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Left to right: Franciska Clausen, Skruen, (1926), Museum Salling / Fernand Léger, Femme au miroir, (1920), 
Moderna Museet, Stockholm (1948 acquisition) / Gösta Adrian-Nilsson (GAN), Bains, (1923), Canica Art 
Collection, Oslo. 
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The exhibition MÈCANIQUE MODERNE at Gammel Holtegaard pays tribute to three 
pioneering modernists: Danish Franciska Clausen, Swedish Gösta Adrian-Nilsson 
(GAN) and French Fernand Léger, outstanding artists whose paths crossed on the 
avant-garde art scene of 1920s Paris. The exhibition is the first to show all three artists 
with a focus on the works they created during the 1920s. 
 
At the beginning of the 20th century industrial developments steam ahead powering massive 
change. Metropoles like Paris became hectic hubs of modern life and industry. Cities and 
machines alike become symbols of a new age, and progressive artists interpret 
contemporary developments in avant-garde movements like Cubism, Futurism, 
Constructivism and Surrealism. 
 
Gammel Holtegaard’s major fall exhibition MÉCANIQUE MODERNE presents the three 
modernists Swedish Gösta Adrian-Nilsson, known by artist name GAN (1884-1965), Danish 
Franciska Clausen (1899-1986), and French Fernand Léger (1881-1955). The focus of the 
exhibition is the 1920s, when the destinies of the three became intertwined. Works by GAN 
and Franciska Clausen shed light on the encounter between two Scandinavian artists. Both 
were pioneers of avant-garde art in Scandinavia, and both developed a unique body of work 
during this period. They also both met Fernand Léger in 1920s Paris. GAN and Clausen 
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often take a different approach to the new art movements of the period, yet their works have 
a clear artistic affinity that can also be traced in the works of Léger. 
 
The motifs of all three artists all revolve around still lifes or scenes comprised of geometric 
forms. They share a fascination with machines, mechanics and the realities of 
industrialisation, as well as a focus on modern city life and its people in Cubist and 
Constructivist compositions. 
 
There are, however, also differences between the works of the three artists. Whereas 
Clausen and Léger’s paintings have a stringent focus on form and motif, renouncing any 
narrative, GAN’s works take a more emotional, dramatic approach. His works reveal a higher 
degree of personal investment, presenting what many see as a unique combination of avant-
garde form experiments and homoerotically charged motifs. He often takes sailors and 
mechanics with muscular bodies as his subject – at a time when homosexuality was widely 
condemned and a punishable offence. 
 
Both GAN and Franciska Clausen were widely acclaimed by their international peers of the 
international avant-garde, yet both experienced a total absence of recognition as artists on 
returning to their native Scandinavia. Not until much later have they been granted the role in 
Nordic art history their oeuvres merit. The exhibition of GAN’s works in Denmark has 
previously been limited. 
 
Artist Maiken Bent Sets the Scene 
Highly acclaimed Danish artist Maiken Bent (f. 1980) uses soft colours on the walls, deep-
blue carpeting, pouffes among metal chains, and swathes of heavy curtains to create a 
sensual backdrop evoking the ambience of the art scene of the 1920s. Maiken Bent uses 
industrial objects and modes in her own art, and her staging of the galleries links the past to 
the present. 

ARTIST BIOS 
Franciska Clausen (1899-1986) 
Born and raised in Southern Jutland, Franciska Clausen is one of Denmark’s most important 
painters and exponents of concrete abstract art. After studying in Denmark and Germany, 
from 1924-25 she studied painting under Fernand Léger at Académie Moderne in Paris. 
Léger was to play a major role in Clausen’s artistic development. They had a close 
relationship, which was to influence the work of both. They were also lovers. Clausen was 
part of the avant-garde inner circle in Paris. In 1929 she was one of the founding members of 
the artist group Cercle et Carré (‘Circle and Square’). From the 1920s onwards her works are 
permeated by visual references to machines and mechanics in both motif and their dynamic 
use of colour, form and rhythm. 

Fernand Léger (1881-1955) 
Born in Argentan, France, Fernand Léger was a French artist, painter, sculptor and 
filmmaker. From the 1910s Léger was a leading figure in the development of Cubist art, and 
a pioneer of machine-inspired painting. An established avant-garde artist, during the 1920s 
he taught at Académie Moderne, which is where he met Franciska Clausen and GAN. 
Léger’s fascination with machines was based partly on his fascination with the aesthetics of a 
new era, and partly on creating powerful, dynamic imagery incorporating modern objects and 
their forms. Léger also had idealistic visions of machines liberating workers from hard 
industrial labour. 

Gösta Adrian-Nilsson (1884-1965) 
Born in Lund, Sweden, GAN is one of Sweden’s leading Modernist painters. He was also a 
poet, and published several poetry collections. After studying art in cities like Copenhagen 
and Berlin, he arrived in Paris in 1920, where he met Fernand Léger and rented an atelier 



 

 

close to Académie Moderne. GAN and Léger were colleagues. They shared a fascination 
with machines and modern city life, albeit one they expressed differently in their works. GAN 
started out as a Symbolist and was obsessed by Italian Futurism with its focus on speed and 
progress, both of which can be felt in his works from the 1920s. For GAN the machine was a 
powerful and poetic form, but the machine and man – especially muscular men – are also 
linked to GAN’s own stories and dreams of city life. GAN’s works often combine dynamic 
visual elements that bring a sense of motion to his compositions and narrative elements from 
real life. 

 

CATALOGUE 
The exhibition is accompanied by an extensive, richly illustrated catalogue published in 
collaboration with Strandberg Publishing. The catalogue contains articles by experts in the 
field, including postdoc Inge Lise Mogensen Bech from Aarhus University, art critic Maria 
Kjær Themsen, and director of Holstebro Museum, Anders Gaardboe Jensen. Their texts 
bring new research perspectives to the connections between the three modernists and locate 
their works in a contemporary perspective. The catalogue will be launched on Wednesday 
September 22nd. Review copies can be ordered by mailing ninp@ruderdal.dk. 
 
CREATIVE WORKSHOP AND EVENTS PROGRAMME 
Throughout the exhibition period Gammel Holtegaard is hosting a creative workshop where 
children and adults alike can play and experiment by building small sculptures of geometric 
forms and mechanical gadgets. The exhibition is also accompanied by a programme of 
events with art courses and workshops for all ages, the performance work TECHNO by artist 
and composer Ragnhild May, and talks by art critic Mathias Kryger and artist Rasmus Myrup 
on the theme Sweet Sailors and Muscular Machines – GAN and Sexuality. You can also join 
our free, short, guided tours Art & Cider, as well as our Art & Garden Walks. See Gammel 
Holtegaard’s website for programme updates. 
 
EXHIBITION OPENING & DATES 
We look forward to seeing you for speeches, lounge music and chilled drinks at the exhibition 
opening from 17.00-19.00 on Thursday August 26th. 
 
The exhibition runs from Friday August 27th to Sunday January 9th 2022. 
Opening hours: Tuesday-Sunday: 12.00-17.00, Thursday: 12.00-20.00.  
Closed on Mondays. 
 
PRESS VIEW & CONTACT 
Gammel Holtegaard welcomes individual press views of the exhibition from Thursday August 
26th. 
 
For more information about the exhibition, previews, etc. please contact: 
 
Nina Peitersen 
Head of Communication 
ninp@rudersdal.dk 
+45 7268 5892 
 
Press materials can be downloaded here. 
 
The exhibition is generously supported by: 
The Louis-Hansen Foundation, the Knud Højgaard Foundation, the Jørn Krygers & Anne Ammitzbøll 
Foundation, the Hoffmann & Husman Foundation, Queen Margrethe & Prince Henrik’s Foundation, 
the New Carlsberg Foundation, and Lizzie & Ejler Ruge’s Art Foundation. 
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The Danish Art Foundation supports Gammel Holtegaard’s exhibition programme. 
 
Gammel Holtegaard’s 2021 exhibition programme is supported by the Augustinus Foundation. 
 
The June 15th Foundation supports Gammel Holtegaard’s exhibition programme from 2021-2023. 
 

 


