
Åsa Jungnelius, born in Stockholm in 1975, trained at Konstfack – Stockholm’s University College of Arts, Crafts and Design, Stockholm and Pilchuck Glass School. Since 2007 she has been employed as a designer at Kosta Boda. She works primarily with glass, taking up questions of gender, consumption, identity, taste, and aesthetics. Åsa Jungnelius is one of nine members of WWIAFM, a group of artists collectively involved in a wide range of artistic endeavors. Åsa Jungnelius, together with Sara Isaksson, initiated and curated the Jihani Kalapour project which took place in collaboration with Sweden’s National Museum, Tensta Konsthall, and Tensta-Hjulsta Women’s Center. The project examined questions of taste and who has the right to make aesthetic choices. 

Katarina: 

In your work objects appear that are very seductive, often exaggerated variations of odds and ends, merchandise, which in themselves are much sort after objects like make-up, diamonds, nail polish, high-heeled shoes. Things which become even more attractive in your enlarged, polished variations. In several exhibitions you’ve also worked with the theme of shopping, desire and the disappointment that follows; for example, creating an entire exhibition in a shop window and letting the room behind it stand empty like some kind of packaging. It seemed to create a sense of desire without the possibly of satisfaction.

Åsa: 

In my exhibition Vad fin du är i håret [How nice your hair looks]  (Smålands Museum, Sweden’s Museum of Glass, Växjö 2005) I examined commodities. I wanted to draw attention to a number of commodities, lifting them up onto a pedestal, in a fictional shop to make them more visible to discuss what they represent. The fictional shop was an aesthetic piss-take of a department store’s make-up counter, glossy and fat free: a kind of impossible surface. In the exhibition Who is it? (Blås&Knåda, Stockholm 2007) I transformed the gallery into a “boutique” and exhibited the pieces in the gallery’s windows in order to use the most common way in which we come across objects. I am interested in how we confirm or deny our identity and group conformity in the moment we judge objects through a shop window. Window-shopping awakens a sense of attraction, but from a distance. I also wanted to create a spatial effect that captures the sense of emptiness that shopping can leave behind. I personally always want more: an even redder lipstick next time. 

At the same time the exhibition and the object demonstrates a somewhat ambivalent attitude to surface and aesthetics. I love shopping and how our identity is created by shaping the surface of things; but what does surface actually mean? Is it what it contains beneath it? Art and our aesthetic preferences act as a kind of shared language; perhaps the only shared language that exits given that it builds on wordless signals which we can’t control unlike spoken language. You see it in everyday contexts so that “the wrong clothes” can shatter the atmosphere amongst a group of people and that an “ugly” item can really upset people. 

K:

It’s interesting how an object can provoke such strong reactions. I notice myself that it’s often impossible to predict the response. What feels the least provocative can make some people really furious, whilst the “Monster cunt” – the name that was used internally for Akta - annas kommer jag och tar dig! [Watch out! Or I’ll have you!] (Crystal Palace, Stockholm 2008) – was for the most part warmly received. It’s a language you can’t control, but also a language you can’t stand outside of, or be neutral to; you’re completely ensnared by both verbal and non-verbal languages. In words, value judgements and aesthetics. 

Å:

I see the symbols that I work with and again and again, as well as the materials I chose to work with, as my language for telling stories. Even if I try to scream maybe it sounds beautiful. Spatial interpretation is extremely important when I put an exhibition together. I experience the language of art as something physical; it addresses so many senses, and of course, its tone is experienced in so many different ways. 

K:

Chains and bonds often crop up in the language of your art as, drawing a boundary between work or more often as components in your works, often in blown glass or glass chains mixed with bonds. It’s simultaneously fragile and brutal. They are stylish but at the same time separated from each other. This creates a distance between the viewer and the object, preventing the impulse to touch the objects. Again, it’s a kind of excitation, creating a desire and simultaneously creating a physical barrier to satisfaction.

Å:

To block and limit something like this is a way of creating a distance between the viewer and the work itself. I don’t want the viewer to be able to get too close; I want to reinforce the distant expression that glossy surfaces signal. A chain is a symbol that has two faces: something that grips tightly or holds together. Chains are often used in the context of unity, sometimes in macho culture where a chain is a tool. At the same time, it crops up on handbags and accessories as a decoration. I’m fascinated by the dual nature of chains. 

K: 

You use very glamours aesthetics, but you also seem to want to mess around with the object with silicon or paste; or just let the color or material overflow, like with the cosy candle holder that have just melted away. Is it a desire to destroy what you do? Or are you rejecting the perfection that goes with glass when it’s used as a material? Or du you just think that mess is beautiful? You’ve started letting lipstick melt down, haven’t you? It feels like you’re destroying your own trademark signature. I wonder, do you feel trapped by the expectations to produce just one type of desirable object or are you melting down the role of women?

Å:

Glamorous aesthetic objects are great for capturing the attention of viewers and creating a sense of desire. This allows me to pose questions through work which doesn’t initially seem unpleasant because it looks so beautiful. But who said beauty is good? The flow, the goo and the need to soil things is, for me, partly a symbol of the uncontrollable body which doesn’t want to be tamed or cleaned up from the unwanted expressions like desire but also a form of beauty which engulf you. It is a reality for me. Lipstick which starts to melt together into piles of crap is a way of shaking off the expectations which come with different gender roles or any of the roles that we have chosen to take on. It’s also a way to try to describe the conflict that exists in the kind of women’s role I try to take.

K:

Your work makes me really think of Simone de Beauvoir’s work on how femininity is a construction: a role which a woman learns to take on, or is forced to play, because of her own and society’s history. It’s always seemed true to me that you aren’t born a woman, you become one. But it’s getting increasingly irritating to think of your life as a false mask, and I wonder whether anything is hidden under it, and if so what.

Å:

Yes, that’s where it started: with Beauvoir’s theory that gender is a construction. When Beauvoir’s words became available to me, it was a confirmation of thoughts that I’d had for a long time but had been difficult to formulate. It was a starting point to take up questions that were to do with my own identity and to make up with my own mask. I don’t know what womanhood or femininity is, but I have tried to understand it by trying to capture the symbols that I find problematic. By reworking stereotypes and suffice attributes associated with femininity I began to unravel and try to understand how we project our own notions and expectations of gender onto the surface. It also became about a question of whether it was even necessary to define what is masculine and feminine. Working with the symbols of a cursory femininity is a personal journey for me; I address something that’s very tough, but ultimately reveal my true self, the person beneath the mask. 

K: 

When you work with the  physicality of sex, with the female genitals, you describe it first as a silver-colored reflected bowl and later as a deconstructed installation: a monster cunt. What’s going on during the years that pass between the two representations? Because there’s quite a bit difference between lifting up something invisible and putting the female sex side by side with the many, practically neutral, phalluses of culture to wanting to terrify, as you put it, with a meaty, hairy and messy installation comprised of body parts, meat-hooks, chains and tears. At the same time, you save the bowl, a container for something, for an ungainly installation which exists just for itself and has no useful function. 

Å:

There was a lot of anger behind my sculpture Snippan [The Vaginal Lip], which I chose never to exhibit. Maybe this was because I feared I wouldn’t be taken seriously. That can happen if you shout too loudly. Or a fear of my own gender, if it can be as bad as that. Growing up with a gender that doesn’t have a name leaves its traces and it takes a lot to break out of that. Snippan depicts non-sexualized female genitalia. It’s itself. The lip is the norm, and the surrounding world is reflected in it. Monster Cunt is much more grounded in its own sexuality. It’s the monster that takes what it wants – without any hesitation.

K: 

Sexuality in your work is an undeniably fetishistic kind of sexuality, celebrated with absurdly high-heeled shoes (in size 36, the perfect little female foot), long false nails, fur-covered openings and piles of bubblegum. A sexuality which is simultaneously past its prime and naive, for want of a better word. It’s all “Venus in Furs”, and Lolitas. I’m thinking of those phalluses that are decorated with crystals and glitter, and riding accessories. For me it evokes a picture of a harem where small girls have castrated a giant and run a mock with the craft box and made candlesticks. It is sexuality processed through the cultural symbols of girlyness at the same time as there exists a darker undertone with chains and bonds. It isn’t a simple sexuality. There isn’t a directly bare meeting of people in some kind of utopian closeness; however, there’s masses of things in the way, masses of roles and attributes through which sexuality takes its form. 

Å:

There are just so many layers of stuff, bits and pieces, attributes, power positions and fetishes which are all involved; sometimes as bait and sometimes as a barrier for us to reach each other in a sexual meeting where no one is exploiting the other. I love the picture you described of the tiny Lolitas castrating the giant, pottering about, making it as beautiful as possible just for the hellish pleasure of it all. It was by deconstructing the monster cunt that I realized that so much  was about sexuality.  I would previously never have made the connection, and even denied it if the question had come up. 

K:

Luce Irigaray talks about the unique female experience of being an object of trade and barter that can talk. The only object you can trade and barter that can talk. Perhaps it’s this position that you’re talking about or talking through. For me high-heeled shoes are, for example, just as womanly as lipstick even though a lipstick has the shape of a phallus. But the object isn’t the representation of weak women, or at least for me it’s more about power rather than subordination, although I’m not able to understand this or formulate why. Your world is in some way a world you want to inhabit. It’s not a world of failure; it’s place where powerful and strong woman can play. I’m thinking about how appealing it is to find solace amongst the make-up counter color charts when life seems tough and depressing, just like Holly Golightly comforts herself in the well-ordered calm of Tiffany’s when nothing else goes right. I think sometimes that airports and department stores are dominated by their make-up counters because they offer a kind of comfort – a grown-up’s toy department with a mass of comforting promises of a new and better self. A freedom to recreate yourself. 

Å:

The lipstick, and even more so the stilettos, is definitely an expression of power. A way of establishing your own position and using the objects’ attributes in a positive way that you yourself control. There’s a lot of comfort in finding this in the make-up counter, and  a historical safety as well. It was the first public place where women were accepted. Make-up is also an important tool that the user needs to paint and construct a chosen identity.

K: 

Your next step and most recent form of expression has been to create pin-ups of your male co-workers, the glass-blowers, and make portraits of them as men have traditionally depicted women for the pleasure of the male gaze. Is the next step to take on the same gaze that women are seen through? And is it a kind of revenge or a way forward? Or are men going to become just an object for powerful woman so they can experience what it’s like to be a talking product.

Å:

It was good to look at my closest co-workers as objects –like goods or products that can talk. They help me depict my objects. Sometimes this turns into a public situation where there are curious visitors around us. The most interesting thing for them is the glass-blowers and their bodies, and not the objects that are actually created. So, in part, my co-workers are objects even in their daily work. I think I was forced to try and see them as my own eye-candy in order to develop, and take things a step further. The series of pictures were shown in the installation In My Imagination (Vida Museum, Öland 2009), which describes a personal political conflict: how should the meat in me be met by the expectant, learned role as a woman. I didn’t want to switch roles/gazes; instead, I wanted us to pass and go through to the other side together. 

K: You often work in varying scales. Several of your works are found in a kind of tit-tat-tow store. Is that because you’re getting it to fit with whats sellable or are you fascinated by the scale of things? Your objects are seldom absurdly large; they’re more like large vases or something. What does size mean? You were saying that you want to do some really big pieces now. Is that a dream that can only now be fulfilled or is it a new direction for you now you’ve melted the lipsticks?

Å:

Scale is important as it gives a recognizes object a different meaning. The phallus symbol is perhaps the clearest example here. If a phallus is massive, it’s often seen as a great monument. If we shrink the phallus down but still make it bigger than a penis its form is still visible and if we decorate with pink and glitter its meaning will have changed. Of course, scale can also have something to do with sales. A small nail polish or lipstick is like an ad for an oil painting. There’s more than one person who will appreciate it in their home. I also want to make a series of sculptures which are uncomfortably big. Monumental. Where the journey there is part of the sculpture itself. I’ll certainly need a lot of help from machinery to even carry out something like that: diggers, trucks and cranes. I think I’ve wanted to do this for a long time but haven’t got to that point before.

K:

A different kind of distance between view and object, so to speak. Not just through the surface or external barriers such as chains and window panes, but the objects themselves become elusive and intangible through their sheer size. It gets harder to get an overview of a massive object and to own it with your gaze because you can’t take in everything. There’s also something vulgar about massive, monumental objects. Almost lacking in taste. I look forward to seeing what you do!

Åsa Jungnelius and Katarina Sjögren in conversation –  August / September 2009.

