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Æsa Sigurjónsdóttir 
IMMIGRANTS IN OSLO
Æsa Sigurjónsdóttir is an Associate Professor in 
Art History and Art Theory at the University of 
Iceland and freelance curator. She writes about 
the work Immigrants in Oslo on Sørenga Bridge.

Political slogans, advertising and public commu-
nication visualize power games, conflicts and 
social tensions in the urban space. Since 2002, 
Hlynur Hallsson has been using texts as rhetorical 
mechanisms to comment on political realities and 
other matters of concern in local and international 
contexts. His interventions interact with news and 
other public communications and even though they 
are ephemeral, like graffiti on a wall, he constantly 
maintains the rule that the phrases are written 
as a linguistic sequence in which each language 
is marked with a specific color that recalls the 
symbolism of national flags. In his early works, 
the sequence was Icelandic, German, and English. 
Icelandic is his native mother tongue; historically, 
German was the language of European culture; 
and English is the language of world politics, global 
consumption and communication. In his new works 
produced for the Oslo biennale, Hallsson extends 
the written texts to Norwegian, English, Icelandic, 
Swedish, Sami, Lithuanian, Polish and Somali, as 
all these languages represent the multicultural 
population of Norway and its global concerns.

The text-work Immigrants in Oslo reflects directly 
up on how distorted statistics are used to produce 
fake assumptions about immigrants. The text written 
in Swedish, Somali and Lithuanian, reveals the 
strength of language and the fragility of truth in 
contemporary contexts where disinformation is 
increasingly used in media by populist forces to 
undermine democratic discourse. Here Hallsson 
extends his textual interventions away from direct 
critical comments as in earlier works such as TAKK 
FYRIR ALLT ÁLIÐ – VIELEN DANK FUR DANS 
GANZE ALUMINIUM – THANKS FOR ALL THE 
ALUMINIUM, towards a more discursive analysis of 
the fragility of the public sphere in contemporary 
democracy. Through his bold interventions, Hallsson 
therefore raises important questions about the power 
of the written word and the frail status of truth in 
our global contemporaneity when the difference 
between public information, disinformation and 
advertising has become blurred in the public mind. 
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Markús Þór Andrésson is a curator based in 
Reykjavík, and Chief Curator at the Reykjavík 
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Language is the wall between us. It bricks us up 
on one side, leaving the rest of the world on the 
other. The arbitrary relationship between what 
we think and feel and the words we choose to 
express it, leaves us roaming around a semantic 
labyrinth. It is substantial enough to enclose seven 
and a half billion individuals whose paths never 
seem to cross. We can only just hear each other 
murmuring on the other side of these endless 
walls. Outside the maze are all the non-human 
animals chirping, squeaking, barking, growling 
and roaring in incoherent, phonemic union. Inside, 
someone is giving these walls a taste of their own 
medicine, with words serving exclusively as raw 
material for his practice. Working expeditiously, 
he leaves words and sentences behind in different 
bright colours and separate languages, conflating 
perception and meaning. Should anyone stumble 
across these writings, they are left with an 
invitation to do two things, understand and/or 
penetrate. One will bring you possible meaning, 
leaving you–after a moment of contemplation–to 
continue your aimless roam along the walls. The 
other, however, may allow you to see language 
as architecture, syntax as sculpture and words 
as clay. The relationship between language and 
spatial cognition unravels and, brick by brick, you 
may deconstruct a hole in the wall big enough for 
you to comprehend the Om – giving rise to every 
word used in all languages. From the rubble you 
can build novel spatial representations; tunnels, 
stairs, bridges or whatever may facilitate harmony 
beyond the walls. 
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