Your excellency, minister Warde, ladies and gentlemen, friends,
It is indeed a great pleasure for me to be present here today at the opening of Håkon Gullvåg’s  exhibition Terra Sancta. It is an important exhibition and the recent events have made it even more topical.
Håkon Gullvåg’s career as an artist started at a rather young age, and he is today one of Norway’s most honored figurative painters.  He had his first exhibition in Oslo in 1983 and was already then included in the National Gallery collection.  Ever since the start of his career it seems correct to point to one main characteristic of  his production : The variation between fragments of autobiographical memory and surrealism. He often includes strong references to European masters like Francisco Goya and Diego Velazquez.  It varies from subtle symbols or ghostly figures in his autobiographical works to the more humoristic paraphrases of the depiction of European royalty in the 16th to the 18th century.
Håkon Gullvåg is also well known as a renewer of the portrait. Since the late 1990s he has painted official portraits of profiled Norwegians – actors, politicians, writers – and royals. His most prestigious projects have without doubt been the official portraits of Their Majesties King Harald V and Queen Sonja.  These works can be seen at the City Hall of Oslo and at the Royal Palace.
In March 2009 Håkon Gullvåg opened his second separate exhibition in Trondheim Art Museum, his home town. This was planned to be a retrospective view of his production between 2001 and 2009. But the Israeli invasion of the Gaza strip 27 December 2008 changed the whole concept. The attack on Gaza, triggered  the beginning of one of Gullvågs most intense and fastest production periods in his life as an artist.  After seeing the paintings here today, I think you will agree with me that they leave a strong impression, and I believe it will stay with us long after we have left the Unesco Palace this evening.  When it was shown in Trondheim, it created a huge debate in Norwegian media and it was proclaimed as one of the most important political exhibitions in Norway during the last decade.
For me this exhibition is a good example of cultural expressions in a political context, and also how cultural expressions make a different, and I believe a longer lasting impact and impression than TV-images do . The artist’s reference to historic events, to religious scriptures, to other art works gives us a broader perspective and also a frame of reference in which to put today’s events.  I will not pretend to be an art historian or art expert, but can only try to describe the impressions the paintings in this exhibition have on me personally.  Through the choice of colours, symbols and technique, Gullvåg manages to express the very cruel and brutal reality a war is.  Especially his paintings of children leave the viewer with a special impression, as this so clearly symbolises innocence versus evil. Children are the most vulnerable in any conflict, and Håkon Gullvåg has in my opinion succeeded in expressing this artistically as well as politically in the exhibtion we see her today.
I will now leave it to all of you to see and judge the paintings and the exhibition yourselves.. 
