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How do you paint a secret? And who can decipher it? 
In his paintings, Martin Gustavsson takes an interest in 
looking lustfully, which is why some artworks appeal to 
him more than others. A painting which isn’t necessarily 
perceived as homoerotic, might for somebody else be 
full of visual clues – clues that point out and create a 
place invisible to most others. Is this a recognition and 
a confirmation of you existing as a sentient being? The 
artwork begins to see you and you, the viewer, have  
been seen. 

In the exhibition at Kalmar konstmuseum, Martin 
Gustavsson considers the interplay between viewer, 
artwork, and artist. The exchange creates a space which 
regardless of time or physical location can be opened or 
kept closed depending on who sees and with what look. 

Martin Gustavsson shows his paintings aligned with 
works by three historical artists – Lotte Laserstein 
(1898–1993), Owe Zerge (1894–1983) and James Barry 
(1741–1806). They all share an interest in the body, 
painting figures and bodies in their proximity. Both 
Laserstein and Zerge lived in times when life for artists 
fundamentally changed. What are the implications of  
the homoerotic looking having been shunned and sham- 
ed? What have the effects been on the history of art and 
on the artists who shared this looking, or experienced  
the exclusion?

Curator Bettina Pehrsson
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»Colour possesses me. I don’t have to pursue it. It will 
possess me always, I know it. That is the meaning of  
this happy hour: Colour and I are one. I am a painter.«

Thus writes the German-Swiss artist Paul Klee in his diary 
in 1914. During the turn of the last century, composition 
as well as colour take on new meaning. The recipient or 
viewer has become a subject, who acts and reacts to the 
artwork. Writing about Édouard Manet’s 1862 painting 
The Luncheon on the Grass, the Jewish-German art his-
torian Aby Warburg demonstrates how the composition 
originates from an Etruscan sarcophagus, and how it has 
travelled through the millennia to reappear in Manet’s 
painting with a new meaning. Warburg describes how we 
can see and experience that the images and their narra- 
tives are always present and in dialogue with our own 
time. It becomes evident that art history is a common 
well from which artists ladle and pour from to illuminate 
the present. There is nothing static in this flow but an 
unyielding will to be part of a timeless conversation.

In the living-room of my aunt, there was a book about the 
Sistine Chapel. The images in the book were as exciting 
and lovely to me as the underwear advertisements in the 
mail-order catalogues my mother received in the mail, 
which I secretly looked at by the kitchen table at home. In 
my eyes, male bodies in different postures and positions 
created fantasies and situations that are unforgettable. 
Early on I also understood that my fantasies had to be 
laden with shame. They were part of a bittersweet secret 
that could not be allowed to seep into a Schartauan 

(strictly Lutheran) home. Not until adulthood, in art 
school, I understood that in time and space, I shared my 
excitement and interest in the image of the male body 
with the maker of the Sistine Chapel ceiling paintings.

Sometimes we say eye candy. Meaning, something that 
is nice to look at. Something perceived as a pleasure or 
gives a positive experience. A seeing that perhaps also 
creates a memory, a way of recognizing a lustful image. 
The eye sees and the hand touches. The eye and the 
hand, the parts of the body most clearly associated with 
desire and attraction. They are also the body parts that 
are activated and interact when painting. The painting or 
image is thereby the object that starts a chain of move-
ments and sensations, binding the viewer and the Author 
together in time and space.

I have chosen to show my paintings in tune with three 
historically active artists with a similar sensibility – Lotte 
Laserstein, Owe Zerge and James Barry. You may ask – 
why? For a long time, I have asked myself why certain 
artworks speak more clearly to me than others, and a 
lifelong question for me has also been why my looking 
must be separated and shamed? How has it affected me 
and other artists who share this looking, or exclusion, in 
our work? What does art history contain, and what could 
it look like if more voices in Sweden could be heard simul-
taneously? We now live in a time in which these issues 
have finally reached the surface and there is a greater 
willingness to discuss them. It is in the reflection of that 
movement this exhibition takes its point of departure.
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Lotte Laserstein (1898–1993) needs no major introduction in her 
adopted hometown of Kalmar. In a catalogue in Kalmar konst-
museum I found two drawings, probably depicting her good 
friend and model, Traute Rose. There is an intimacy and sad-
ness in the drawings that I recognize and can relate to across 
time and space. Undoubtedly, these drawings ‘spoke’ to me and 
showed me a place I previously did not know how to deal with. 
I made the painting Epilog in relation to Laserstein’s drawings. 
It can be seen both from the outside of the museum and inside 
it, forming a membrane one can perceive and travel in, through 
the memory of a body.

Owe Zerge (1894–1983) was active in Arkelstorp outside Kristian-
stad for most of his life. He was an unknown artist, for me and 
most people in Sweden, until quite recently. I have not made a 
new work in dialogue with his paintings, but feel a strong affi-
nity with his flower paintings and portraits of young men and 
Adonis. I wonder who saw and shared his gaze when these 
works were made. Zerge’s paintings are aching with desire and 
pleasure that, with dazzling technique, make us feel his eye – 
and thereby, our own.

James Barry (1741–1806) was an Irish artist primarily active in 
London. He was a controversial and emotionally awkward man, 
who let religious and idealistic visions guide a rather small pro-
duction. In comparison with the more famous contemporaries, 
William Blake and Henry Fuseli, Barry’s work has mainly fallen 
into oblivion.

The works Eye Candy for Andrew and Epilog shown at Kalmar 
konstmuseum are visually in dialogue with James Barry, Lotte 

Laserstein and Owe Zerge. For me, the romantic visions of 
these artists also carry erotic undertones that I wanted to 
highlight in this exhibition. But you can look at their paintings 
without, even for a moment, making decisions on sexuality or 
an erotic visibility. It is enough to look at them and let your eye 
pleasurably wander over colour combinations and materials 
describing place and action, both as an experience for the 
viewer, and as a physical space.

For many viewers, looking is also a kind of search for a recog-
nizable emotional expression. A recognition and confirmation 
that you exist as a sentient being. Then, a painting that is not 
necessarily perceived as homoerotic can suddenly be filled with 
visual keys – pointing out and creating a place that for most 
other viewers remain invisible. I often search for that place, and 
sometimes I find it where I expect, but also where I least expect 
it. Almost always, it creates a feeling of having found a shared 
secret or a hidden experience of desire. It also demonstrates 
that I, as a viewer, find myself in a chain of social contacts and 
potential kinship, both contemporary and historical.

So, I am not interested in judging or commenting on the private 
lives of Barry, Laserstein or Zerge. Laserstein and Zerge both 
lived in a time of unrest and upheaval, when the life of artists 
fundamentally changed. All three of them were interested in 
the body in different ways, and spent their lives painting the 
bodies of those around them. In several cases, these paintings 
evoke different types of desire in the viewer. We can speculate 
that painters also express their desires by painting or portray-
ing some of their models, some models more often than others. 
Through history one can follow these traces and clearly or 



obscurely experience them when looking at paintings in 
museums and collections. And, of course, one can ask 
how these paintings circulated historically, and which 
viewers had access and interest. We should also under- 
stand that these readings and attitudes to historical 
works change, depending on how the context changes. 
For example, we now look at a painting by Gösta Adrian- 
Nilsson (GAN) in a completely different way to when it 
was painted.

How do you represent the sense of constantly having 
access to different stories or dimensions? That in an in-
stant, the same place and space can expand and become 
something utterly different? When the demarcations 
of our perception disappear, and new ones are created. 
The huge windows of Kalmar konstmuseum offer both 
a gateway to the world, and floods it with light. There, is 
the apex where the breaking point between different ex-
periences is most clearly manifested. There, the opportun- 
ity is given for difference and exclusion to be embodied, 
for longing and desire to be made clear. There is no colour 
without light, indeed nothing visible either. Nor visibility, 
which this exhibition to a great extent wishes to denomin- 
ate. Without lighting, nothing can be seen.



Martin Gustavsson (born 1964) lives and works between 
London and Stockholm. Gustavsson attended The Royal 
Institute of Fine Art in Stockholm, Sweden and Middlesex 
University, UK. His works has been exhibited in Scandi-
navia, the UK, Japan, the USA, and the Middle East. He is 
a Senior Lecturer of painting at Konstfack in Stockholm, 
Sweden, and awarded IASPIS residencies in New York 
(1999–2000) and Stockholm (2007).

Recent solo exhibitions include Un Chant Ecarlate (2019) 
Konstakademien, Stockholm; El Mirage (2015) Participant 
Inc., New York; Indentations (2013), Maria Stenfors, London; 
In No Particular Order (2010) Gothenburg Museum of Art, 
Göteborg; and Maria Stenfors (2011), London; Wrath of God 
(2007–2008), Oslo Kunstforening, Norway; and Bränd-
ström & Stene, Stockholm. In 2018 he participated in the 
collective exhibition l’Heure Rouge at the Dakar Biennial.

MART IN GUSTAVSSON
Biography

Photo: Liam Daniel



www.kalmarkonstmuseum.se  ·  info@kalmarkonstmuseum.se  ·                  @kalmarkonstmuseum


