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TRINE SØNDERGAARD

COPENHAGEN
BORN 1972, Denmark LIVES Copenhagen, Denmark STUDIED Fatamorgana, 
Danish School of Art Photography, Copenhagen SERIES ‘Now That You Are Mine’, 
1997–2000; ‘Strude’, 2007–10; ‘Interior’, 2007–10 OTHER GENRES Landscape

Skelbaekgade, Copenhagen: this small and unexceptional street  
not far from the central railway station in the neighbourhood of 
Vesterbro has become the capital’s red-light district: the hub of street 
prostitution. Daily, as early as the afternoon, women start gathering 
on the pavements, waiting for custom opposite Kødbyen (which  
aptly translates as ‘The Meat City’, the meat-processing quarter). 
Sometimes the transaction takes place in the client’s car, at other 
times, as writer and art critic Anthony Georgieff observes, they ‘take 
their business up into some miniscule, dilapidated flat where beds are 
covered with hand towels and the walls are so thin you can picture 
what’s going on in the next room by just listening’. The women sell 
their flesh for money to buy their next fix: a sniff of cocaine, a shot  
of heroin, whatever it takes to keep them trapped in the seemingly 
inescapable and vicious circle.  
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In 1997 Danish artist Trine Søndergaard lived in Skelbaekgade, in  
a flat above a group of prostitutes. She had recently graduated from 
Fatamorgana, the Danish School of Art Photography, and had enrolled 
on a workshop led by renowned photographer Anders Petersen. He set 
his students a challenge of creating a body of work that involved going 
out to ‘take pictures of one’s fears’. Every day she would leave her flat 
and see the prostitutes at work; as she returned in the evenings, male 
customers would approach and harass her; she was continually 
mistaken for one of them. ‘She realized she was not “seen,”’ observes 
curator Finn Thrane, and ‘that she existed only as a projected fantasy 
of a woman for the male customer.’ On the one hand, she was 
outraged at being classed alongside these women, yet she also  
felt empathy and loyalty towards them. It was at this point that  
she knew she had found the subject for her photographic series.  
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Over the next three years, Søndergaard created a body of work 
that exposes the male fantasy of street prostitutes by revealing the 
harsh facts of their world: their needle wounds, their bruised skin and 
the cubicles in which they spend their days and nights. Her look is at 
times tender, at times respectful, yet always without remorse. When 
faced with ugly or heart-breaking realities, she does not turn away; 
she followed her subjects out on the street corners at dusk, then 
behind closed doors with paying customers. Søndergaard called the 
series ‘Now That You Are Mine’. It received wide critical acclaim and 
was not only published (by Steidl) as her first monograph but also 
launched her career in the art world.

Søndergaard began her training as a painter. She recalls, ‘When  
I started out, I wanted to be a “real artist.” One of those who had 
studied at the Academy of Fine Arts and who made real paintings.’ 
Yet, she was soon drawn to photography and began to understand 
that she could in essence create paintings with a camera. Much of  
her work from the outset demonstrates a painterly fascination with 
colour and composition. For ‘Now That You Are Mine’ she chose to 
shoot with a conspicuous flash to draw out various hues and shades 
from the lengthening shadows, but also to highlight and embolden 

the colour range. Within a short space of time, photography became 
more important within her practice than painting. She talks about 
coming to view reality as a buffer, ‘as something that comes between 
me and the image,’ saying, ‘[I came to] feel that I could make pictures 
of the world – which were also about me, so that when you looked at 
them – you couldn’t distinguish which was which’.  

These words resonate with the work that followed on from ‘Now 
That You Are Mine’. In her recent portraiture series ‘Strude’ (2007–10) 
she depicts girls wearing a traditional, Danish folk garment, a 
masklike hood called a ‘strude’. Usually in portraiture, the viewer 
looks at someone’s face to find meaning but the strudes act to block 
such a reading of Søndergaard’s subjects. Moreover, she accentuated 
this effect by asking the girls to avert their gazes. ‘I’m interested in 
what lies beyond the direct gaze, in what happens when we can’t 
look people in the eye,’ explains Søndergaard. ‘My focus is the 
introversion and mental space that lies beyond the image.’ In another 
series she was working on at the same time, ‘Interior’ (2007–10),  
she again plays with the expectation of genre, but this time with 
landscapes. Turning to an old, abandoned Danish manor house,  
she photographed the interior landscapes of its derelict and empty 
rooms. Usually one might turn to props, furniture or fabric to construe 
meaning, but these rooms were long ago stripped bare and all that 
remains is the shell. Once again, therefore, the viewer is prompted  
to go beyond what is seen. Like ‘Strude’, and indeed like much of 
Søndergaard’s work, ‘Interior’ explores inner states of mind.

At first reading, ‘Now That You Are Mine’ seems a direct contrast 
to her later work. It falls squarely within the realm of documentary 
photography. Yet despite this, Søndergaard feels omnipresent; the 
work feels highly subjective, more like a personal journey. She admits 
there was a crossover between her and the prostitutes, ‘I lived right in 
their neighbourhood and we were the same age and so a lot of things 
overlapped.’ Furthermore, she had also been approached by some  
of their customers. One wonders at what point did she begin to ask 
questions such as what if I were to fall on hard times, what makes  
me different from these women? Thrane notes, ‘Søndergaard’s work 
embodies and explores the dualities of her own role as an artist, but 
also as a woman.’ However, Georgieff takes this a step further and 
directly implicates her within the imagery, ‘After having asked the 
usual questions of . . . where would I find pride in my life if I were to 
fall out in Skelbaekgade, Søndergaard found out about some less 
empirical aspects of life in the street. The excitement. The exotic . . .  
You can see and feel for yourself the presence of a peculiar love 
triangle where the hypotenuse is the girl with the camera.’
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