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real life tetris 
Using unwanted furniture, discarded whitegoods  

and other mundane household objects, Swedish artist  
Michael Johansson creates massive sculptures that  

are reminiscent of a certain gaming classic. 
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Michael Johansson often gets 
called a hoarder, and it irks him. 
Looking at his work it’s easy to 
see why this tag might apply, but 
lumping him in with the grandpa 
sheds crammed with jaundiced 
newspapers is a mistake. Johansson 
admits he can’t resist the pull of 
certain objects: Suitcases, desks, 
cabinets, boxes, televisions, filing 
cabinets and even kitchen sinks 
catch his eye at local markets, but 
there’s a purpose and point behind 
the things he picks up. 

The Swedish artist produces two main types 
of work: large forms made from pieces found 
at flea markets and second-hand stores, which 
are then assembled according to shape, colour, 
or the constraints of a space; and kits that 
resemble life-sized air-fix models with familiar 
but improbable pieces: a hairdryer, a shovel 
or a paddleboat with an outboard engine. The 
37-year-old artist has just moved to Berlin. He 
drove his Peugeot van across the tundra and over 
the North Sea from Sweden, and it’s here, in his 
small studio scattered with objects, that we meet. 

Since 2010, Johansson’s Tetris-inspired 
sculptures have been exhibited and installed 
in streets and galleries from Malmö to Tokyo. 
There’s a pleasing preciseness – an OCD sort of 
ordered chaos – to the massive constructions, 
made from so many immediately identifiable 
parts. The boxy shapes and smooth lines are 
reminiscent of library walls, or the work of a 
bricky who has tried his hand at removals. It’s an 
accessible kind of art too. People recognise parts: 
the cupboards, tables or vintage telephones. It 
breaks the ice and draws them in. “People who 
aren’t normally interested in art can still find a 
closeness to the objects,” Johansson agrees. But 
being familiar has its downside too. On more 
than one occasion he’s held an exhibition only to 
see guests using an artwork as a table — for their 
wine glasses. Another time he found someone 
sitting down on a piece. That never happened to 
Marcel Duchamp. Outside the gallery his work 

appears in some unexpected places. “I like to 
use the public space as a test site,” Johansson 
says. “I’m interested in how you relate to work 
when you don’t really expect it. Something that 
breaks the daily pattern.” A container yard in 
Zeebrugge, Belgium; between two buildings in 
the Dutch city of Rotterdam; and along a quiet 
alleyway in Yokohama, Japan, are just some of 
Johansson’s chosen locations. In each case, he 
sources the objects from nearby stores, and uses 
a combination of cranes, scaffolding, scissor 
lifts and dedicated assistants to get every piece 
precisely into place. 

His habit of breaking the daily pattern has 
prompted strong public reactions, not always 
positive. He’s had people write letters to the 
editor in protest of his work. They say it’s a waste 
of taxpayers’ money. They call it a pile of old 
junk. And unfortunately they aren’t being ironic.

Unlike his studio in Sweden, Johansson’s new 
home is quite empty. In the same way that a 
mechanic often drives a bomb, or a tailor’s kids  
run round in threadbare clothes, the artist of  
bric-a-brac and collectables keeps his studio 
simple. “It’s a bit like a living organism; it changes 
all the time depending on what kind of work I 
am doing, and where in the process I am,” he says. 
“But I try to keep things neat. I have a large shelf 
that holds my inventory divided by colour, and I 
keep a lot of old things in labelled boxes. You  
never know what might come in handy.” 

Johansson describes his work as having a 
“humoristic intention”. In person he has one too. 
He’s modest. Artists by their nature can be as  
self-involved as dictators. You could press record, 
walk out of the room and come back to find they’d 
spilled their guts without any prompting. But 
that’s not the impression you get here. Johansson 
doesn’t talk himself up. He’s unassuming. A little 
like the objects he’s drawn to.

Take a look inside Johansson’s studio  
at smithjournal.com.au 
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