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ABSTRACT

This paper provides a critical analysis of Odd Nerdrum's artistic career, focusing on the unique
factors that have allowed him to maintain creative independence and achieve success on his own
terms. Through a qualitative examination of Nerdrum's life, work, and artistic philosophy, the
research highlights how his rejection of modernist trends and embrace of traditional techniques
have positioned him as a pivotal figure in contemporary art. Nerdrum, often labelled a modern
iconoclast, draws inspiration from the Old Masters, notably Caravaggio and Rembrandt. His
declaration of being a "kitsch painter” rather than an artist marks a significant philosophical
stance that has sparked both admiration and controversy. The analysis reveals that Nerdrum's
works explore themes of alienation and existential inquiry while evolving to incorporate motifs of
hope and redemption. This study identifies key attributes of Nerdrum's artistic philosophy,
including his commitment to technical skill and narrative depth, which challenge contemporary
definitions of art. By positioning himself outside mainstream discourse, Nerdrum not only carves
out a unigue niche but also inspires a new generation of artists seeking to reclaim traditional
practices. Ultimately, this paper underscores Nerdrum's significant contributions to
contemporary art and invites further exploration into the nature of artistic identity.

Key words: Creative Independence, Traditional Techniques, lconoclast, Existential Inquiry,
Kitsch, Artistic Identity.
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1. Introduction

Odd Nerdrum, a Norwegian painter, has captivated the art world with his unconventional
approach to artistic success. Despite being largely self-taught, Nerdrum has achieved
international recognition for his work, which challenges traditional notions of beauty, aesthetics,
and artistic expression (Artnet, n.d.). His ability to maintain creative independence and achieve
success on his own terms raises critical questions about the nature of artistic autonomy, creative
freedom, and the role of the artist in society (Cantor, 2010).

This paper presents a critical examination of Odd Nerdrum's artistic career, emphasizing the
factors that have enabled him to sustain creative independence and attain success within the art
world. Through a qualitative analysis of Nerdrum's life, work, and artistic philosophy, this
research aims to identify the key attributes contributing to his unconventional approach to artistic
success (Steemit, 2017). The guiding research question for this study is: What factors have
enabled Odd Nerdrum to maintain creative independence and achieve success in the art
world? This paper argues that Nerdrum's autonomy and artistic expression can be attributed to
his unwavering commitment to his vision, self-directed learning approach, and disregard for
conventional art world standards (Walker, 2018).

Nerdrum's artistic philosophy is rooted in his belief that contemporary art has become overly
reliant on critical theory and historical context. He asserts that artists should not be confined by
these frameworks but instead should prioritize emotional authenticity and personal expression
(Artnet, n.d.). By embracing a self-defined identity as a "kitsch painter,” Nerdrum positions
himself outside the mainstream art narrative, allowing him to explore themes that resonate with
human experience rather than conforming to modernist or contemporary trends (Cantor, 2010).

Furthermore, Nerdrum's dedication to traditional techniques—drawing inspiration from masters
such as Rembrandt and Caravaggio—enables him to create works that evoke a sense of
timelessness while simultaneously challenging modernist ideologies (Deshpande, 2010). His
commitment to craftsmanship and narrative-driven subjects distinguishes him from many of his
contemporaries who favour abstraction or conceptualism (Steemit, 2017). As a result, Nerdrum's
work often serves as a bridge between historical art practices and contemporary discourse on
artistic value.

2.0 Literature Review

The interrelationship between autonomy and creativity is a vital area of inquiry in artistic
practices, affecting how artists express themselves and navigate their careers. Autonomy allows
artists the freedom to explore their ideas and develop their unique voices, while creativity is
essential in producing original works that resonate with audiences. This review synthesizes
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relevant literature to explore how autonomy influences creativity in art and how various factors
interplay within this dynamic.

2.1 Autonomy as a Catalyst for Creativity

Several studies highlight the significance of autonomy as a driver of creativity. For instance,
Csikszentmihalyi (1990) posits that artistic autonomy is essential for enabling the flow of
creative energy and allowing artists to push the boundaries of their work. He argues that when
artists have the freedom to explore their ideas without external constraints, they are more likely
to produce innovative and impactful art. This notion aligns with Kant's perspective on artistic
autonomy, which emphasizes that genuine originality requires an artist's ability to select and
transform existing rules creatively (Haskins, 2021). Whiting & Hannam (2016) assert that artists
must be viewed as a special segment of the creative class, where individual autonomy is
fundamental to their unique contributions to urban culture. Their research exposes how social
dynamics and gentrification can create existential threats to the autonomy of artists, impacting
their creative output. Similarly, Munro & O’Kane (2017) discuss how the artisan economy,
although promoting autonomy, often faces challenges from market pressures that can commodify
creativity. They argue that the viability of artistic practices depends not just on personal
autonomy but also on the socio-political context.

Moreover, Lutticken (2014) examines various conceptions of autonomy in artistic practices,
proposing that while modernist notions of art’s autonomy have historically been celebrated,
contemporary discussions increasingly recognize the intertwining of political and artistic
autonomy. These perspectives position autonomy not only as a personal experience but also as a
collective endeavour that influences broader artistic movements and community identities.

2.2 The Role of Structural Factors

The structure of the creative economy significantly influences the degree of autonomy
experienced by artists. Hesmondhalgh & Baker (2010) highlight the complexities and
ambivalences embedded in creative labour, indicating that many artists must juggle multiple jobs
and face irregular working conditions that hinder true autonomy. Their findings reveal how
external conditions—such as job market instability—can diminish artistic independence and
creativity.

Mondon-Navazo & Murgia (2024) further complicate the narrative by discussing the resistance
of artists against individualistic market demands through collective actions. They illustrate how
social rights and professional autonomy can coexist, suggesting that autonomy must be
understood through both individual and social lenses to appreciate the complex realities artists
navigate.
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2.3 Influence of Technology on Autonomy and Creativity

Technology plays a crucial role in shaping autonomy in artistic practices, particularly in the
realm of music production. Venema & Wijngaarden (2024) discuss how blockchain technology
and NFTs empower musicians, enabling them to maintain greater control over their artistic
expressions by bypassing traditional industry gatekeepers. This technological shift enhances
creative autonomy, allowing musicians to engage with their audiences more directly and
authentically.

In connection to this, the research of al-Rifaie et al. (2012) explores the autonomy of artificial
agents in creating art, suggesting that computational approaches to creativity can challenge
traditional notions of authorship and autonomy. Their work highlights how technology can
inspire new forms of artistic expression, framing autonomy as both a personal and computational
factor in creativity.

2.4 Considering childhood Experiences and Artistic Autonomy

The roots of autonomy and creativity can often be traced back to early experiences. Tao (2023)
emphasizes that childhood experiences significantly influence an artist’s creative capacity and
their perceptions of autonomy in the artistic process. The emotional and psychological
development during formative years shapes individual expression, ultimately affecting artistic
choices in adulthood.

2.5 Conclusion

This review underscores the multifaceted nature of autonomy and creativity in art. Autonomy is
not merely a condition of personal freedom but is intricately linked to structural, technological,
and socio-cultural factors that combine to shape artistic practices. The emerging themes indicate
that while autonomy enhances creativity, it is often constrained by external pressures such as
market forces, collective identities, and technological landscapes. Future research should
continue to explore these interdependencies to better understand the evolving landscape of
creative autonomy in contemporary art.

3.0 Methodology

The study employs a qualitative research approach to explore the factors that enable Odd
Nerdrum to maintain creative independence and achieve success in the art world. The central
research question guiding this inquiry is: What factors enable Odd Nerdrum to maintain creative
independence and achieve success in the art world? This question is critical for understanding the
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unique dynamics of Nerdrum's artistic practice and the broader implications for artistic
autonomy.

3.1 Data Collection

Data is collected through a comprehensive analysis of Odd Nerdrum's artwork, supplemented by
interviews and written statements. The analysis focuses on various elements, including painting
style, themes, techniques, and the cultural and historical context surrounding their creation.
Insights from interviews and written statements provide valuable understanding of Nerdrum's
artistic philosophy, creative process, and experiences as an artist. This multi-faceted approach
allows for a richer exploration of the factors that contribute to his artistic identity and success
(Mason, 2019).

3.2 Data Analysis

The data is analysed using thematic analysis, which involves identifying, coding, and
categorizing patterns and themes present in the collected data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This
analytical approach aims to uncover the key factors that facilitate Nerdrum's maintenance of
creative independence and his notable success in the art world. By systematically examining the
data, the study seeks to highlight recurring themes that reflect Nerdrum'’s unique artistic journey
and the influences that shape his work.

3.3 Case Study Approach

A case study methodology is employed to conduct an in-depth examination of Odd Nerdrum'’s
artistic career and experiences. This approach allows for a detailed exploration of the factors
contributing to his success, alongside the challenges and controversies he encounters throughout
his career (Yin, 2018). Focusing on a single case allows the study to provide nuanced insights
into the complexities of artistic autonomy and the socio-cultural dynamics that influence an
artist's trajectory.

3.4 Limitations

This study acknowledges several limitations. Firstly, it relies on secondary data sources,
including interviews and written statements, which may carry inherent biases. The perspectives
presented in these sources may not fully capture the breadth of Nerdrum's experiences or the
diversity of interpretations of his work. Secondly, the focus on a single case study may restrict
the generalizability of the findings, limiting their applicability to other artists or contexts. Lastly,
the qualitative nature of the study may introduce elements of interpretation and subjective bias in
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the analysis, as the researchers’ perspectives and experiences may influence the interpretation of
the data (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

4. Nerdrum’s Artistic Attributes
i. Unwavering Commitment to His Vision

Nerdrum's steadfast adherence to his artistic vision is foundational to his professional approach.
Despite criticism and societal pressures, he remains resolute in his ideals and beliefs about art.
This focus on personal integrity ensures that his work reflects an authenticity that resonates with
viewers, enabling him to create art that genuinely reflects his intentions ("The Kyoto Conference
on Arts, Media and Culture 2022: Official Conference Proceedings”, 2022). Such commitment
consequently leads to a profound connection with audiences who appreciate the emotional depth
and sincerity of his pieces, rather than seeking approval from traditional art establishments
(Leder et al., 2004).

ii. Self-Taught and Autonomous Approach

As a self-taught artist, Nerdrum avoids the constraints often imposed by formal art education and
the gallery system. His autonomy allows him to cultivate a unique style that is unwaveringly his
own and free from external influences (Pelowski et al., 2017). This independence fosters a
creative environment in which he can explore and express his themes without the limitations
imposed by conventional expectations in the art marketplace (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019). The
resulting work, therefore, is a more personal representation of his creative identity, which many
find unique and refreshing in a landscape often dominated by trends.

iii. Disregard for Art World Conventions

Nerdrum's rejection of conventional artistic standards—such as the emphasis on originality and
theoretical innovation—enables him to focus on other crucial elements like technical skill and
emotional authenticity (Ortlieb et al., 2017). By prioritizing these aspects, he challenges the
narrow definitions of what constitutes art, effectively expanding the artistic canon to include
works that are emotionally impactful and intricately crafted rather than merely conceptual
(Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019).

iv. Embracing Kitsch and Rejecting Elitism

Nerdrum’s willingness to embrace kitsch contrasts prominently with the elitism often found in
higher art circles. His focus on relatable subjects—esteemed in everyday life—makes his works
broadly accessible and engaging to a wider audience (Jerrentrup, 2024). By celebrating themes
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of beauty and sentimentality that might typically be dismissed, he underscores the value of
vanity and emotional immediacy in art, illustrating a democratization of artistic appreciation.

v. Perseverance and Resilience

Resilience is a trait that Nerdrum exemplifies in the face of numerous challenges, often including
backlash for his unconventional choices. He persists in creating art that speaks to his values and
vision, which cultivates a sense of respect within, as well as beyond, the art community (Dong &
Zhang, 2024). This determination illustrates the profound relationship between resilience and the
capacity to innovate while staying true to one’s artistic intent and voice.

vi. Authenticity — Remaining True to Himself

Nerdrum’s artistic journey mirrors an unwavering authenticity that captivates audiences. Even
amidst criticism, he maintains his values, leading to a profound connection with viewers who
appreciate the resolve with which he stands by his artistic choices (Almaden et al., 2024). This
genuine nature of his art fosters a loyal following and invites discourse surrounding the essence
of contemporary art (Guthrie, 2007).

vii. Courage — In Expressing Oddity

Lastly, Nerdrum’s courage to challenge artistic norms distinguishes him as an innovative figure
in modern art. He bravely explores unconventional themes and subjects that others might shy
away from, demonstrating the power of artistic expression that isn’t bound by societal
conventions ("The Kyoto Conference on Arts, Media and Culture 2022: Official Conference
Proceedings", 2022). This exploration not only enhances his work’s narrative depth but also
garners respect for its boldness and personal engagement with themes often deemed taboo
(Souquet, 2022).

Altogether, Odd Nerdrum's art is defined by his commitment to his vision, self-taught
independence, disregard for conventional standards, embrace of Kitsch, perseverance,
authenticity, and courage. These attributes enable him to forge a unique path, allowing his work
to resonate deeply with a diverse audience.

4.1 Case Study: Odd Nerdrum's Artistic Career

Odd Nerdrum's artistic career serves as a compelling testament to the power of creative
independence and the significance of remaining true to one’s artistic vision. Born on April 8,
1944, in Sweden, Nerdrum has emerged as a prominent figure in the art world, known for his
rejection of modernist principles and his embrace of the techniques and ideals of the Old Masters
(Forum Gallery, n.d.). Despite facing numerous challenges and controversies throughout his
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career, including accusations of being reactionary and out of touch with contemporary trends,
Nerdrum has consistently produced work that is uncompromising, innovative, and emotionally
resonant (Steemit, 2017; Coussens, 2014).

Nerdrum's artistic philosophy revolves around the belief that art should evoke genuine emotion
and connect with viewers on a deeper level. He articulates this viewpoint in his manifesto on
kitsch, wherein he differentiates between what he considers true art and the prevailing modernist
ideologies that dominate contemporary discourse (Nerdrum, 2011). His works often feature
everyday subjects rendered with meticulous detail and dramatic chiaroscuro, drawing inspiration
from artists such as Rembrandt and Caravaggio (Deshpande, 2010). This commitment to
traditional techniques allows Nerdrum to create pieces that resonate with timeless themes while
simultaneously challenging modern conventions.

Throughout his career, Nerdrum has faced criticism for his approach. Critics have often labeled
him as an outsider within the art community due to his focus on classical techniques and
narrative-driven compositions (Orlowski, 2016). Nevertheless, he maintains a loyal following
among those who appreciate his dedication to craftsmanship and emotional depth. His ability to
produce six to eight paintings annually demonstrates not only his technical skill but also his
unwavering commitment to his artistic vision (Coussens, 2014). As he stated, “The choices I've
made are in every way so hair-raising that I’ve reconciled myself to the fact that I will leave this
life as an oddball, a victim of ridicule. I haven’t seen a single sign of change in thirty years”
(Webartacademy, 2010).

Moreover, Nerdrum's work is represented in several prestigious collections worldwide, including
the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden in Washington, D.C., and The Metropolitan
Museum of Art in New York City (Forum Gallery, n.d.). This recognition underscores the impact
of his contributions to contemporary art despite ongoing debates about his relevance in a rapidly
evolving artistic landscape.

In conclusion, Odd Nerdrum's career exemplifies the complexities of maintaining creative
independence amidst external pressures. His dedication to traditional techniques and emotional
authenticity invites ongoing discussions about the nature of art and the role of the artist in
society. By remaining steadfast in his vision and challenging contemporary norms, Nerdrum not
only carves out a unique space for himself within the art world but also inspires future
generations of artists to explore their own varying paths.

4.2 Early Life and Training

Odd Nerdrum, a prominent artist, was born on April 8, 1944, in Helsingborg, Sweden. He comes
from a family of artists, which significantly influenced his early development and creative
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pursuits. From a young age, Nerdrum was encouraged to explore his artistic interests, leading
him to engage deeply with the world of art (Artnet, n.d.; Solberg, 2013).

His familial background provided a nurturing environment that fostered his creativity and
passion for artistic expression. Nerdrum's early training was largely self-directed; he dedicated
countless hours to studying the works of the Old Masters, including Caravaggio and Rembrandt.
This self-education allowed him to hone his technical skills and develop a unique artistic style
that set him apart from his contemporaries (Forum Gallery, n.d.; Walker, 2018). His commitment
to mastering traditional techniques is evident in his meticulous attention to detail and the
dramatic use of light and shadow in his paintings. Later, Nerdrum attended the Art Academy of
Oslo, where he began to formalize his artistic education. However, he became disillusioned with
the modern art principles taught at the academy, opting instead for a more classical approach that
resonated with his artistic vision (World Wide Kitsch, 2018).

This decision to prioritize classical techniques over contemporary trends would become a
defining characteristic of his work. In addition to his studies in Oslo, Nerdrum spent time
studying under the influential conceptual artist Joseph Beuys at the Kunstakademie Disseldorf.
This experience further shaped his artistic philosophy and reinforced his commitment to
traditional painting techniques (Artnet, n.d.; Steemit, 2017). Beuys' emphasis on the role of the
artist as a social commentator and his innovative approach to art-making left a lasting impression
on Nerdrum. Throughout his career, Nerdrum's work reflects a blend of historical techniques and
emotional narratives that challenge contemporary art norms.

4.3 Artistic Style and Themes

Odd Nerdrum's artistic style is distinguished by his emphasis on technical skill, emotional
authenticity, and timeless themes. His paintings frequently depict everyday people and scenes,
rendered in a highly realistic and detailed manner. This commitment to realism is evident in his
meticulous attention to detail, which allows viewers to connect with the subjects on a profound
emotional level (Art Babel, 2011; Walker, 2018).

A hallmark of Nerdrum'’s technique is his use of chiaroscuro, a method that enhances the contrast
between light and shadow to create depth and volume. This technique not only adds a dramatic
quality to his work but also serves to highlight the subtleties of human emotion. Critics have
praised Nerdrum for his ability to evoke feelings through his portrayals of ordinary life,
transforming mundane moments into significant narratives (Deshpande, 2010; Christian et al.,
2022). Chiaroscuro has been recognized as a powerful tool in artistic expression, allowing artists
to convey complex emotional states and create a sense of atmosphere (Aziz, 2023).
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Nerdrum often employs a "pixellation” technique, breaking up tones rather than using flat
strokes. This approach involves layering paint and manipulating textures through sanding and
scraping, which contributes to the overall richness of his works (Deshpande, 2010). His paintings
are characterized by a unique blend of traditional methods and innovative techniques, allowing
him to create compositions that feel both contemporary and timeless.

The themes present in Nerdrum's work frequently draw from historical and allegorical
references, often featuring figures dressed in attire reminiscent of past eras. This choice not only
situates his subjects outside of contemporary time but also invites viewers to engage with deeper
philosophical questions about existence and identity (Art Babel, 2009). Through this fusion of
technical mastery and thematic depth, Nerdrum has garnered widespread critical acclaim and
established himself as a significant figure in the contemporary art scene.

4.4 Challenges and Controversies

Despite his considerable success, Odd Nerdrum has faced numerous challenges and
controversies throughout his artistic career. One of the primary sources of contention stems from
his rejection of modernist and postmodernist art theories, which has led some critics to label him
as reactionary and disconnected from contemporary art trends. Nerdrum himself articulates his
disdain for modernism, describing it as oppressive and claiming that it perpetuates a form of
artistic racism (Worldwide Kitsch, 2018; Walker, 2021).

He argues that modernism's dominance in the art world stifles genuine talent and creativity, a
sentiment he has expressed in various public statements (Worldwide Kitsch, 2018). Nerdrum's
emphasis on technical skill and the use of traditional artistic techniques have also provoked
criticism regarding his originality and innovation. While some view his meticulous
craftsmanship as a return to the values of the Old Masters, others contend that this focus on
technique detracts from the conceptual depth expected in contemporary art (Deshpande, 2010;
Haskins, 2021).

Critics often question whether Nerdrum’'s work can be considered truly innovative when it
adheres closely to historical styles and methods (Walker, 2018). In addition to these artistic
disputes, Nerdrum has been embroiled in legal issues that have further complicated his public
image. He has faced accusations of tax fraud, with Norwegian authorities alleging that he
concealed income from taxation. Nerdrum asserts that the funds in question were not hidden
income but rather set aside for restitution to collectors whose paintings had decayed prematurely
(Whitehot Magazine, 2020).

This ongoing legal battle has not only drained his creative energies but also cast a shadow over
his reputation as an artist (Whitehot Magazine, 2020). Moreover, Nerdrum's declaration of
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himself as a "kitsch painter" during a retrospective exhibition in 1998 has sparked significant
controversy. By embracing this label—a term often associated with low culture and
sentimentality—he challenges traditional notions of what constitutes "art™ (Walker, 2021). Critics
have dismissed this self-identification as a mere ploy to maintain an outsider status within the art
community (Worldwide Kitsch, 2018). Such declarations and the provocative nature of his work
often place him at the centre of heated debates about the value and direction of contemporary art.

5.0 Conclusion

Odd Nerdrum's artistic career serves as a powerful testament to the importance of creative
independence and remaining true to one's artistic vision. Despite facing numerous challenges and
controversies, Nerdrum has consistently produced art that is uncompromising, innovative, and
emotionally resonant. His emphasis on technical skill, emotional authenticity, and timeless
themes has garnered him widespread critical acclaim and a loyal following among art
enthusiasts. This study has explored the factors that have enabled Odd Nerdrum to maintain his
creative independence and achieve success in the art world. Through qualitative analysis of
Nerdrum's artwork, interviews, and written statements, this research has identified several key
attributes that contribute to his unconventional approach to artistic success.

5.1 Key Findings - The study’s key findings can be summarized as follows:

i.  Unwavering Commitment to His Vision: Nerdrum's dedication to his artistic ideals has
been a driving force behind his success.

ii.  Self-Taught and Autonomous Approach: His self-directed learning and autonomous
approach to art have allowed him to maintain creative control and resist external
influences.

iii.  Disregard for Art World Conventions: By rejecting conventional art world standards,
Nerdrum challenges traditional notions of art and aesthetics.

iv.  Embracing Kitsch and Rejecting Elitism: His embrace of kitsch and dismissal of elitist
attitudes enable him to connect with a broader audience while challenging the established
hierarchies in the art world.

v.  Perseverance and Resilience: Nerdrum's perseverance and resilience have been essential
in allowing him to uphold his creative independence and achieve success.
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vi.  Authenticity as a Driving Force: His authenticity not only fuels his achievements but also
resonates positively with his admirers.

vii.  Courage to sustain his Convictions: His courageous spirit served to sustain that which he
was convinced of expressing, not cowering before oppositions.

Implications: The findings of this study have several implications for artistic courage,
autonomy, creative freedom, and the broader art world. Firstly, they underscore the importance of
staying true to one's artistic vision without compromising values or sacrificing integrity.
Secondly, they highlight the value of self-directed learning and autonomous artistic practice.
Finally, they demonstrate that success in the art world does not solely depend on conforming to
traditional notions of art and aesthetics.

Future Research Directions: This study suggests several avenues for future research. Firstly,
further studies could investigate the role of artistic autonomy and creative freedom in fostering
innovation and experimentation in the arts. Secondly, research could examine how art world
conventions and hierarchies’ impact artistic practice and creativity. Finally, studies could explore
ways in which artists can maintain their creative independence while achieving success in the art
world within broader social and cultural contexts.
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