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The Strange Theatre of Emeli Theander 
 
         
 “ In the beginning he alone existed. Then he gave her a name. Then she began to exist. ”  
 
          Per Olov Enquist 
          (Lost Angel) 
 
 
The seduction of Emeli Theander’s work lies in the peculiar way she combines the poetry of 
dreams and the marvel of children’s tales. It is figurative, in the sense that it is a setting for 
mysterious totemic figures at the cusp of fantasy and myth. In a cold, aquatic light, creatures- half-
human, half-animal - from the Norse legends strike a pose, watching us. Their pink flesh contrasts 
violently with the extraordinary shadowy masks they wear as disguise, a baroque mishmash of all 
kinds of animals, birds, rabbits, fish or wolves, between dreamlike superimposition and carnival 
madness.  
 
These bewitching compositions are inhabited by outsiders, the“caprichos” of Goya, the specters of 
Füssli, the masks of Ensor, the animal transformation of the faces of Bacon, and the luxurious and 
magical vegetation of Rousseau. We can imagine Balthus’s young girls in the middle of the 
masked ball scene from “Eyes Wide Shut”. Or Till Eulenspiegel playing to scare people.  
 
In her paintings and drawings she weaves a tight net of, as she puts it, “sweet and scary 
moments”, of obsessions, of recurring motifs which suggest that her work lends itself to be read 
like a story: the eye, the mirror, the circle, the mask, doubles, twins, animal hybrids. 
 
The eye and the mirror as metaphors for the work of art (an invitation to look) and for narcissistic 
desire (to see oneself and to be seen in order to exist). A scopic drive characteristic of 
adolescence.   
 
The word limbo conveys three very diverse meanings: Dante´s region of Hell, the Caribbean dance 
contest and the experience of being stuck in a suspended state, until another action happens. For 
Theander those very ranged meanings of the word make up an absurd but playful picture. Limbo is 
what she calls now the fantastic territory which her figures inhabit and which she always has been 
exploring. 
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The beings she shows us seem to be constantly asking themselves the question of their place and 
status. We see them floating between two states, uncertain, or hunched in front of a mirror in 
anxious anticipation, “losers”, on the margins of life, trapped by their inability to choose between 
the ideal and the real world. “Lost in transition”.  
 
The highly structured setting of her work is populated with circle shapes, closed up lines: rings, 
hoops, solar disks, moons, long hair in the shape of a wheel, spinning ghosts. Everywhere there 
are bodies in suspension, in levitation, hanging from rings, balanced precariously one on top of 
another, performing acrobatics or balancing on wires like tightrope walkers. An aesthetic of 
movement and suspended time.  
 
The hybrid creatures, somewhere between animal and human, are also projections of the 
uncertainty of identity, of the difficulty of the human figure to emerge. They are in fact complicit 
doubles, fantastic stuffed toys, pets that children invent for themselves or conceive to dispel their 
loneliness and their fears. They are beings who feel lost. 
The search for perfect love is a great driving force of Theander’s work.  
In her work we find none of the aggressive eroticism of some of her fellow women artists. Here 
desire remains allusive, disguised. 
 
“Pet Party” shows us a sort of “primitive scene”. The enclosed space of a bedroom, seen from a 
slightly low angle. Two young girls lying on a bed, watching us. Almost identical (are they twin 
sisters?), legs entwined like those of the two lesbians in Courbet’s “Sommeil”. They are wearing 
strange animal masks, unless they are just animal creatures with human bodies. One of them 
motions to us to be quiet, as though she has a secret to share with us. An invitation to join in their 
game. 
 
Then there are the many eyes that go right through the body; eyes in tears, eyes closed, stitched 
in the form of crosses, freakish. The anguish of blindness, the horror at the gaping menace of a 
“mouth of truth”, a never-ending stream of phantasmagorical manifestations of repressed desire, 
all the narcissistic defenses against the act itself.  
 
But then, what more extreme recourse than to go back into the matrix, into the Limbo of existence, 
there to rediscover something that was lost, which could give all these characters their rightful 
place and value. In Theander´s work we see the image of the self at the edges of psychic 
dislocation. A strange theatre showing a playful state of human fragility. 

 


