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Apropos Film.
On moving images in a modern art museum

Jimmy Pettersson

The histories of Moderna Museet and Pontus Hultén are closely
entwined with film. After the Museum opened on 9 May, 1958, the
avant-garde film festival Apropos Eggeling was among the first event
to take place in the new premises on Skeppsholmen. On four even-
ings between 13 and 21 May, 52 films relating to modern visual arts
were screened, to illustrate the potential of film as an artistic medi-
um.' The use of film at Moderna Museet as a means of attracting
a broader public and a first step towards eventually making room
for happenings and other open art forms at the Museum has been
described previously.? This study will account primarily for the pres-
ence of film and Hultén’s endeavours to highlight the historical and
contemporary significance of film as an expressive medium in his
first exhibitions in the 1950s.

Showing film as art

Pontus Hultén’s focus on film began with the exhibition L’ Art suédois
1913-1953. Exposition d’art suédois, cubiste, futuriste, constructiviste
at Galerie Denise René in Paris in 1953. It was organised by Hultén
and Oscar Reutersvird, together with the Swedish Institute in Paris
and the Nationalmuseum, as a historic and contemporary presenta-
tion of Swedish abstract art. The exhibition presented early Swedish
abstract art through artists such as Gosta Adrian-Nilsson (GAN),
Siri Derkert, and Otte Skold, and more contemporary works by, for
instance Olle Baertling, Lennart Rodhe, and Olle Bonnier.3

The artist who stands out in Hultén’s and Reutersvird’s selection
of Swedish abstract artists is Viking Eggeling, and the difficulties he
presented when it came to integrating his film Diagonal Symphony
(1924) and two of his image scrolls in the exhibition. Diagonal Sym-
phony is an eight-minute animation that Eggeling made, assisted by
the photographer Erna Niemeyer-Soupault, in autumn 1924.4 In
the film, a series of white abstract shapes appear and are repeat-
ed against a black background, metamorphosing constantly and
moving mostly diagonally across the surface. The shapes in the film
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originate in a collection of image scrolls. Eggeling’s scrolls are up
to five-metre long pencil drawings with clearly separated abstract
figures presented serially.s Eggeling thus differs considerably from
the other artists in the exhibition, whose practices were mainly in
traditional media, such as painting and sculpture.

What made the inclusion of Viking Eggeling an even bolder
decision was that his works, unlike those of the other featured artists,
were not actually shown in the exhibition. The National Museum of
Science and Technology’s copy of his film Diagonal Symphony could
not be screened in the daylight of the exhibition space, and most of
his oeuvre was in the USA. Instead, visitors were given an impression
of his works by slides with excerpts from Diagonal Symphony and one
of his scrolls, hung in the gallery window, and photographs of anoth-
er scroll hanging on the gallery wall.® Including Eggeling in the exhi-
bition even though his works could not be shown in the gallery space
demonstrates the importance that Hultén and Reutersvird attribut-
ed to his practice; it was essential to show Eggeling and highlight film
in the history of abstract art. This position is clearly expressed in the
interviews given prior to the exhibition.” Eugen Wretholm’s wrote the
following in a review of the exhibition in Svenska Dagbladet:

Viking Eggeling, creator of the first abstract film, is famous among the
youthful elite who frequent the ciné clubs in Paris, and is deservedly rep-
resented with a few dia positives and photographs from his films “Diago-
nal Symphony” and “Horizontal-Vertical Mass”; this as a reminder that
the history of modern visual arts does not consist exclusively of painting
and sculpture.?

This “reminder” of the significance of film as an art form in its own
right, and its connection to modern visual arts would become a recur-
ring theme in several of the film programmes organised by Hultén
in the 1950s.

In autumn 1953, Hultén elaborated on his interest in film and
Viking Eggeling’s oeuvre in the Scandinavian special issue of the
French magazine Art d’aujourd’hui.® This special edition referred
specifically to the exhibition in Paris earlier that year, and contained,
in addition to Hultén’s article on Eggeling, a piece by Oscar Reu-
tersvird on the art concret artist Otto G. Carlsund, and one by the art
historian Rolf S6derberg on the history of Swedish abstract art as the
theme of L'Art suédois 1913—1953. Hultén’s article on Eggeling further
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explains his fascination for Eggeling’s oeuvre and Diagonal Sympho-
ny. For Hultén Eggeling represented the first modern artist to relate
image to time. Hultén particularly stressed how Diagonal Symphony
replaced individual pictures by creating actual movement in a living
form." In other words, it was not merely the fact that Eggeling made
film that Hultén found interesting, but that Diagonal Symphony re-
lated to the aspect that fascinated him at the time, movement in art,
prompting him to view his oeuvre primarily as art in a wider concept
of art focusing on movement.

In April 1955, two years after L'Art suédois 1913-1953, Hultén
contributed to the exhibition Le Mouvement at Galerie Denise
René in Paris." In conjunction with the opening, a yellow booklet
was published that became known as the Manifeste jaune (Yellow
Manifesto). Although the works shown were predominantly paint-
ings or sculptures, the main concern of the four texts in the booklet
was another art form. In their essays, Hultén, the art critic Roger
Bordier, and the artist Victor Vasarely identified film as a central
point, towards which contemporary art should be aimed. Vasarely

grandly declared in his “Notes for a manifesto” that “the CINE-
MATOGRAPHIC FIELD is systematically being taken over by
abstract discipline. We are witnessing the dawn of a great epoch.”
And in “Film”, Bordier called on contemporary abstract artists to
explore the potential of film as an artistic medium:

It is up to the abstract artists, each in his own sphere, to take part in this
still timid and yet genuine effort to renovate the seventh art ... What
I call the artist’s film is entitled to be considered, on exactly the same

grounds as a painting, as a work of art.

For technical reasons, no film was shown in the gallery’s exhibi-
tion space. Instead, a film screening was held at the Cinémathéque
frangaise on 21 April, 1955." The film programme was arranged en-
tirely by Hultén, and in chronological order, from historical abstract
film to contemporary works.”s The programme kicked off with Viking
Eggeling’s Diagonal Symphony (1924), and Henri Chomette’s Cing
minutes de cinéma pur (1925). These were followed by Hoppity Pop
(1942), and Hen Hop (1942) by Norman McLaren, one of the most
established and famous avant-garde filmmakers at the time. To
represent the younger generation of art film, however, Hultén also
showed works such as Robert Breer’s Form Phases IV (1955), and his
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own piece, X (1954).'® Hultén’s inclusion of himself in the exhibition’s
film programme is not unexpected. He was active as an experimen-
tal filmmaker at the time, and had developed a close friendship with
the more experienced American film maker Robert Breer in his Paris
years.'? Together with Breer, Hultén made the less than one-minute
long film Un miracle (1954), and the exhibition Le Mouvement was
also documented in a 15-minute film by Breer and Hultén.™

In hindsight, it may seem strange that it is the history and future
potential of film as an artistic medium got the most attention, both
in the exhibition catalogue and in the accompanying film screen-
ings. Today, Le Mouvement is mainly remembered for its mobile
sculptures, movable reliefs and pictures with optical effects. In the
activities and texts around the exhibition, however, film was present-
ed as a natural and important part of contemporary art.

Shortly after Le Mouvement, Hultén embarked on A Day in the City
(1956), a film he co-authored and directed together with Hans Norden-
strom and Gosta Winberg. This film attracted a great deal of interna-
tional attention when it was accepted for the International Competi-
tion of Experimental Films, organised by Cinémathéque de Belgique
in 1957. On Breer’s recommendation, Hultén was also contacted by
Amos Vogel about showing A Day in the City at the Cinema 16 film
club in New York and distributing it in the USA.?° The main reason
why Vogel was denied the distribution rights for the film was that
Hultén already had a contract with Europafilm. But Hultén was not
entirely happy with his contract, stating in a letter to Billy Kliiver that
Europafilm was burying the film instead of letting him distribute it.

A Day in the City has aptly been described as an anarchic collage
of society’s rigid and conservative institutions, and organisations and
bureaucracy in general.? One of the institutions identified as a culprit
at the end of the film is the Nationalmuseum, which is shown to blow
up and burn down. But maybe the bang from the explosion in the
avant-garde film was the wake-up call the Nationalmuseum had been
waiting for, because from 1956, it started showing more and more films
through its new department Moderna Museet and Pontus Hultén.

Film at Moderna Museet

In an essay in the catalogue for the exhibition Det moderna museet
(The Modern Museum, 1950), written before the existence of Mod-
erna Museet, Otte Skold, director of the Nationalmuseum, asks
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himself what responsibilities a future modern museum should have,
and concludes that “room should be given to film of artistically high
quality”.> This was to have a huge impact on Moderna Museet’s
early years. Skold’s emphasis of the importance of film was also
obvious in the exhibition Viking Eggeling 1880-1925. Tecknare och
filmkonstndr (Viking Eggeling 1880-1925. Illustrator and film art-
ist, 1950) and the accompanying film series 30 dr experimentfilm (30
Years of Experimental Film).* Viking Eggeling 1880-1925 was the
first exhibition at the Nationalmuseum that focused on film, and in
the catalogue preface Skold wrote optimistically about the qualities
and potential of film as a visual art.*

Even before it opened, the exhibition had attracted great me-
dia attention. That the Nationalmuseum was screening a series of
avant-garde films was noted in the press as highly interesting and ex-
citing.” The film series consisted of three programmes on different
evenings at the Nationalmuseum, in association with the collections
of the National Museum of Science and Technology’s department
of cinematic history. The first evening was on the theme of Viking
Eggeling and early avant-garde film, and consisted mainly of ab-
stract films from around 1920. This was followed by From René Clair
to Cocteau, with a distinct focus on French film history; the third
was advertised as Modern American avant-garde film and included
the avant-garde pioneers Maya Deren and John and James Whitney.
The three film shows began with an introductory lecture and ended
with discussions on the theme of the evening.?

Skold’s experiences from the successful film series 30 dr experi-
mentfilm, together with his open attitude to film as art, was probably
the reason why Pontus Hultén was able to organise two film series
in conjunction with the exhibition of Pablo Picasso’s Guernica in
Moderna Museet’s provisional premises in 1956.° Material in Mod-
erna Museet’s archive shows that the two film series were organised
at short notice, and that Hultén was in charge of them.* Initially,
Hultén had planned to create a temporary cinema in the Skeppshol-
men venue, but problems with fire safety regulations and projection-
ist certificates meant that the first film series had to be shown at the
Terrassen cinema, and the second at the larger Palladium cinema in
Stockholm. The first show centred on documentary film and was
intended to provide a historic backdrop to Picasso’s painting. The
films shown during the two evenings included Guernica (1949) by
Alain Resnais and Robert Hessens, along with Paul Haesaerts’ Visit
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to Picasso (1949), and two short films about Francisco de Goya by
Luciano Emmer.3* While the first series stressed the pedagogical val-
ue of films in providing knowledge about Picasso and Spanish art,
the second had a substantially more artistic ambition.3

In a letter to Seth Karlsson asking to borrow Luis Bunuel’s film
Los Olvidados (1950) from Europafilm, Hultén describes the pur-
pose of the film series:

The second series, comprising three screenings is exclusively devoted to
the Spanish director Luis Bufiuel, who, in many ways, is Picasso’s equal.
The intention of the screenings is to present the two greatest modern
Spanish artists, Picasso and Buiiuel, to the audience in one context, and
to utilise the opportunity that this confrontation may provide for a deep-

er understanding of the oeuvres of both.3

Although a temporary cinema could not be built at such short no-
tice, we get a clear picture of the value Hultén attributed to film as
an artistic medium. Bufiuel’s art films should not be subordinated
to Picasso’s paintings, and they should not be shown outside the
Museum; Buiuel’s films should be in the Museum, to shed light on
Picasso, just as Picasso should shed light on Bufiuel. Hultén’s desire
to show moving images in the exhibition space clearly demonstrates
his expanded notion of what a museum should display, and the status
of film as art.

After the screening of Bufiuel’s films, Hultén was in charge of a
further two series. In spring 1957, Jean Vigo’s and Georges Franju’s
films were shown at the Palladium, and in the autumn Joris Iven’s
films were screened at Stockholms Borgarskola on Kungstensgatan
4. Since both series also attracted audiences with little or no expe-
rience of avant-garde film, Hultén wrote long articles in Dagens
Nyheter with presentations of the film directors.’ When Georges
Franju’s film Blood of the Beasts (1949) was censored prior to its
planned screening, this triggered an even more intense debate about
film at Moderna Museet in the daily press.*

The day after the censorship was announced, Erik Skoglund, di-
rector of the Film Board, explained in Dagens Nyheter why they had
decided to censor Blood of the Beasts.’ Skoglund said that the Board
had come to its decision mainly because Moderna Museet’s film
series were comparable to public screenings, and that the film was
not suitable due to its repulsive contents. Blood of the Beasts takes a
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documentary approach and shows cows and horses being taken to
an abattoir and slaughtered. The Board considered the slaughter to
be highly abhorrent and that some of the brutal scenes could cause
mental trauma to an unsuspecting audience at a public screening.
Moderna Museet’s film series was categorised as public partly be-
cause it was so easy to buy tickets, and partly because the films were
being shown at one of Stockholm’s largest cinemas. If membership
in a film club had been required to buy tickets for the film series,
Skoglund intimated that the screenings could have been regard-
ed as private events at which the audience was more accustomed
to alternative films. The censorship of Franju’s film was one of the
factors that prompted Moderna Museet to start a film studio; ac-
cording to the statutes, its purpose was to “enable Moderna Mu-
seet to show films to its members that were prohibited from public
screenings”.3® To show films that were not allowed to be screened
publicly was also a contributing reason why Joris Iven’s film se-
ries was transferred from Palladium to Stockholms Borgarskola.
One of the terms in the rental agreement for Palladium, which was
owned by Svensk Filmindustri, was that all films must be approved
by the censors.®

It is worth noting that the Nationalmuseum’s management showed
strong support for the popular film series at Moderna Museet. When
Blood of the Beasts was censored, Otte Skold wrote to the head of
Biografbyran (the Film Board), Erik Skoglund, presenting his case
for why the Nationalmuseum and its Moderna Museet department
should be exempt from film censorship:

Since art film must be counted as one of the most active and, from a
modern point of view, interesting artistic disciplines, screenings of art
film will be included as a natural part of activities in the newly-estab-

lished Moderna Museet department .4

The fact that film activities became a “natural part” of Moderna
Museet’s activities in the early years was largely due to the contacts
that were made in connection with these four film series. Especially
valuable support for the Museum’s continued screenings of film was
provided by Barbro Sylwan at the Swedish Institute’s Office nation-
al du tourisme suédois, and Dominique Johansen at Académie du
cinéma, also in Paris. In connection with the plans for the Vigo/Franju
series, Hultén asked Sylwan and the Office national du tourisme
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suédois to help him contact Franju.# Sylwan was also contacted by
Johansen, since she represented several French filmmakers in the dis-
tribution of their films.4* This was the start of a long collaboration,
where Johansen and the Académie du cinéma provided the films
and Sylwan and the Office national du tourisme suédois handled the
forwarding to Sweden and Moderna Museet. The archives contain
a massive correspondence between Johansen, Sylwan and Hultén,
indicating clearly the crucial importance of their partnership on the
Museum’s early film activities in general and the Apropos Eggeling
film festival in particular.43

Apropos Eggeling

The Apropos Eggeling festival began four days after Moderna Mu-
seet opened its new premises on Skeppsholmen. It offered a rich pro-
gramme of 52 films made from 1910 to 1958, including Emile Cohl’s
Le Retapeur de cervelles (1910), Viking Eggeling’s Diagonal Sympho-
ny (1924), Len Lye’s Color Box (1935), Maya Deren’s Meshes of the
Afternoon (1943) and A Study in Choreography for the Camera (1945,
and Per Olof Ultvedt’s Néira Ogat (1958).4 In addition to Académie
du cinéma, a large number of the films shown on the four festival
evenings came from the National Museum of Science and Technol-
ogy’s film history collection and Det Danske Filmmuseum.4s

Today, film, video and other moving images are a natural part of
the Museum’s exhibitions and of contemporary art; in the late 1950s,
however, the Apropos Eggeling film festival made a strong stand for
film as art. Unlike the four previous screenings organised by Mod-
erna Museet and Pontus Hultén, the films were now shown on the
Museum’s own premises, and the potential of film as an artistic
medium was highlighted. In the planning phase of the exhibition,
Hultén contacted several internationally prominent filmmakers and
critics, along with other people more close at hand, requesting them
to write in the festival catalogue.#® His letters specify clearly that the
purpose of the catalogue was to discuss the current situation of film
and its relationship to visual arts:

In order to give this festival a sign of its importance and also in order to
save the memory of it we are going to edit a booklet with some short ar-
ticles on the situation of cinema, on avant-garde-film and experimental

film, its relations to the plastic art etc.
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Catalogue for Apropos Eggeling.
Avant-Garde Film, Moderna Museet, 1958



112

Among those who accepted Hultén’s invitation were authors from
his international and Swedish networks; Georges Franju, for in-
stance, provided an essay on the multitude of styles in the field of
avant-garde film.#® An article by Nils-Hugo Geber, who was later to
head Moderna Museet’s film studio, links the ambitions of art film
with the conditions of film production, in what could be termed an
informative opinion piece on the situation of art film in Sweden.# The
texts by John Halas and Roger Manvell focus on animated film and
how its significance to static visual arts has been ignored too long.>°

Apropos Eggeling was a mobilisation for the status of film as art,
and in the preface of the catalogue Hultén summed up his views on
film and the role of film in contemporary art: “A whole generation
turns to film to satisfy its need for art ... film is the most powerful
means of expression available in this day and age. It is an excellent
artistic medium”.5' In the years after Moderna Museet opened,
film continued to have a strong presence there. A follow-up of Ap-
ropos Eggeling was held already in autumn 1958, and in spring 1959
another two film series were organised by Moderna Museet’s film
studio.’* The exhibitions Movement in Art (1961), 4 Americans (1962),
and American Pop Art (1964), were all accompanied by film pro-
grammes. The Museum’s popular film studio for children opened
on 14 March, 1959, and soon expanded from one show on Saturdays
to two Saturday shows and one on Sundays. Many people were in-
volved in Moderna Museet’s film activities in the early years, but the
dual role of Pontus Hultén as museum director and experimental
filmmaker was probably crucial to the position of the medium in the
still young institution.
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