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Den svenska filtmattan (The Swedish Felt  
Carpet) opens up for the viewer l ike a series of 
Chinese boxes. To begin with, a purely visual 
experience: it is about wall hangings on a 
grand scale, with motifs taken from ancient 
Oriental and Nordic objects of art. In the 
accompanying text, we are taken along on a 
journey of discovery through archeological 
excavations. Under the surface, we find a play 
of sexualities. Most significantly, we learn, the 
traditional patterns found in the hanging car-
pets were sought out and gathered together 
by Valborg Odner and her l ife-long companion 
Alma Lager. (The material ity of the names 
reminds one of Valborg Olander and Selma 
Lagerlöf.) The trip the two women planned to 
Inner Mongolia with Sven Hedin never hap-
pened, because the latter “declined to be 
accompanied by older ladies.” When Valborg 
and Alma are excluded in that way, and 
defined away by the dominating culture, yet 
another Chinese box in the exhibition is 
opened, and the exhibition becomes queer. To 
be queer is to defy the norm – above all, the 
heterosexual norm. But the crime spil ls over 
onto the whole exhibition, from the archeolog-
ical travel narratives, to the hanging mat: s/he 
who sees with the queer gaze is l iberated 
from ingrained thought patterns, and sees that 
the tapestry is a form of artistic expression of 
great distinction.
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The Queer Leakage of the Felt Mat

The installation Den svenska filtmattan (The 
Swedish Felt Carpet) , consists equally of 
ideas and matter. From a purely concrete 
standpoint, it consists of a number of pat-
terned wool carpets from various sites around 
Sweden, as well as a number of texts.
 In the center of the presentation, there is a 
tapestry with two tiger-l ike animals in bril l iant 
yellow and blue, set symmetrically on each 
side of a Mesopotamian white cedar (arborvi-
tae) in green with a dark bottom. After a while, 
the image of A Swedish Tiger,  the symbol of 
Swedish resistance during WWII, (“A Swede 
is silent”) is recognizable, though there are 
two, and there is a sense that someone is up 
to something. Swedish culture is constructed 
from ingredients from all corners of the globe.
Textile art is the craft on which Europe built 
its prosperity. In Flanders, English wool was 
transformed into Gobelin tapestry and broad-
cloth, and Ital ian weavers acquired both mate-
rial and knowledge from Asia by means of 
caravans along the Silk Road.
 It was precisely there, in Italy and Flanders, 
where what is usually referred to as the 
Renaissance arose. Included in this develop-
ment, which laid the foundation for our mod-
ern thought, was the notion of distinguishing 
art from handicrafts by emphasizing painting, 
sculpture, and architecture as free and intel-
lectual so-called fine arts. This occurred in 
part by means of the theoretical writings  
of the architect, Alberti. But the art of textile 
design did not receive its own tract. Perhaps 
the technique is too closely associated with 
material and with women’s work to be called 
art.

Margareta Wall in Wictorin
Art critic and Ph.D. in the history and  
theory of art

Textiles as the Bearers of Ideas

Anundsjökokongen, drawing by Ankaralı Ebrü, 
about 1733  (above) 

Valborg Odner, 1934 (above right)
Alma Lager, 1898 (below right)



Bockmattan (eng titel), felt, 210 x 150 cmFatmomakkemattan (eng titel), felt, 195 x 140 cm (below)



The exhibit, The Swedish Felt Carpet 
Den seldjukiska tigern (The Seldjuk Tiger), detail (right)


