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THE USE OF HANDS

I

n 1933 Hannah Ryggen wove Fishing in the Sea of Debt. It depicts debt
collectors fishing in the bloody waters of financial ruin. A boat has just
capsized, and three adults and two children are left floating in the sea.
One of the men struggles to keep the two small children’s heads above water,
while the woman to the right has drowned; her body is sinking to the bottom.
The woman’s chickens, her only source of income, were sold to meet interest
payments. The man to the left of her has his mouth and nose barely above
the surface. The fish, depicted in front of him, no longer provide him with
enough income to support himself. On land, a man lies dead on the ground.
A doctor attends to the body and greedily snatches a last coin.1 To the left, the
banking commissioner’s wife sits at an amply laden table observing the tragedy,
unmoved by what is happening around her.
Fishing in the Sea of Debt is Hannah Ryggen’s first truly successful monumental
tapestry. It is a fascinating work, not least because it so clearly demonstrates her
route from painting to weaving, and how the social circumstances that surrounded
her could be expressed in woven form. In contrast to an earlier weaving, The
Sinner (Synderinnen) from 1926 (p. 29), Ryggen maintains the composition on
a single picture plane and does not attempt to create three-dimensional effects.
Instead, depth is indicated through height – that is, on the principle that what
is furthest back in space is placed highest up in the composition. This corresponds with the way space was constructed in early Norwegian tapestries from
the 1500s and later, but is also found in modern painting from the 1920s and
1930s. Fishing in the Sea of Debt is not entirely free of perspective, however: the
shape of the bodies floating in the sea takes into account the way water distorts
appearances. There is also a bold expressionistic impulse in this weaving: the
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colour choices defy nature, the figures are bluntly and expressively drawn, and
the subject matter is heart-rending.

Need
The impetus for this tapestry arose from the consequences of the devastating
economic crisis that hit Norway in 1930 and the resulting harsh social conditions.
Industrial production fell by over 22 per cent between 1930 and 1931 alone, and
unemployment rocketed. During the worst year, 1933, as much as 40 per cent
of the organized labour force was unemployed. Countless people were ruined
by overwhelming debt, with fishermen, of which there were many in Ørlandet,
where Hannah and Hans Ryggen lived, among the hardest hit. A headline in the
6 April 1933 edition of Arbeider-Avisen (the newspaper of the Norwegian Labour
Party) was ‘Destitution. The Plight of the Fishermen’. Articles reported that the
season’s unsuccessful skrei (spawning cod) catch had led to ‘the direst need in
fishermen’s households along the coast, in both South and North Trøndelag’.2
Ryggen found the injustice of the situation intolerable. She believed everyone
ought to have the means to be able to support themselves and their families:
Every man and woman, rich or poor, ought to be raised capable of two
things: producing their own food and supporting themselves. It is unjust
that some serve others. Everyone should work, no one should be above
another. Equality for all mankind. We are all flesh and blood, just the same.3

Fishing in the Sea of Debt coincides with the appearance of the first distinctive
features of Norwegian modernism, in which three main tendencies can be discerned: a Matisse-inspired French formalism, surrealism and some suggestions
of expressionism.4 Ryggen’s tapestry only partly fits within these categories; her
treatment of the picture plane and colour choices are unique. There is a forthrightness and a coarseness in the formation of the imagery that is far cruder than
anything found in any of her Norwegian contemporaries’ work; this, added to
the medium, makes Hannah Ryggen’s work exceptional, in both Norwegian and
international art history. But it came at a price. The path that led to Fishing in
the Sea of Debt in 1933 was difficult, labour-intensive and strewn with a number
of critical decisions, in life as well as in art.
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Hannah Ryggen, Fishing
in the Sea of Debt (Fiske
ved gjeldens hav), 1933.
Tapestry woven in wool
and linen, 145 x 185 cm.
Private Collection.
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Drawn to art
Hanna Josefina Maria Jönsson, as she was baptized in Malmö, Sweden, in 1894,
was not a child of privilege.5 Her parents were working class, and her mother,
Karna Gall Jönsson, was determined that all three of her children would earn
their own living. Hannah and her younger sister Agda Jönsson both became
primary school teachers, while their brother Erik Gustav William Jönsson was
employed in a bank.6 Hannah did not find teaching fulfilling, however, and,
encouraged by her cousin Emil Nilsson, to whom she was quite close, she decided
to pursue her artistic leanings.
In the summer of 1916 Hannah enrolled in a six-week painting course with
her former drawing instructor, Rausstedt (his first name is not known).7 Later
that year she began to study freehand drawing and perspective theory with
Fredrik Krebs at the technical college in Lund (today the Faculty of Engineering
at Lund University), while also working full time as a teacher. She often spent
her long summer holidays drawing all manner of things, large and small, that
she encountered around her.
German-born Fredrik Krebs (1845–1925) had attended the Royal Danish
Academy of Fine Arts from 1862 to 1868, and after additional studies in Innsbruck,
Austria, he established a painting school in Copenhagen. In 1882 Krebs moved
to Lund in Sweden, where he continued his artistic and educational pursuits.8
Krebs’ course was held on six evenings a week; only Saturday evenings were
free. Hannah commuted by train between Malmö, where she was living and
teaching at the primary school, and Lund.9
After six years of intermittent training with Krebs, Hannah had mastered
perspective, composition and freehand drawing, as well as painting in the ‘old
school’ manner: she had learnt to grind pigments, prime a canvas, build up a
painting layer by layer and so on. Krebs’ teaching was rooted in ‘the old academic traditions, where one drew from plaster objects and plaster casts of ancient
sculptures’.10 Classical painting styles, especially Rembrandt’s, were the ideal.
From her known works from this early period in Malmö and Lund, Hannah
appears to have painted chiefly portraits and interiors.
Krebs was a key figure in Lund’s intellectual community, and generous with
his knowledge and expertise.11 It is clear that Hannah was extremely fond of him
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TOP A family portrait. In the front row, from left are Hannah, her sister Agda and mother
Karna Gall Jönsson. Standing behind them, from left are Hannah’s brother Erik and
father Gustav Jönsson. The photograph was taken at the beginning of the 1900s. Private
Collection. ABOVE Hannah Ryggen in a school portrait with one of her classes consisting
of all boys. Undated. Collection of NTNU University Library, Trondheim.
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Hannah Ryggen, drawings of working women, 1919.
Collection of NTNU University Library, Trondheim.
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Hannah Ryggen, drawing of a bucolic landscape, 1918.
Collection of NTNU University Library, Trondheim.
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and his wife, Helene. A letter from 1948 reveals that she frequently visited the
art museum in Malmö to see a painting by Krebs in its collection: ‘I never pass
by without going in to see Krebs’ picture – and shed a tear. I was like a child to
them, and we loved each other. They both died just after I arrived in Norway.
I can still picture Krebs on the steps in front of his house, waving goodbye to
me and shouting “See you soon”.’12
There were other students in Krebs’ painting class of course, one of whom
was Theodor Jönsson. On 21 July 1917 the engagement between ‘artist Theodor
Jönsson’ and ‘elementary school teacher Hannah Jönsson’ was announced in
Sydsvenska Dagbladet (that Hannah and Theodor had the same surname, Jönsson,
was a coincidence). It did not lead to marriage: in 1919 or 1920 Theodor broke off
their engagement.13 To remedy the difficult situation and encourage Hannah’s artistic development, Krebs suggested she take a study trip to Dresden. He believed
she would learn a great deal by studying the painting collections there and gain
a better understanding of the Old Masters. Hannah Jönsson took his advice and
travelled to Germany in the summer of 1922.

Dresden and Hans Ryggen
Dresden at that time was a fairly large city of about half a million residents.
It drew many Scandinavian artists, who flocked there to study, either at the
Dresden Academy of Fine Arts (Dresden Akademie für Bildende Künste) or
the School of Arts and Crafts (Dresdner Kunstgewerbeschule). The famous
gallery, the Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister, a particular destination for Hannah,
was not far from the Academy. It is certain that she visited the museum because
among the books in Hannah and Hans Ryggen’s home in Ørlandet were two
volumes on its collection. Dog-eared from use, they both bear Hannah Jönsson’s
signature on the upper right-hand corner of the cover.14 Among the notable
works hanging at the Gemäldegalerie is Johannes Vermeer’s The Procuress from
1656. Hannah Ryggen made two paraphrases of this work, one small and informal in 1950, and another in 1968. In the first it is striking how she has replaced
the seductive and tactile three-dimensionality of the painting with a simplified,
Fredrik Krebs and his students, photographed at some point between 1917 and 1920. Hannah
Jönsson is seated in the foreground. Theodor Jönsson stands furthest back; that they shared
the same surname was coincidental. Collection of NTNU University Library, Trondheim.
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two-dimensional design, and has also given the procuress herself a far more
independent role. Ryggen has effectively co-opted the image and adapted it to
her own medium.
Vermeer’s The Procuress is just one in an outstanding collection of paintings at
the Gemäldegalerie, dating especially from the early Renaissance to the Baroque
periods, which includes works by major painters, from Albrecht Dürer, Jan van
Eyck, Hans Holbein the Younger, Peter Paul Rubens and Rembrandt to Nicolas
Poussin. It was in these surroundings – an atmosphere of classic culture and
the grand painting tradition – that Hannah Jönsson would meet the Norwegian
painter Hans Ryggen (1894–1956). As she wrote: ‘It was in Dresden in 1922. I’d
travelled there to paint and study at the museum during my holidays. I wasn’t
fluent in German and had asked a Dane who lived at the same boarding house,
Wagner in Ritshelsstrasse 14, to help me with some shopping.’ It was reportedly
a large boarding house with many rooms, and Hannah knocked at the wrong
door. There sat two men, one of whom was Hans Ryggen. He later sought her
out one evening and invited her to take a walk with him and a friend through
Grosser Garten.
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ABOVE Hannah Ryggen, The Procuress (Koblersken), 1950. Tapestry woven in wool and linen,
50 x 46 cm. Private Collection. OPPOSITE Johannes Vermeer, The Procuress, 1656. Oil on
canvas, 143 x 130 cm. Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister, Dresden.
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The sweetness of a first encounter: who can describe it? We went walking
in Grosse Garten. It was 10 or 11 in the evening. It was just us in the park.
We walked along the gravel paths between tall leafy trees. It was cadmium
green, the darkness. The warm night’s darkness. I was wearing a fancy green
gabardine suit and a big straw hat lined with green silk under the brim. Back
then I was petite and slim with long brown hair and brown skin and full of
life. We were young, the two painters were tall and imposing walking one
on each side of me. Life lay before us. We walked aimlessly. We drank in
the air, silence, colour, life, with all our senses. We arrived at a little lake,
Carola Lake, and on one side of the lake ran a balustrade, it was white but
soft and blue-ish in the evening darkness. Beyond it was a small restaurant
with round white tables outside…. We ordered a bottle [of wine]. I’m still
smiling at the thought of that wine. It was an elixir of the gods: the whole of
the sun, life, fire was gathered within it. And we drank, and arrived at this
most indescribably blissful state. We sat as long as we could by that lake.
But it is impossible to remain in such unbelievably blessed moments in life.
Yanked out of it! We walked back, the park closed at midnight. We sat on
a bench for a few precious moments. I was so tired, so gay from the wine.
I sat between the two Norwegians. The dark one on my left, the blond one
(Hans) to my right. They held my hands. I sat thinking: who should I lean
my tired head on? Yes, the blond one, I liked him best. We were in ecstasy.
I let go my left hand and covered Hans’ mouth with the brim of my hat when
he tried to kiss me. Not that I didn’t want to – but we still barely knew each
other. A lovely moment. We slipped in between the green, night-darkened
trees where fireflies were dancing. It was the first and last time I’ve seen
fireflies dance. Mesmerizing. The two painters travelled to Munich. Hans
wrote love letters. I was alone in Dresden and so travelled to Munich as well,
to see the Alte Pinakotek. We kept each other company on the way home.15
Hannah Ryggen, portrait of a woman, c. 1920. Oil painting. Private Collection.
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This recollection of their first meeting was written in 1957, and the prose is
powerfully romanticizing and painterly: Hannah seated between the two men
in the mildly warm evening darkness, the cadmium green trees, the encounter’s
sweetness, the elixir of the gods, dancing fireflies. The imagery could equally
be from a work by the Swedish painter Anders Zorn (1860–1920), an artist
Hannah greatly admired, and the naturalistic painting tradition is undoubtedly
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a cornerstone of her art.16 Although there is no complete record of her many
early works, a fair number of sketches, painted studies of interiors and portraits
are known. In addition, there is an examensplanch (exam work) on the theme of
the Virgin Mary and Child that she painted in Malmö in 1912, prior to her period
of study with Fredrik Krebs in Lund.17 That she was not yet fully conversant
with painting techniques is apparent in the somewhat stiff and hesitant strokes in
the figures of Mary and the baby Jesus, though the execution of the two figures
in the lower left corner displays a solid understanding of colour and plasticity.
The image of the Madonna and Child is a central motif in Western painting,
and in Hannah Jönsson’s version, mother and child have a connection with both
the earthly world and divine light. It is the two witnesses to this religious scene,
however, who are most realistically depicted. This is entirely in keeping with
Hannah’s disregard for the church and religion in general. To her, abuse of power
and double standards originated with Christianity. And yet the Bible was a rich
source of inspiration. In her exam work, she leans on traditional representations,
but directs most attention to the two agents of the worldly realm. Opposition
to the church is not expressed directly until she weaves The Sinner in 1926 and
Can They Be Replaced? (Kan de erstattes?) (p. 166) in 1930.

A crossroads
Hannah Jönsson was well on her way to becoming a skilled painter, but something was wrong. At a certain point she writes: ‘Suddenly there awoke in me a
desire to do something with my hands. I could not paint like Krebs and still be
myself. It suddenly occurred to me that I would weave pictures.’18 She therefore
abandoned painting and chose weaving instead. Her decision to do so can be
dated with certainty to January 1923, because Hans Ryggen reacted to it in a
letter dated 1 February 1923:
You’re quitting painting? And you are settling on a branch of art that
surely requires far more industriousness and perseverance. Woven art!
I haven’t seen so much of that, but it must be labour-intensive. But weaving
is women’s work from time immemorial, and now that I think about it,
it only seems natural that you who are such a true woman, decided to
weave art rather than paint art. Painting is in a way more men’s work.
What kind of images are you weaving? Tell me a bit more about that.19
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Hannah Ryggen, Virgin Mary and Child (Jomfru Maria og barnet), exam work, 1912.
Collection of the National Museum of Applied and Decorative Arts, Trondheim.
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It is difficult to say why she chose to give up painting precisely when she
was in the process of mastering it. What we do know is that she wanted to work
with her hands, and that she realized early on that she could express something
in weaving that she could not in painting. Weaving was associated with folk art
and handicraft, and therein lay a political aspect that she also identified with, and
which was present throughout her work: it became a personal way of experiencing things, felt through the hands, as it were.20 The creative process involved
in weaving was also time-consuming in quite a different way from painting.
It required discipline, and that suited Hannah’s temperament.21 A third consideration is that in weaving, unlike in painting, colour and material are one. And
with weaving, she could work in very large formats, which gave her a means of
escaping the contemporary tendency to make patronizing comparisons between
female artists and their male counterparts.
Hans’ reply, which would later appear quite modern with respect to gender
roles, suggests that this was in fact an underlying issue. He used the words
‘industriousness’ and ‘perseverance ’ in talking about woven art and believed
that painting was more ‘men’s work’. The reception of other contemporary
female painters in Sweden and Norway confirms that it was not easy for them
at this time.22 Furthermore, the division between handicraft and art was less
strict, which may have made the choice somewhat easier. But in the Norwegian
context, Ryggen’s principal challenge was to emphasize the ‘art’ in weaving,
while at the same time not undermining its significance as handwork.

From woven image to fine art
The woven image – tapestry – has long been a central component of folk art
in Norway, and in contrast to many other countries an exceptional number
of fine works are preserved there, including the famous Baldishol Tapestry
(Baldisholteppet), which was made between 1050 and 1190 (see p. 155). Towards
the end of the 1500s some tapestries clearly show the influence of Flemish weaving,
but the trend towards three-dimensional expression and naturalistic depiction
never entirely took hold. The two-dimensional flatestilen, in which background
elements are placed at the top of the picture plane, continued to be favoured – in
other words there is no illusion of depth, but rather a form of stacking. The contours of figures are also pronounced, and areas of pure colour are kept distinct
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Hannah Ryggen, The Sinner (Synderinnen), 1926. Tapestry woven in wool and linen, 190 x 222 cm.
Collection of the National Museum of Applied and Decorative Arts, Trondheim.
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The Adoration of the Magi (De hellige tre konger og tilbedelsen), 1717. Tapestry from Skjåk in
Gudbrandsdalen. Collection of the National Museum of Art, Architecture and Design, Oslo.
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from one another. The majority of Norwegian tapestries are in this style, and
the use of perspective and the depiction of three-dimensional space, as seen in
tapestries elsewhere in Europe, were never really adopted. Instead, ornament,
colour and surface played a more important role.
During Norway’s struggle to become an independent nation towards the
end of the nineteenth century, traditional stories, myths and folk art played a
key role in the development of a visual national identity. The Lysaker Circle
– Lysakerkretsen – a loose group of artists and intellectuals, found particular inspiration in such sources, and their ideas about ‘Norwegian colours’,
‘Norwegian motifs’ and decorative style were founded in folk art.23 Artists of the
Lysaker Circle attempted to place their own interpretation on nineteenth-century
bourgeois nationalism, and were concerned with making Norway a modern
European and culturally independent nation by the use of particular symbols
and motifs.24 A distinctly ‘Norwegian idiom’ included, for example, ‘black
bird-cherries on their red stems, a farm-house red against blue homespun wool,
blue goats leaping between pine buds, birds with rowan berries in their beaks
and also drawing-room memories of pale apples on a slate-black background’.25
But within the Norwegian artistic community there was considerable disagreement about exactly what constituted ‘the national’ and how it should be
expressed. This disagreement came to be epitomized in the disputes between two
visual artists, Erik Werenskiold (1855–1938) and Christian Krohg (1852–1925).
Werenskiold was associated with the Lysaker Circle, while Krohg adopted a more
cosmopolitan position. Krohg was a naturalist or realist painter, and socially
engaged, and asserted that faith in the national stemmed from tradition; the
national could not therefore be founded in art as this was not in the nature of art.26
Gerhard Munthe (1849–1929), who also belonged to the Lysaker Circle,
believed on the contrary that the idea of the national ‘lay deep within the essence
of art’. The composition of ‘Norway’s main colours’ was enduring insofar as they
had never been ‘altered by foreign influence’, and ‘remained constant throughout
the many modes of thought through the ages’.27 Munthe’s Norwegian colours
are, in other words, a kind of essence, an immutable and innately static quality
of ‘the Norwegian’.
Munthe’s breakthrough as an artist came when he shifted away from natural
istic landscape painting and made a series of fanciful images in an ornamental
style, using pure, intense colours. His work on the series began with a pattern he
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designed for an åkle, a woven coverlet traditionally used as a bedspread, for his
wife Sigrun to weave. Tapestry was for Munthe a ‘noble and refined’ art form,
and in designing the pattern he looked to folk tales and songs.28 The series was
very well received. Werenskiold praised it as an advance for Norwegian art; in a
letter to a Swedish colleague he wrote that ‘Munthe’s stylized images with motifs
from medieval ballads about giants were originally made as weaving patterns for
Mrs Munthe: in style they most resembled “traditional Norwegian weaving”.’29
With the success of the series, demand for Munthe’s works increased dramatically and commissions flowed in, especially for interiors. Munthe cultivated
his new idiom in weaving, but he was adamant that he alone was responsible
for the art – he designed the motifs in his fairy-tale drawings and then adapted
them, that is to say, simplified them in cartoons that female weavers would later
weave from. This division of labour stemmed from a tradition originating in
France and the Netherlands, where a strict distinction was made between the
artist (who drew the cartoon) and the craftsperson (who transferred the cartoon
to the weave).
In a large exhibition entitled ‘1814–1914. Norway’s Art. The Centennial
Exhibition’ (‘1814–1914. Norges kunst. Jubilæumsutstillingen’), which presented
the best of Norwegian art, this gender-specific division of labour was made
clear. The artworks were arranged into various categories,30 one of which was
‘Decorative and Applied Art’. Included in this were the weavings The Captive
of the Mountain (Den bergtagne) and Grouse (Ryper), which were credited to
Gerhard Munthe as artist. They were woven by Sigrun Munthe – she was
credited as craftsperson, but not artist.31

Pioneering women

TOP Gerhard Munthe, Odin, 1899. Drawing, pen and brush on paper, 70 x 83 mm. Collection
of the National Museum of Art, Architecture and Design, Oslo. ABOVE Gerhard Munthe,
Odin, 1907. Collection of the National Museum of Applied and Decorative Arts, Trondheim.
The tapestry was produced at the museum’s weaving school, which was established in 1898
under the direction of Jens Thiis with the express purpose of revitalizing weaving in Norway,
using Munthe’s drawings and cartoons for this purpose.
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The first woman in Norway to make a stand against this gender bias was the
textile artist Frida Hansen (1855–1931). Her work was represented in ‘The
Centennial Exhibition’ by one tapestry, Summer Night’s Dream and White Birds
(Sommernattsdrøm og hvite fugle). Hansen was internationally renowned for her
woven, Art Nouveau-style works and was wholly responsible for their creation.32
In celebration of her 75th birthday in March 1930, the newspaper Dagbladet
(literally ‘The Daily Magazine’) published an interview with her in which she
commented on the prevailing distinction between craft and art:
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Allow me to set the record straight regarding information printed about
me in Dagbladet the other day, she continues. It was stated that I often use
Gerhard Munthe ’s drawings in my weavings. This is false. Only once have
I woven after a drawing by Munthe; in all other instances the compositions
are entirely my own. Nor have I been particularly interested in copying our
historical tapestries. They had no real drawing skills then. I had to improve
weaving techniques to be able to render modern drawing. For weaving to
qualify as fine art, one has to master drawing, colour and composition; it’s
about raising the bar; there is no point in simply making surrogates in woven
form and whatnot.33

A month after this interview was printed, the Trondheim newspaper
Adresseavisen published an article about an exhibition of work by craftspeople
from Trondheim and Trøndelag. Echoing Frida Hansen’s challenge to ‘raise the
bar’, Hannah Ryggen stated that she wove without patterns and that she sought
to express her own era in her weaving: ‘I love the traditional, but want to weave
in the present and for the present.’34 In a subsequent interview in Adresseavisen
barely a month later, Ryggen emphasized once again that for her weaving was
not about pattern or copying, but about creating something from the imagination; she also drew parallels between weaving and painting:
Just as a painter confronts a blank canvas, I believe the weaver ought to sit
at the loom, without patterns, without other aids. Just as the painter creates
from imagination on the canvas, I want the weaver to create the tapestry
directly from imagination. Only then can weaving be art!35

Like Frida Hansen, Hannah Ryggen rejected Munthe’s declared distinction
between an artist (who drew the cartoons) and a craftsperson (who transferred
the cartoon to the woven form). She maintained that in order for weaving to
be considered as art in Norway, this had to be discredited.36 But where Hansen
chose mythological imagery and decorative and intricate patterns woven in a
beautiful Art Nouveau style, Ryggen chose the harsh realities of contemporary
society as her motif. As she said, she wanted to work in her own era.37
Hannah Ryggen had certainly tried her hand at weaving before she moved
to Ørlandet in 1924. At some point when she was working as an elementary
school teacher at Vångsten, in Gryt, Östergötland, Sweden, she bought a ‘jotter

34

THE USE OF HANDS

for laboratory exercises’. In this, as her biographer Pia Widell notes, ‘we find,
among other things, a number of solvnoter [rough drafts or steps for working
out a weave] that provide the first hints of her future career at the loom…
It was in Gryt that the loom came into her life.’38 Widell also refers to a woman
called Olivia, who worked as a charwoman at the school:
She was a single mother of several children whose friendship meant a lot
to Hannah, especially living so far from her usual home environment.
Olivia wove, and she is probably the one who gave Hannah her first actual
instruction in weaving. Judging by the solvnoter in the old jotter, domestic
textiles of various kinds were woven: towels in goose-eye twill, curtains in
huck lace, etc. Nothing remains today of what Hannah wove during her
two years in Gryt.39

It seems likely that it was Olivia from Gryt that Ryggen had in mind when
she wove the large work called Unwed Mother (Ugift mor) (pp. 162–63) in 1937,
which now hangs in the Röhsska Museum, in Gothenburg, Sweden.
It has also been speculated that Hannah may have explored weaving during her
time studying at the teachers’ college in Malmö from autumn 1911 to Christmas
1912. Widell considers this unlikely as children were not taught weaving – it
was only part of the curriculum after pupils left elementary school.40 Albert
Steen (in his book Hannah Ryggen) maintained that while Ryggen was working
as a teacher she spent half a year at the crafts school in Nääs, near Gothenburg,
where she learnt to weave, but this cannot be completely correct.41 For financial
reasons it would have been difficult, if not impossible, for Ryggen to take six
months off from working. If Hannah Ryggen was in Nääs, it would only have
been for a short period of time. Two other sources appear to support this. Karin
Landergren’s interview ‘The Artist – The Weaver. Hannah Ryggen’ in Form in
1948 mentions that Ryggen had taken a six-week weaving course one summer
in Nääs, ten years before she made her first tapestry.42 And in the catalogue for
the 1970 exhibition on Hannah Ryggen, the then director of Lunds Konsthall,
Marianne Nanne-Bråhammar, wrote that Ryggen was in Nääs for four weeks:
She wanted to become her own person, and went to Nääs for a fourweek weaving course in the summer of 1916. One of the instructors
was Hildegard Dinclau, who was also employed in Lund as a textile
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teacher at Konstslöjdanstalten vid Kulturen [the department for arts
and crafts at Kulturen, a museum complex in Lund]. Their acquaintance
continued. Hannah sometimes came to the museum, sought out and
learned about Flemish weaving, but was generally not interested in the
ornamental aspect.43

The reference to Hildegard Dinclau (1890–1974) is interesting because she
was a celebrated Swedish weaver, but it is difficult to ascertain how well they
actually knew each other. Dinclau’s name is not mentioned anywhere else in the
literature about Ryggen, and there is no correspondence between them among
Hannah Ryggen’s letters.
In an interview with Katja Waldén, Ryggen mentioned that she had contacted
Hemslöjden (the handicrafts association) in Lund about studying there, but their
course was full; instead ‘I watched the students for two hours and asked them
how many threads they had. Then I ordered a loom and gave the errand boy
one and a half crowns to help me set it up.’44 She later bought a Flemish loom in
Malmö, but was not particularly satisfied with it. It was not until Hans built her a
custom loom at their home in Ørlandet that her technical challenges were solved.

Vegetable dyes and Old Master images
While Hannah Ryggen had some experience with weaving, it is unlikely that she
had acquired any real degree of skill before she moved to Norway in 1924. It took
her roughly a decade to become proficient in all aspects of weaving – the mastery
we see on display in Fishing in the Sea of Debt from 1933. By this time, through
much experience and experiment, she knows precisely which colours the natural
environment has to offer. Trees, flowers, mosses, roots, bark, heather – she is
able to extract an inconceivably nuanced richness of colour from all manner of
natural growth (see also p. 77). Colour was tremendously important to her, as
she herself said in a speech delivered at the formal unveiling of The Troll Wall
(Trollveggen) in 1969:
Colour? I have colour. I understand colour. And colour is something I
entrust to no one other than myself. I know literally where every speck
of colour comes from … that speck there, that came from such and such
spot, where I picked such and such lichen on such and such date.45
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Ryggen also knew how to card and spin wool. And not least, she understood
how to translate painterly techniques into a woven form and was also certain
that it was her own time that she wanted to portray. In 1933 Hannah Ryggen
thus owned her own means of production, and, unlike Gerhard Munthe, she
controlled the actual processes of her materials’ generation (she reared sheep
for wool and grew flax for linen).
In a radio interview with Ryggen conducted by NRK (the Norwegian
Broadcasting Corporation), it is obvious that when making Fishing in the Sea
of Debt she sought to replicate the effect of the traditional painting technique of
glazing, in which thin washes of pigment are applied one over the other, so that
the underlying colour shines through:
I realized that I wanted a glazed surface effect, in a way like what the Old
Masters achieved. So the whole tapestry had to be in various tones of red,
and then there had to be a green hue that stood in contrast to it. And there
was something very strange with that colour there, because I’d first boiled
it in granlav [a collective term for certain lichens found on spruce trees].
Skjegglav [literally ‘beard-lichen’; Alectoria, or granskjegg, a hanging lichen]
was such that if you boiled it in a lot of water, and didn’t clump it together
tightly and boil it briefly, it became this lovely, light shade of orange. But it
was fugitive; it’s as if it was cat wool, the beautiful quality of the colour
disappears, so I stopped using it. But in that tapestry I used it underneath.
Took out the yarn, washed it and dyed it red afterwards in madder root.
The root can’t be allowed to boil; you place it in a pot of water at 80 degrees,
then put the yarn in, agitate it, and let it sit an hour in the dye bath. And then
it becomes a genuine red hue. If it boils, it turns brown. The entire tapestry
was coloured with granskjegg [Alectoria] first, and then I ‘glazed’ it with red.
And for the green I did the opposite. I dyed that first in potteblått [a blue
pigment made from copper sulphate and urine] and then in granskjegg.
The granskjegg stripped away a certain amount of the chemical agent and
colour from the potteblått, and it became not a true green, more a golden
green. The colour held well, and there is a kind of haze over it like in the
Old Masters’ paintings.46
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