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Kristin Nordhøy knows how to put the eyes to work. The pieces in her exhibition After a 
Moment consist of intricate arrangements of superimposed lines, evoking sensations of 
a pulsating visual field. By using simple, yet precise procedures for segmenting the 
support, her compositions elicit responses equally alluring and bewildering. Confronted 
with the amount of graphic information in her work, one is easily overpowered by a 
feeling of sensory overload. 
 
Encountering Nordhøy’s images arouses a sort of neighborhood argument between the 
eye and brain. The bodily devices devoted to observation and analysis appear to oppose 
each other, as retinal signals transmit impressions of a baffling mass of sharply 
contrasting lines to the visual cortex, where the impulses produce afterimages that are 
difficult to make sense of. The composition thus acquires a surplus value irreducible to 
the organization of pictorial elements, which manifests itself as a momentary optical 
response. Such supplementary perceptual distortions are well exploited in Nordhøy’s 
practice. 
 
Nordhøy’s flickering surfaces invite comparisons with the digital screen. Much like the 
computational instructions of zeroes and ones that enable display of digital images, 
Nordhøy’s black and white charcoal drawings seem governed by the protocols of binary 
code. Every trace of the hand or instrument that has made contact with the surface is 
removed, imbuing each occurrence of a given element with equal value and force. One 
line is indistinguishable from the next, and the interplay of identical marks and blanks 
reduces the compositional process to the regulation of a single current—on/off, on/off, 
on/off, from edge to edge of the picture plane. 
 
In his essay Beauty and the Contemporary Sublime (1999), the British painter Jeremy 
Gilbert-Rolfe describes the digital screen as conditioned by a peculiar form of blankness. 
Compared to a blank piece of paper or canvas, the blankness of the sleeping monitor is 
underscored by a promise of instantaneous activity. Akin to the human face, the blank 
screen is in a perpetual state of latent communication and can be enlivened almost 
immediately by the transmission of electrical signals. Conversely, the potential for 
signification in a blank piece of paper or canvas is temporally articulated—in a process 
of inscription and revision wherein the image appears as legible traces of sequential 
layering. One could add, perhaps, that the divergent processes bringing content to 
digital and physical surfaces can be restated as a distinction of signals and traces. 
 
For Nordhøy, the intention obviously lies elsewhere than in the production of 
meaningful traces. Her endeavor has more to do with a conversion of the trace—in the 
shape of a line or a surface impression—to a visual component analogous with the 
electrical or digital signal. A fundamental difference between these constituent parts of 
a statement—traces versus signals—is that the signal calls for a hierarchical levelling of 



informational components, whereas the trace is flexible and can be assigned priority 
according to context. In computing, every signal regulating the diodes of the monitor is 
equally important, whereas in portraiture, a brushstroke articulating a facial feature is 
generally more significant than a mark conveying the shape of a background ridge. 
Where signals operate homogenously, traces can act uniquely and expressively. 
 
Although Nordhøy’s images evolve from processes of masking and inscription in which 
paint and charcoal is applied by hand—and thus practically speaking are accumulations 
of slightly dissimilar traces—the repetitious nature of the application obviates the 
relevance of physical mediation. With reference to Nordhøy’s efforts to purge her 
inscriptions of textural or calligraphic identity, one could say that the lines in her 
compositions appear as signals. In a given work the distributed elements operate as 
equally important components, converging in a unified optical effect. As discrete 
elements are made uniform, the spaces between them are equally significant in the 
constitution of the image—comparable to how the pregnant pauses of Morse code are 
essential to the formation of a message. By these processes, Nordhøy imbues the visual 
field with a pulsating blankness similar to the activated expressionlessness Gilbert-Rolfe 
locates as the condition of the digital image. Nordhøy’s work is positioned firmly with 
one foot placed in painting’s domain of inscriptions and traces, and the other in a virtual 
realm of signals, numerals and equivalence. By means of stringent and delicate 
procedures for regulating visual intensities, she summons the dynamism of digital 
transmission from her surfaces. As with the screen, their work never really ends. 
 
—André Tehrani 
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