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“I think | know how it’s going to look, how it’'s going to be made and, in the
end, | don’t. It’'s so shocking that the mind thinks it knows.” Artist duo
Nathalie Djurberg and Hans Berg discuss consciousness and the illusion
of choice, sexuality and surrealism, desire and worship—and, of course,
their music- and animation-making practices—with Louisa Elderton.
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As | leave behind the sullen grey skies and
bitter cold of Berlin’s streets to enter the
home of Nathalie Djurberg and Hans Berg,
which doubles as their studio, they are
busily preparing for an exhibition at Lon-
don’s Lisson Gallery. Animation edits are
being refined, vinyl records are stacked
high, and sculptures of big-bottomed
moons, mischievous carrots and deviant
My Little Pony dolls are staging their own
orgiastic dramaturgy on a raised white
platform. | remove my shoes to slip and
slide on the shiny wood floor, socks offer-
ing no support.

Both artists were born in Sweden,
but they actually met in Berlin in 2003. At
the time Djurberg was already working
on her signature clay and plasticine ani-
mations, while Berg was making techno
music. Together, their practice finds a
way of accessing and physicalizing our
most hidden (and often dark) desires,
giving form and sound to these appari-
tions. During our conversation, sexuality,
consciousness, choice and happiness are
threads that constantly interweave, lead-
ing to a rich and energizing discussion—
one that proves we can never really know
how things will turn out when beginning
a chilly winter’s day.

Louisa Elderton: Many of your works pre-
sent surreal or even absurdist approach-
es to ideas of sexuality. Why do you
make work about that subject matter in
particular?

Nathalie Djurberg: | think that much of
my work deals with sexuality. The very
first animations | did were about sexu-
ality and desire. Sex is something that
connects all humans and animals, and is
one of our most fundamental needs and
instincts. For me, art is personal because
it comes out of me, but | am really chan-
nelling what | see as basic human needs
and desires, and visualizing every aspect
of those desires—even those that could
potentially be considered shameful or
violent. The difference between Hans
and me is that he’s very clear on most
things and | am not—sorry that I'm talk-
ing about you!

Hans Berg: Let’s see if | agree...

ND: | identify easily with a variety of char-
acters. | say: “Oh, that could be me, |
could have done that.” | internally exam-
ine whether | would have done that, if
| was in that situation, with that back-
ground, and mostly | answer a probable
yes. | never feel sure of what I'm really like
—how the external and internal versions

of myself align or diverge. But Hans is
always sure of who he is. For me, I'm
much more amorphous, | could be any-
thing and perform anyone—that is what
you see in the work. | am performing
those characters, so to speak. For our
exhibition [at Lisson Gallery] there are
three animations: the third title we stole
from Pink Floyd, The Dark Side of the
Moon (2017), because it’s about secrets.
The first film, Worship (2016), is about
exposing the superficiality of the world
today; scraping away at it and exposing
its underbelly. When you look at music
videos (particularly hip-hop), which often
appear shallow and objectify the female
body, it seems as though it is misogynis-
tic and against women. But if you scrape
away the surface and look at its essence,
it’s about worship. So for me, that work
is about exploring how worship relates to
desire—what happens when | peel away
the layers or divisions between desire,
sexuality and worship.

HB: None of the videos are actually ex-
plicit. It feels explicit but it’s not.

LE: So it’s about creating a certain mood.

ND: The second animation, Delights of an
Undlirected Mind (2016), is about when
you’re little and you start feeling sexual,
but there’s no direction to it or assump-
tion about what sexuality is or should
be—it is instinctual. The work is thus
[akin to] raw desire, sexuality that never
left the initial early state, never developed
from adolescence to adulthood. Every
animation is more about the feeling that
it evokes than what is really happening
or being depicted. | get asked sometimes
what | want to say with the work, as if |
have a specific and clear message, like a
preacher of sorts. But it’s not about that.
If you are a preacher, you have to believe
that you know more than someone else.

HB: It’s about exploring.

ND: | feel like | don’t have anything to
teach anyone. It’s just a point of view.

LE: It’s interesting that you say your work
is about feeling rather than narrative con-
tent per se, particularly because that is
a profound aspect of music—the feeling
it creates.

HB: Music is so open-ended. It’s often
about feeling, not about this intellectual
pursuit.
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LE: What’s your starting point for an ani-
mation and at which point do the music
and imagery begin to interweave?

HB: With the film, it’s some idea Nathalie
has; some thought.

ND: It’s often just there, nagging at me.
If I haven’t been able to let go of an idea
or issue, that’s usually when | have the
urge to begin working on a new anima-
tion. | start to look for the solution to that
issue. If | can’t find the solution or reso-
lution somewhere else outside of me, in
other people’s art, music or film, then it
becomes an idea that goes into the work.

HB: But if it’s some burning question
inside you, you can’t solve that by con-
suming something outside of yourself.

ND: When you can’t, it’s like an obses-
sion and then the idea forms. For me, the
most interesting thing about art is the
process that goes into making it, to see
the various paths it takes; to think it was
going in one direction and then suddenly
it veers off in another direction. You have
to trust that and follow it.

LE: Will you discuss the idea together or
do you work quite independently? When
does the dialogue begin?

HB: It begins pretty early, but not really
about the work. | think the dialogue is
about the obsession and things around it.

ND: Yes, about the obsession or the con-
flict. | often ask myself, “If there was a
perfect world and it was happy, would |
still make art?” For me, it’s about examin-
ing and revealing something in myself that
| am not able to reveal in any other way. |
expose aspects of myself in order to get
at the heart of the human condition.

LE: But no one could ever be totally happy.
The broad spectrum of our emotions is
what makes us human.

ND: Sure, but if you’re not happy it’s
impossible not to seek happiness. Also,
there is great beauty in the difficult
moments. Happy moments just pass
by, there is no glue to them, no need to
examine or correct. There’s a lot of vio-
lence in the animations and then there’s
moments of tenderness or beauty, it
becomes so heightened, so magnified.
It’s about that polarity.






LE: I’ve just been writing about Michel
Eugéne Chevreul and his contrasting
colour theory: that when colours are
observed adjacently they directly influ-
ence one another. It’s the same concept.

HB: Which goes for everything, in a way.

LE: How do you approach the making of
sound for your animations, Hans?

HB: When she [Nathalie] starts animating,
| begin to think of ideas of what the music
could be. It’s easy to just think about the
music in your mind, as it’s all so open at
that stage. But when you actually start
working on it, you make one decision and
it just continually narrows down. | think
it’s the same for Nathalie.

ND: Yes, | think it’s like my own process
but sped up by a hundred times, because
my work takes such a long time. Hans
might despair about the music for a few
days, and in another few days it will be
done.

HB: Yes, it’s quick, but it’s always the
same process. In the beginning | think:
“It’s horrible, it’s so bad,” and then sud-

denly two days later it’s like: “Oooh, this
is good.”

ND: You have to deconstruct the ideas
that you have when you started making it.

LE: So there’s a different time ratio when
it comes to the music and the animation?

HB: Completely different. It’s so much
faster to make music than it is to take all
the pictures.

ND: With the animation you sit, then you
move it, take a picture, and then move it
some more, and so on and so on.

LE: How did you begin to work together?

ND: We met here in Berlin through a
mutual friend, and she suggested that
he make music for me. Beforehand, | had
tried to make music on my own, which
is now laughable. Initially, | gave him a
finished animation and said: “OK, see
what you can do with this.” What he did
changed it completely. It added another
layer; it changed the film. It was what |
had wanted to do, but hadn’t been able
to make on my own.

HB: It’s about enhancing the emotion. All
music is emotional, although sometimes
you don’t evoke the emotions that you
think you’re going to in people.

ND: So then | just gave him another one,
and another one. For a while, | was quite
decisive about what | wanted—drums for
this one—and it came to a point where |
hadn’t really realized that | could let go
of the responsibility. | had an animation
where | was very sure of what | wanted;
Hans did what | wanted, and it turns out
it was not what | wanted! It didn’t work
at all. So then | realized that music was
not my thing and that he can do it much
better without me. That was like freedom
for me.

LE: How do you discuss the work to-
gether?

HB: It’s so sensitive to play something
early on. It might be just an idea—a tenth
of what it’s going to be—and you don’t
think it’s good yet.

ND: You have to be really careful not to
destroy the other person’s process. | feel
like a few times | did destroy his process,
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or made him unsure about it. So you have
to hold back. But it’s the same the other
way, sometimes | have an idea where |
really want to do this, and Hans is like
[makes an unsure face].

LE: So you have to be mindful of each
other?

HB: Definitely. When we’re discussing
ideas, it can be difficult. It’s so sensi-
tive and open, as if someone comes and
pokes you.

ND: Sometimes you just don’t know
where it’s going to end up. We almost
never talk in terms of: “What are you
doing now? This, this, this.” It’s never like
that; we’re always talking around it, not
really touching the subject exactly. That’s
a natural process, not touching it. In a
way, if | was able to describe in words
what I’'m doing, then | wouldn’t make ani-
mations, | would just use the words.

LE: Visual art is often ineffable, demar-
cating something that words can’t quite
touch or describe.

HB: It’s so fascinating because with
words you can do other things that you
can’t do with music or with images. |
think it’s extremely interesting how dif-
ferent things can be expressed in differ-
ent ways. It’s the combination of images
and music that makes it so great because
it’s emotional, but also starts an intellec-
tual thought process. You’re influenced
by the music faster because it hits you
more quickly than images, which you
have to process with time.

LE: I'm interested to hear that the music
and image arrangement doesn’t neces-
sarily arise from a direct conversation
between the two of you. It’s more round-
about, and stems from your relationship
with one another.

ND: | think it’s also because we have the
same background. Even though | went
to an art academy, | taught animation to
myself. In the beginning it was so exper-
imental and the work was very simple.
Even moving the camera and understand-
ing that | could edit it in the camera was
like: “Oh wow.” So that meant that the

- .
N
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ideas always came first and the techni-
cal ability dragged behind. So it’s a ques-
tion of technique alongside ideas, think-
ing, “Okay, so how do | do this to realize
the idea?”

LE: So it’s about the purity of an idea and
how best to communicate that?

ND: Yes, but somehow it’s also laziness.
Even now, | could take courses that
would make me much more professional.
But | don’t. | don’t really have an interest
in that.

LE: That can produce such unique, inter-
esting and idiosyncratic approaches to
work. I've just finished editing a book
called Vitamin C: Clay & Ceramics in
Contemporary Art (Phaidon), in which
you both feature. Because so many clay
and ceramics departments closed in art
schools in the 1980s [particularly in the
UK], many artists are not formally trained
in how to use the medium, and that has
produced very unique approaches to
making.



ND: Exactly. In terms of animation, there
is a history, but the history of art and ani-
mation is not very long. It’s not like paint-
ing, which goes back to the start of civi-
lization. Of course, you’re always free to
do whatever you want: art is the place to
do that; but it’s difficult not to look back
at history. So if you’re using a medium
that doesn’t have that much history, it
can give mental freedom. Or at least for
someone like me. Some artists don’t have
a problem with that, or love that history,
referencing back and back.

LE: Damien Hirst said he could hardly
even contemplate making work once he
had seen the paintings of Francis Bacon.

HB: Yes, sometimes it’s like that with
music. Sometimes | think, “There’s just
so much good music out there.”

ND: I’'m interested in the idea of choice.
Everyone thinks and feels that they make
a choice and that it can shape their real-
ity. But actually, research suggests that
the choice is already made for you. For
me, that idea gives me a lot of freedom.
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| have a brother who studies conscious-
ness science—philosophy, psychology
and a lot of neuroscience—and for him,
reading about this subject where there
is no choice—that you never made a
choice, you only believe that you made
a choice—is incredibly difficult because
he really wants to be in charge.

HB: You could enter a life crisis just from
studying!

ND: If you look at it from the perspective
of spirituality, or think in terms of non-du-
ality, they say the same thing. There’s
not really a choice. But even if you could
actually make a choice, you could never
know where that choice is going to lead
because there are so many, many differ-
ent potentialities.

LE: So you think we’re not in control?

ND: No, | think we’re completely out of
control, with the illusion of control. And
that’s fine; | have the illusion of control
too.

HB: It’s practical, maybe.

ND: There is a point where my brother
and | start fighting. If you say you have no
control and, for example, you don’t have
any money, then you could go out and do
whatever you wanted to. But it’s like, no,
would you really do that?

LE: Well, that’s a question of where moral-
ity sits within this concept of individual
control. Lack of control shouldn’t neces-
sarily equal lawlessness or chaos.

ND: It’s more about instinct and what
you’re pulled towards. If you remove
those layers of difficulty in yourself then
you wouldn’t necessarily do those [bad]
things.

[The photographer Eriver Hijano arrives.]

Eriver Hijano: There’s a new paper and
TED Talk that’s been published by the
philosopher Dan Dennett which is called
“The lllusion of Consciousness”. It’s actu-
ally this exact argument. Although they’re
trying to figure out what the evolution-
ary point of consciousness is. We don’t
really need consciousness, there’s no
explanation for it. One of the things is
the ability to organize and converse, tied
to language, and there’s also this sense
of freedom being tied to responsibility—
that if people believe that everything is
predetermined then they’re more prone
to act poorly and immorally.

ND: That’s so interesting. Referring back
to our work and how we’re pretty simi-
lar, Hans learned to make music the same
way | learned animation. He started DJing
by having two tape recorders next to
each other.

HB: | was trying to make mixtapes.

ND: Was that a choice then? There’s not
really a choice. There’s just an interest,
and that interest pulls you in a very spe-
cific direction. | can see that with ani-
mation; | think | know how it’s going to
look, how it’s going to be made and, in
the end, | don’t. It’s so shocking that the
mind thinks it knows.
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