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continued on page 100

While Working as a newspaper photographer 
in Norway, Elin Høyland was looking for a personal 
project that she could pursue while she was traveling 
around the country and abroad on assignment. She 
came up with the idea of photographing closely con-
nected siblings for a project she calls “Twos.”

After embarking on the project, an acquaintance 
told her about a pair of elderly brothers, Harald (age 
75) and Mathias (age 80) Ramen, who were living to-
gether on a farm in Tessanden, a tiny village in rural 
Norway. The Ramen brothers had lived their entire 
lives together on their small family farm. In addition 
to farming, they had worked in logging, carpentry and 
other jobs. Neither of them had married, nor had they 
traveled much, even within Norway.

After some coaxing via telephone, Høyland ar-
ranged to meet the brothers at a market where they 
did their once-weekly food shopping. When Høyland 
saw them come out of the shop with sacks full of food, 
wearing their knit hats, she knew they were going to 
be interesting characters. “I thought, ‘This is a fantastic 
gift for any photographer,’” Høyland recalls.

Harald and Mathias Ramen would become the sub-
jects of Høyland’s first book, The Brothers, which was 
recently published by Dewi Lewis.

During the ride from the market to the brothers’ farm, 
Harald and Mathias were quiet, and Høyland knew it was 
going to be a challenge to get them to open up. Unused 
to having visitors, especially women, the brothers didn’t 
feel comfortable or know what was expected of them, 
so Høyland decided to forget about making pictures. “I 
just have to sit down with them,” she remembers think-
ing. “One of [Swedish photographer] Anders Peterson’s 
sayings is, ‘To be a photographer is above all to be a hu-
man being,’ and I think that even if I didn’t know that at 
that time, that’s what I realized inside of me.”

Høyland asked the brothers questions and told them 
about herself. Eventually she noticed a pair of binocu-
lars on a table near a window. They told her about their 
birdwatching (the brothers kept 20 bird feeders on their 
property) and she asked if she could make a picture.

Eventually, Høyland photographed Harald and 
Mathias in their house and around their farm at different 
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AftEr spEnding yEArs As A 
nEwspApEr photogrAphEr 

working on short-tErm 
AssignmEnts, Elin høylAnd 

crEAtEd A long-tErm pErsonAl 
projEct About brothErs living  

A uniquE lifE which lEd to  
hEr first monogrAph.  

by conor risch

After Elin Høyland began a personal project photographing 
siblings with close relationships, an acquaintance told  

her about Harald and Mathias Ramen (above), brothers  
who were living a simple life together on their family farm  

in rural Norway.
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points over the next year, from autumn 2001 into 2002. 
Each time she returned Høyland showed the brothers 
prints of the photographs they had made during her 
previous visit. “That was one way of being together with 
them and sharing what we had done,” she recalls. They 
would let her know if they did or did not like something. 
“It was a part of building the confidence between us.”

Høyland’s photographs show the brothers posing, 
arms crossed over bare, wrinkled chests, each of them 
wearing stern expressions, or sitting in similar sweaters 
and hats looking out the window onto their farm. Their 
bushy eyebrows feature prominently in some photo-
graphs. Other photos show them tending to birdfeeders 
or doing chores. Høyland also photographed posses-
sions like mittens and details of the interior of their 
house. The black-and-white photographs are quiet and 
matter of fact. Although the hard expressions on the 
brothers’ faces rarely change, the different poses they 
made for Høyland convey a sense of playfulness.

In 2002 Harald died of an asthma attack while shov-
eling snow in freezing temperatures. Høyland had pre-
viously photographed the brothers in their bedroom, 
sitting on their twin beds facing each other. She made 
a similar photograph of Mathias alone in the bedroom 
they had shared. After Mathias died in 2007, she ar-
ranged to photograph the empty room. The three pho-
tographs are presented in sequence in the book.

Working as a newspaper photographer, Høyland 
dislikes the frequent need to rush to get photos “and 
this feeling of just taking something from somebody.” 
Working with the Ramen brothers, she was able to 
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develop a deeper relationship, something she aims to 
do more of with future subjects in the coming years. 
“Seeing somebody opening up was a fantastic feeling,” 
she recalls. “I also felt they enjoyed being with me.”

In editing the book with Dewi Lewis, whom she met 
at Rencontres d’Arles in 2009, Høyland  felt it was im-
portant that she convey the dignity of the brothers to 
the reader. “This is a kind of life which is worthwhile,” 
she explains. “I think today very often we have fixed 

ideas about how our lives should be lived and you need 
lots of material things, for instance. For me it was im-
portant that people could ask some questions about 
the society today, about the way we live. It was impor-
tant for me to show their relationship, to show that 
they were very close. It was important to show a kind 
of lifestyle which is not common today, which maybe 
is very peculiar or rare for most of us, and to question 
how could they possibly choose such a lifestyle.”

Opposite page: The brothers birdwatching. Top: Høyland used photographs of the farmhouse interior and objects within it to 
complement the portraits of the brothers. Above: After Harald passed away in 2002, Høyland photographed Matthias alone  

in the bedroom the brothers had shared.
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