
de Fem

Sic transit gloria mundi
How doth the busy bee,
Dum vivimus vivamus,

I stay my enemy! 1 

Emily Dickinson  

“Hilma af Klint lived simply and ascetically. She was re-
garded as being a bit odd and had almost no social life. In 
particular she never met any men. She was always dressed 
in black, was thin and straight as a ramrod.” 2

Åke Fan

Hilma af Klint’s work, reception, ambition, and life re-
flect absolutely everything I think about when it comes 
to painting, its history and the contexts that sustain or 
bury it. Even though the thorn of her magical thinking 
inflicted a sting that effectively put her reception to sleep 
for 70 years, I used her example in earlier work to navigate 
a path through overgrown injunctions surrounding paint-
ing. I was able to use it because it was wrong and it was 
true. It was wrong - yes that we know already. It is right in 
its ecstatic lawlessness,  sci-fi contemporaneity, gendered 
identity mash-ups and revolt from art historical demands. 
This work has the ability to immunize abstraction’s ter-
minal condition and gives license to representation via 
language, botany, geometry, symbolism and the diagram. 
In 1907 she painted ten abstract 10 × 8 ½ feet paintings. 

Rebecca Quaytman

Kasimir Malevich, Triumph of the Skies, 1907, 
tempera on cardboard, 72.5 × 70 cm

Wassily Kandinsky, Colorful Life,
tempera, 130 × 162.5 cm

Henri Matisse, Le Luxe I, 1907
oil on canvas, 209.9 × 138.1 cm

Hilma af Klint, Group IV, nr 1.The Ten 
Largest, Childhood, tempra on paper 

mounted on canvas, 315 × 234 cm 
(the first of 10 paintings of the same size)

Pablo Picasso, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, 1907,
oil on canvas, 243.8 × 233.7 cm



Five Paintings from 1907
A short history lesson by R. H. Quaytman



Above you can see the scale and level of abstraction she 
achieved in relation to her contemporaries. 

I was lucky to have discovered her work earlier than 
many and in 1989 had a hand in bringing an exhibition 
called “The Secret Pictures of Hilma af Klint” to P.S. 1 
Museum while working there as Program Coordinator.  
I helped install it on the first floor galleries and through this 
experience it began to occur to me that it might be genera-
tive to develop my own genealogy in opposition to how the 
present was being constructed by art historians and critics. 
This didn’t stem from a rejection or disinterest in current 
art historical perspectives but instead from a sense that the 
very institutionality of the profession had an intellectually 
superior conclusivity which tended to close off something 
(no word for it) equally vital but which had a weaker, non 
verbal pulse. Attention and respect of af Klint’s work con-
tinues to be weak. In the history of artists I can use however, 
she stands firmly next to and in some ways above Malevich, 
Kobro and Mondrian. Because unlike them she used what 
artists today also use : temporality, seriality, language, the 
unconscious, science and sexuality. 

Artists do not want to work in isolation. If they do, a term 
like ‘outsider artist’ is possible.  Af Klint did not chose her 
isolation and thus cannot be interpreted or promoted as such. 
The titillating word secret is often deployed like a lace pillow 
on which to lay blame for this ongoing exclusion—as if she 
chose coquettishly to play peak a boo with the audience. 

As I understand it, her exclusion from MoMA’s Invent-
ing Abstraction, 1910–1925 exhibition was attributed to her 
absence from of any social network along whose lines ab-
straction developed. Networking seemed to fail for af Klint. 

Curator, Iris Müller-Westermann outlines in her superb 
essay “Paintings for the Future:  Hilma af Klint - Pioneer 
of Abstraction” how involved, ambitious and aware of the 
most advanced art of her time af Klint actually was. Like 
every other male artist associated with the birth of abstrac-
tion she took very seriously spiritual theosophist ideas that 
had formed in response to scientific, cultural and political 
upheavals. She even envisioned a day when her work would 
be respected and shown to the public in a spiral shaped mu-
seum. Her small network of woman was in turn rejected 
by their contemporaries in the Nordic artworld.  Rudolf 
Steiner, the one person whom af Klint hoped would accept 
and understand what she was painting, refused to exhibit 
it and sternly advised her to stop. Similar dismissals have 
for all intents and purposes continued to the present. Orig-
inally the concept of a network was used to undermine the 
white male assumed heterosexual canon by shifting focus 
to a wider, more realistic and vital inclusivity. Now I worry 
the network concept may deployed as another system with 
which to exclude and construct hierarchies. Networks are 
topological and as such can map a variety of locations, not 
only the social. We understand that overly trodden historical 
genealogies can loose an electric charge to the present.  The 
models of Kandinsky’s spiritual and Mondrian/Malevich’s 
concretism/suprematism illuminate this point. Those histo-
ries were revived and brought back to relevance in the 60’s 
and 70‘s first by the minimalists and then by conceptual art-
ists.  We know now that those trajectories lead to many dead 
ends. Frightening:  its very exclusion makes af Klint’s work 
look contemporary while other artists from the period and 
even after who do enjoy excessive attention don’t fare as well?  



In her will af Klint stipulated the entire body of work and 
writing not been shown until 20 years after her death in 1944. 
Experience cruelly taught her what an ‘inappropriate’ gift her 
work offered. But in 1964 the world still was not ready.  Instead 
it would take 70 years. To this day it remains unclear as to 
where the work should be housed and who will care for it into 
the future.  Pontus Hulton’s rejection of it in the 60‘s for the 
permanent collection of Moderna Museet was indicative of its 
general reception.  I remember how my friend the artist, Sophie 
Tottie and I tried to plead her case to the deaf ears of Hulton and 
Daniel Buren while attending the Institut des Hautes Études 
in Paris in ’89. Their attitude was that this huge body of work 
was the product of a crazy woman who had nothing to do with 
anything.  The numerous times I have argued for af Klint in 
the face of what only can be termed contempt has formed me. 
It occurred to me some years ago that, aside from plain old 
misogyny,  another explanation for her oblivion is that the work 
never entered the market. It is quite literally worthless and per-
haps therein lies its most radical embrace of abstraction. 

Early abstraction required a new kind of vision through 
optics and somatized thought. To see early abstract paint-
ings as they were seen, one should be as empty as possible 
of expectations and even knowledge. I can barely do it any-
more.  Now when I look at Reinhard’s black on black I think 
of his cartoons.  When I look at Malevich’s white on white 
I see an X-ray of dark history.  Experiencing abstraction 
as the emancipating explosive shot into contemporaneity 
is becoming irretrievable or mutated through a lens of art 
historical hyper legibility. Visiting af Klint’s “The Pioneer 
of Abstraction” at the Moderna Museet I was able to have 
that feeling of a clearer unobstructed reception.  

I wrote in the text for my book Spine, “If you dont have book, 
make one, if you dont have a writer or historian, be one, if 
you dont have a collector become one, if you dont have a 
dealer be one.” 3 I got this idea from af Klint’s own D.I.Y. 
approach.  She did it with the help of five women (de Fem) 
and a very productive use of ego ventriloquism or role play-
ing. Another idea I took from af Klint had to do with her 
radical concept that all the works (over 1000 paintings and 
many notebooks) were one entity and must always remain 
together. The weight of the single painting is displaced onto 
something larger than itself.   I used a similar idea to develop 
the book armature I use for my paintings. 

Am I just avoiding the central dilemma — that she be-
lieved in the paranormal and accessed creativity as if it 
her mind was a radio picking up static and signals? May-
be I avoid it because the dilemma of what she believed 
seems so inconsequential compared to how the paintings 
themselves stir me. It is more  interesting for my propos-
es to wonder how her practice enabled which strategies 
and permissions and where and why legibility occurs in 
relation to art today.  What part of authorship/self are 
repressed or accessed in these works? How was she able to 
invent these totally new approaches to color, line, touch, 
gesture and composition in painting? How does her leg-
acy correspond with other artists and ideas?  Gershom 
Scholem thought Walter Benjamin’s work was an attempt 
to combine Kant with the Kabbala. 

“The method of Kabbalist exegesis was to decipher both 
texts and natural phenomena as hieroglyphs in which 
even the smallest details could be made to reveal truth 



unintended by the words of the text or the everyday 
meaning of the phenomena. The method was through a 
logic of correspondences across the boundaries of con-
ceptual schema. The goal was the revelation of truth 
which took on meaning with a constellation with the 
present and this often meant a total overturning of tra-
ditional rabbinical interpretations.” 4      

Another way into her work might be to think of her as a 
fiction writer? In discussing Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre, 
Terry Eagleton wrote: 

“The heroine’s lonely self-reprovable is replaced by a glad 
submission to the censoring of a soul mate - censoring 
which stimulate rather than crush the spirit.  The sexual 
expression of this transaction, as I have tried to show, is 
sado-masochism.  Energy and discipline, freedom and 
obedience, conformity and individualism cease to be an-
tithetical and merge into a mythical unity.” 5 

I believe there is something similar going on with af Klint 
when in 1905 she is able, through an elaborate fiction, to 
get what she wants - a commission to paint something im-
portant.  In order to have energy there must be discipline 
which I make,  to gain freedom there must be an authority 
that I determine, in order to realize her individuality she 
conforms to ideas coming from her. Later she abandoned 
the mediumistic method and spent the rest of her working 
life trying to consciously understand what that power she 
had felt exactly was and what it might possibly mean.    

In the end this is a plea to accept af Klint’s “inappropriate 
gift.” Award her work with the same seriousness and thought 
given all the other inventors of abstraction. For all the unbe-
lievers - for all the historians writing the present.
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3 R.H. Quaytman, Spine, Jacket Cover. 
Sternberg Press, Sequence Press, 2011

4 Susan Buck-Morss, The Origin of Negative 
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5 Eagleton, Terry. Myths of Power. anniver-
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