
Opera began with my discovery of the felt-tip pen in 1952. 1 With this I could work not only with a fairly precise, 
even blackness, like India ink, but also with gradations of gray which were not fuzzy like pencil drawings. 
The felt-tip also produced random textures. The pleasurable “spontaneity” of this working method began to feel 
monotonous after a while. I began putting together some of the sheets on which I had drawn and could see 
continuity and larger themes begin to appear.  I also saw that different ideas, when combined into a whole, 
produced shifts: unexpected, “unnatural” events on the paper.

I was interested at that time in pre-Columbian Mexican book-paintings which moved from page to page in long 
panels folded in concertina fashion.  I was also interested in music. As a visual artist I missed the dimension of 
time that exists in music. I particularly liked the “impure” mix of concert and theatre to be found in opera 
(The Ring of the Nibelung, for example.)  I realized how, as in much primitive, oriental and medieval art, one could 
work with pictures that were so full and so extensive that it was not possible to take that step backwards, screw 
up one’s eyes and enjoy the whole… I wanted to get people to move not just their eyes but their whole body along 
and around in the picture as if they were reading a map or playing Monopoly or football.

The game concept was my current interest at the same time I was writing the manifesto for concrete literature. 
There too I expressed my impatience with the monotony and private nature of pure automatism. One ought to 
be able to make simple rules for oneself, create frames of reference within the work of art. The simplest 
fundamental rule in Opera was repetition. It felt then like a big discovery; not merely a continuous sequence of 
constantly changing motifs, but a decision—this one is important, this shall have a role, recurring in new contexts 
and recurring altered, but still recognizable.

That is how the character-form originated—the abstract form where type was so pronounced that it was 
recognizable but which, at the same time, was put together so that its many suggested meanings kept one 
another in check, thus preserving the character’s ambiguity.  I had seen Capogrossi’s singular comb-like form 
which he repeated in painting after painting. And Matta’s robot-human-sign-machines, which to me were the 
most fascinating works created in the visual arts at that time.

Opera gradually developed a more or less principal character, the caterpillar-like being with the big “head” and 
a “bump” in the middle.  It appears more often in the latter part of the work.  It is “threatened” by the shape which 
resembles a halberd or an axe. (A less ambiguous element, almost representational in its lopsidedness towards 
“something which cuts”.)  Finally the caterpillar character bursts.
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51“I started this thing the spring of 1952 in Rome…I had just bought a type of pen with special ink and a felt tip; it is called Cado in 
Italy where Capogrossi and other artists use it, unlike the Swedes (and French?). Yet one can get some pretty amazing effects, like 
blurs...”   
Letter to Edouard Jaguer, April 12, 1954.

Text by Öyvind Fahlström



Frontispiece of the silkscreen edition of Opera, published by Riksutställningar (Swedish Travelling Exhibitions), 1968.

At the end, other typical elements can also be seen: the rhythmic, ornamental repetititon of “the arcade sign”, 
for example, which beats its rhythm against the bottom image’s dactylic rhythm and the chaotic 
small-conglomeration’s low rows. The tension between the conglomeration’s chaotic, spontaneous interior 
and its exterior straight-rowed discipline which, towards the end, steps down in two beats in a single 
counterpoint against the light “poles” with the main character-form. (The actual ending was inspired by a 
description of a piece by the 15th century composer, De Prés.)

Why is the character-form which I mentioned important? Because it was put into a climax or other important 
context. (I seem to remember that I called it the “sublime character-form”.)  Finally, one can also see 
character-forms which are fragmented on a large window panel. That was the beginning of the decomposition 
technique I later implemented with hundreds and thousands of elements in the Kalas drawings and in the 
painting Dr. Livingstone.

Through the long shape of the drawing, the reading movement became, for the most part, clear in Opera. At a 
later point, when I created more readily accessible paintings like Sitting... in 1962, I was seeking to steer them 
by introducing panels as in a comic strip.  At one place in Opera there is a picture with four frames wherein 
the caterpillar sign passes through various voids (the reading direction is indicated by the small four-frame field 
below.)

Thus Opera functioned by its length and flexible technique (felt-tip pen and India ink) as an experimental field for 
various working methods, ideas and concepts which were to be developed in later works…. 



Created in 1952-1953, Opera is a liminal work in Öyvind Fahlström’s career as it boldly sums up his engagement 
with French surrealism while also anticipating the combinatory approach that would become the hallmark 
of his concretist period. At a first analysis, the work’s overall structure seems indebted to André Breton’s 
notion of automatism and the drive to create new languages that characterized the work of André Masson. 
An exploration of writing seems to have been the scroll’s original impetus, as hinted by Fahlström’s sense of 
wonder at the discovery of the felt-tip pen. At a closer look, however, Opera exposes a process of discovery for 
the artist as the initial dense chaos evolves onto a formidable sequence of forms that allude to recognizable 
elements, such as alphabet letters, words, and architectural floor plans. The proliferation of forms throughout 
the scroll is impressive for its eclecticism and variety of sources, contemporary and ancient. Indeed, the 
discoveries associated with Opera constitute the beginning of Fahlström’s conceptualization of concretism, 
which he will publish the following year and which will guide his career from then on.

An important element in Opera is precisely its title. It gives the viewer a crucial insight into Fahlström’s process. 
For while Opera can be understood, in the literary and musical sense, as a combination of large and small 
discrete elements spliced together, the term “opera” had a broader, more complex meaning for Fahlström. His 
great insight was to develop a method in which both the artist and the viewer participated in an operation of 
constructing and deconstructing the work. While for many the operatic form represented a stultifying 
tradition, Fahlström was fascinated with its power to address scabrous subjects with grace and beauty as 
well as its peculiar mix of high technique and raw emotion. An interest in opera would become a lifelong 
pursuit, eventually resulting in works such as Birds in Sweden, a concrete, operatic poem for radio produced 
in 1962.

Opera is the first in a series of works in which the manipulation of elements (the images in his paintings, 
the words in his poetry) became a central concern for Fahlström. Other important works that immediately 
followed Opera include the print Edlund, which was issued in the journal Odyssé (1954) together with his 
manifesto for concrete poetry and the maddening combinatory poem “MOA (1).” Around 1957, Fahlström fur-
ther developed the concept of the “operator” in a highly complex text written to explain his paintings Ade-
Ledic-Nander I and II, whose biomorphic elements seem to have developed from those featured in Opera. For the 
composition of these paintings, Fahlström researched textbooks on histology, invertebrates and architec-
ture, mixing organic and man-made structures in new shapes he called “character-forms.” A decade later, this 
concern for mobility and interactivity would culminate in one of Fahlström’s boldest, most visionary statements:

The role of the spectator as a performer of the picture-game will become meaningful as soon as these works 
can be multiplied into a large number of replicas so that anyone interested can have a picture machine in his 
home and ‘manipulate the world’ according to either his or my choices.

Please return this text to 
box 419

available in museoreinasofia.es
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After World War II, attempts to understand the roots of authoritarianism would bring back in circulation Wilhelm 
Reich’s thesis on the “mass psychology of fascism.” Strongly interested in Reich’s ideas related to sexual repression 
and its effects on reasoning, Fahlström’s call for manipulating the world was his cri de guerre against the 
passivity of the “silent majority” that he witnessed around him. He saw language (visual, aural and conceptual) 
as the raw material individuals need to operate, to make sense of their environment and to act as free agents. 

Antonio Sergio Bessa


