum’s role in the production of contempo-

rary art and how this informs our understanding and ability to 

“contemplate and enjoy something normal, something ordinary, 

something banal...” He believes this can happen in the museum 

and goes on to state that, “A new artwork looks really new and 

alive only if it resembles, in a certain sense, every other ordinary, 

profane thing ...  Only in such a case can the new artwork func-

tion as a signifier for the world outside the museum walls.”4

In this exhibition, Karlin demonstrates Groys’ notion that 

viewers can rely on the museum experience to find a new 

perspective on the surrounding world. Finding this perspec-

tive is akin to having an unobstructed line of vision, everything 

in clear sight. For Karlin this vantage point can be found in 

overlooked suburban spaces, between the city and the country, 

where the land is still not overly developed. The artist consid-

ers these banal landscapes intriguing, and points out that they 

can offer a new way of seeing. 

4  Boris Groys, “On the New” in Art Power  
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2008), 23-42. 





In the current installation, Karlin has transplanted elements 

from these places into a new relation within the exhibition 

space, where visitors may encounter strangely familiar objects 

out of place. Through her art making, Karlin develops new 

networks for understanding the connections between publicly 

funded institutions and our daily lives. Together these institu-

tions form part of a pluralistic and conflicted public sphere 

and it is through considering their relation to one another that 

we may gain insights into the overarching political agenda that 

they stem from. Though the majority of the objects in the ex-

hibition may not be artworks themselves, they become refer-

ents for a new conversation on what is and what may be. The 

exhibition suggests an alternative method for considering the 

use of public space. Rather than simply replacing the old with 

the new, Johanna Karlin’s work suggests we consider what is 

already there from a new viewpoint. 

Laura Hatfield, Curator



THANKS

This exhibition would not have been possible to carry through 

without the following persons, whom I wish to say a million 

thanks to.

Maja Anderson, function planner at Kalmar County Council; 

Ronny Erixon, Street and park management, Kalmar Munici-

pality; Bo Jonsson, The greenhouses in Skälby; Bibi Johansson, 

Kalmarhem; Christina Hysing, Mörbylånga Municipality; Malin 

Stark, Rikshem; Madeleine Lundh, ISS Facility Services.

I especially want to thank curator Laura Hatfield, for an incred-

ible dynamic cooperation, as well as museum director Bengt 

Olof Johansson and all employees at Kalmar Art Museum, for 

a fantastic job. Last but not least, I would like to thank all for-

mer and current students at Öland’s Art School, all of which 

have inspired me!

— Johanna Karlin

All images – Johanna Karlin: Unobstructed Line of Vision 2014
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