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Three English ceramists, one Norwegian and three Danish ones have
joined forces to create an exhibition, initially for the benefit of the Danish
and Norwegian audiences, but in true fairytale style they will later go forth
into the world to win the heart of the princess and the right to half
the kingdom.
Not that they need to. All of them are possessed of an accomplished
mastery that has long since ensured them a position in the ceramic world,
but their particular talent lies in their constant quest for new challenges.
They are playful and experimental and they have a message, not just
artistically, but socially.
The Danish Museum of Art & Design and Bomuldsfabriken are grateful and
delighted to host the END exhibition and we wish to thank the artists for
all the work they put into this joint venture. For our visitors it will open up
a world of wonder and amazement at the infinite possibilities of ceramics
when they encounter these works, created especially for END.
We wish to extend our warmest gratitude to the artists: Alison Britton,
Martin Smith, and Richard Slee from England; Marit Tingleff from Norway
and Karen Bennicke, Martin Bodilsen Kaldahl, and Peder Rasmussen from
Denmark, who planned the exhibition and accepted the invitiation from
the Danish Museum of Art & Design and Bomuldsfabriken Kunsthall
as the first stations in this unique exhibition venture.
Bodil BUSK LAURSEN and Harald SOLBERG
Museum Director and Director
The Danish Museum of Art & Design
Bomuldsfabriken Kunsthall
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Alison BRITTON
Alison Britton is a potter, writer and curator.
She teaches in the Ceramics and Glass Department
of the Royal College of Art in London.

END

– the backstory

ENGLAND, NORWAY, and DENMARK are at
the present time engagingly comparable countries
for the exploration of ceramic art. There is no
significant theme bringing us together; a group
of artists, fellow travellers, whose main focus for
some decades has been to make things in clay,
and to keep it moving on. Instead there are long
established personal connections, some looser
than others, but underlying all the coincidences
and working contexts that cross back and forth
in three countries and beyond, there is a substrate
of mutual esteem. This has congealed into the
ongoing ambition to share exhibitions in a good
variety of international venues if and when we
can. Given the strong history of ceramic understanding and passion in Denmark, it is very
pleasing that the wonderful Danish Museum
of Art & Design is our first host.
Some facts and events that weave the narrative
of this exhibition – Martin Bodilsen Kaldahl is the
pivot of the group – his expansive internationalist
scope drawing people and ideas in the UK and
Scandinavia together. To begin with he came
to Britain in his early twenties and worked in
a potter’s studio for half a year – attracted partly
by the English music scene. Then after some years
as a proper potter, at the age of 34 he came
to study for his MA at the Royal College of Art
in London in 1988 where Martin Smith and Alison
Britton were among those who taught him.
Like him Peder Rasmussen and Karen Bennicke
are a couple that have an overtly outward looking
perspective and have not taken the normal path of
study through the Danish art and design schools.
Both spent a few early years in apprenticeships
with potters, then Peder studied for a year in
Florence, Karen has continuously run her own
studio since her teens. They have shared a studio
since 1972, and were founding members of the
experimental group Multi Mud which existed
from 1980–85. On his return from London in 1990
Martin K got to know Peder and Karen as other
ceramic artists who had wide interests in what
was happening in the visual arts internationally.

Richard Slee and Alison Britton were students
together in the sixties in London, and they and
Martin Smith all studied at the RCA at different
times. All were identified with New Ceramics, part
of a revision of craft ideas explored in numerous
exhibitions supported by the newly formed Crafts
Council and the British Council in the seventies
and eighties, and defined in a book by Peter
Dormer published in 1986, with an introduction
written by Alison. The book outlined an international scope for New Ceramics and also included
Peder and Karen – (Marit and Martin K were just
too young!) – and jugs from twenty or thirty years
ago by Peder and Alison happen to be printed on
adjacent pages.
Half of us write, sometimes about each other,
and I suspect all of us have curated exhibitions
occasionally, making and choosing being such
equivalent activities. The ties of joint exhibitions
have likewise woven across the group – the key
venues of Galleri Nørby in Copenhagen (sadly
now extinct), and the Barrett Marsden Gallery
in London, covering us all in various ways.
Notably a joint show of Martin K and Marit
Tingleff at Nørby in 2003 had a beautiful stark
catalogue and an essay by Jorunn Veiterberg
about ornament as object which could have
resonance for our group as a whole.
Humour too is important, sometimes overt or
abstracted into a kind of visual unsettledness,
and is an ingredient that laps into the work
of most of the group, part of a sense of both
diversity and connection.
Returning to his pivotal role in the groundwork
for this group, in 2000 Martin Kaldahl co-curated
the Grimmerhus Museum exhibition British
Ceramics.2000.DK, in which Alison, Richard and
Martin were included among about thirty British
artists. Then in the following year he was part
of the jury for the only substantial prize awarded
sequentially to applied arts media in the UK,
which in 2001 was the Jerwood Prize for
Ceramics, awarded to Richard Slee.
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In a Chinese restaurant in London about five
years ago the first thoughts of getting something
together were aired between the Danes and
Alison. The extended group has met a few times
in London around the trade fair Collect at the
V&A, and ideas were formed more fully on a trip
to Copenhagen in May 2006. Over the following
weeks we aired our expectations to each other
in a circulating extending e-mail, and perhaps
some flavour of our various hopes is revealed
through quotations.
Peder said »We have shown individually often
enough to dare to take a chance in a more
collective environment. I feel I need it too. …
There is also another circumstance that easily
makes us fit together. The recognition that
pottery making can also obtain meaning and
importance by introducing ideas from other
fields … That pots can be containers of
mostly anything.«
Richard said »The differences between us,
as mature individual artists, and the now
strangeness of our craft to the mainstream
could be a more fruitful unifying idea.«
Karen thought that »the fact that we, in spite
of geographical and language barriers, decided
for each other (almost like an arranged marriage)
suggests some kind of mutual connection not
only from a common material, but more a mood
and a special angle of approach, distinct from
the rest of the ceramic scene.«
Marit talked of a sense of difference too after
going to a big European ceramic fair » … I will
just end this with another feeling, when being
confronted with a lot of ceramics. I kind of
I-hate-ceramic-feeling, or a kind of hopeless
depressive feeling … One of my strongest
wishes for being in this group is to be more
open minded, and to expand my love and
passion for this material. We really have
to make a good exhibition, lift ourselves
or each other by the hair … .«

5.

Martin K hoped that »we find a means to making
the landscape of different kinds of works appear
as a unity and not seven separate exhibitions.«
And he later wrote »I am quite attracted myself
to the idea of the group being a kind of looser
cooperation – a kind of exhibition-lab where we
could imagine ourselves being behind initiatives
of very varying scale and nature. We could
participate with our own work according to
our own wishes and time, liking of the conceptin-question, etc, and keep renewing the projects
via inviting other artists.«
Martin Smith thought that his interest was
in doing something proactive as a group in the
current recessive climate. The show could describe
something as uncomplicated as an image of
a generation of ceramic artists, with different
directions, at a particular point in time, across
three countries. There will be overlaps despite
the obvious differences between us, and elusive
connections may appear.
I wrote that I think that Scandinavia at
the moment has the closest ceramic culture
to our own, and »it has always been exciting
to make wider connections in ceramics; it is
a pervasive language, and it has always seemed
natural to look far and wide (and back into
history) to get stimulating reverberations of
what is possible.«
And although our combined experience would
make about a century of exhibiting, this is a
new venture, an END with a beginning, we have
not shown together anywhere before. It will be
a surprise to see our work all in one space, and
hopefully something really vital and unexpected
will occur.
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Karen BENNICKE
My works are spatial visions. Constructions – reminiscent of architecture – that constitute a kind of forbearing
membrane between the exterior and the interior.
Light and subsequently shadow, of course, are the main agents in a process of intuitive, mathematical building up
of sculptures – which are operating in the field between something distinct, with rather recognizable, functional
references, and something undefined, that takes place between the harmonious and the almost chaotic.
I try to eliminate the distance between the logical, concrete world of form that we know from everyday life, and
the illogical, unknown and absurd.
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Turbulence, lowfire stoneware, 35 x 35 cm.
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Natural Circumstance in C4D 2, Branch Object – Series, 2007, assembled casts from digital form and branch, lowfired stoneware, 55 cm x 17 cm.
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Martin BODILSEN KALDAHL
While preparing for new works for the END exhibition I have decided to mix all
the rather unhomogeneous inspirational ingredients, which have occupied my
mind over the last two or three years. My good luck – as Artist in Residence at
Danmarks Designskole over a three year period – to have been able to integrate
2D- and 3D digital tools in my artistic practice, has of course expanded my
practical methods, but more importantly provided me with a different viewpoint
to look at and work with formal and ornamental issues of the visual culture
surrounding me. Continuing to work with ceramics, I move between handmaking
and the use of digital modelling and 3D printing or employing juxtapositions
of manipulated 2D images with form, putting my acquired skills and views
to a new test.
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Alison BRITTON
Conversations between objects, and across categories, matter increasingly to me and I took the opportunity of this
exhibition to mix new work, which is smaller in scale and perceived loosely as a group, with larger more singular and
monumental pieces made a couple of years ago. These were among the largest I had ever made and I couldn’t glaze
them by myself.
In the intervening two years I have been trying not to make finished objects until I knew how they should alter. In 2006
I made two trips to Istanbul; looking, walking, photographing, reading. I was drawn to this complicated city full of
diverse overlap and conflict because of reading the Turkish novel My Name is Red, by Orhan Pamuk, which is concerned,
among many things, with the relationship between words and pictures. As I make pots now I am interested in seeing
how fiction might affect form. Some of the qualities I’m currently pursuing have also of course been affected by things
seen in Istanbul, mostly not ceramic.
Another spur for change has been my exhaustion with spraying the outsides of my pots with glaze; a dull, dry way
to deliver a surface. I now want to use glaze in a fleshier way, to drip, to pour, to slosh it on, allow some lapping
and flowing. This has moved me to make smaller pieces that I can manipulate freely over a bin of wet glaze, for
a new beginning.
Pleasure in making ceramics has a lot to do with accepting the balance of control and the lack of it, freedom and
constraint. I am trying not to be overrun by the sudden plethora of glaze possibilities – to be both aloof to, and
engaged with, its domineering danger. Some lovers of ceramics have always been more entranced by glaze than
by form, but I have spent the last thirty years as a potter with the opposite in mind; form is what counts. The forms
I have made recently continue working with the pipe as a ludicrous attachment, squares and cylinders, columns and
boxes. I am still playing with the juxtaposition of architectural and domestic forms, and always the underlying body.
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Spur, hand-built high-fired earthenware painted with slip under a clear matt glaze, 59 x 17 x 24 cm.
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Peder RASMUSSEN
Over the years my ceramic work has expanded to include a variety of disciplines. The vessel will probably
be there for ever – the classic vase with engobe decoration under a transparent lead glaze.
Although form is important to me, it is the multitude of insisting figurations, that are my ever-rummaging
reason for starting off yet another vessel. Over the last couple of years my decorating has taken a more
realistic turn. The human figure returned to my decorations for the first time since the early eighties –
mostly in combination with ornamental elements. Lately I have worked with small freestanding figures
as well.
One field inspires the other. The story told is always more important than techniques, and the decorative
and narrative poetry remains the overall purpose.
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Listener, earthenware, 52 x 38 x 20 cm.
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Martin SMITH
Throwing is somehow, in many ways, tied up with the condition of ceramics. As a way of giving form to clay it can be
meditative, direct, silent, precise and intuitive: a symbiotic relationship between mind, hand and machine.
For this, the Cord and Discord series, I have returned to throwing after many years working in plaster, making moulds
and models, pressing clay, machining fired ceramic; everything pre-determined from the outset, almost designed.

Cord and Discord No 6, 2007, white earthenware, underglaze colour, platinum leaf, diameter: 242 x 546 mm..

The silence of throwing has allowed for a direct three-dimensional interpretation of some of the music of Steve Reich,
Philip Glass and possibly Thomas Tallis. The waveform gives both an underlying structure to the form as well as
a graphic improvisation overlaying it, the one slipping in and out of phase with the other.
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Richard SLEE
I grew up in the ceramic landscapes that inhabited the post-Victorian Northern English interiors of grand-parents and spinster
aunts. These claustrophobic but exotic velvet environments were havens from the sparse and uniform visual realities of postwar Britain. Each ornament in these landscapes had its tale of place or event imagined or real. Spode Willow pattern plates
would elicit a tale of an imaginary journey that would change at every telling.
These are the foundations of my belief that the object can hold a narrative that can evoke many layers of meaning. For now
I don’t wish for my work to be escapist nor a manifesto but simply a wish to read the contemporary in life as an interpreter.
Ceramics eventually became my choice, obviously because of my enjoyment of the medium but also for its history of the
eccentric and often the independence of its makers. This project now spans thirty years.
These objects are intrinsically about the domestic interior and a love for the great indoors. There are fabricated references in
the work to the decorative, the ornamental and the symbolic both from past histories and within contemporary culture. These
sources, often eclectic, are brought together to explore new meanings and dramas. For now they are resolved since the medium
of ceramics permanently fixes them, but as always the drama of meaning is contingent and fluid.
»Slee’s understanding and appreciation of this tradition is anything but superficial. He understands that the ornamental tradition is meaningful for most people in as
complex and as significant way as any self-conscious ‘art’; over time, ornaments have been far more important in most people’s lives than fine art has ever been«.

Stamper, 2005, glazed ceramic and found metal tool, 15 x 15 x 140 cm.

– Dr. Oliver Watson, Chief Curator of Ceramics and Glass, Victoria and Albert Museum, 1998.
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Marit TINGLEFF
Clay’s own natural colour, the Norwegian earthenware clay’s intense red terracotta, and the white pipe clay against
the black engobe, where the mixture of the iron content of the clay with cobalt oxide gives a large spectrum of colours
from black to bottle-green; this is my basis. Other colours like green, blue, yellow and pink contribute in strengthening
the scope to convey more stories, but these three colours; terracotta/white/black are always fundamental. These are
the limitations and the rich vocabulary with which I have tried to find new possibilities through many years.
To paint with engobes is an exercise of imagining, thinking in colours one cannot see but only dream of; colour
combinations one realises can arise. The wet clay colour is thick and soft and smells of earth; unfired colour is solid,
flat and lifeless. In its fired condition the lead glaze has conjured up the oxides’ real qualities, transformed this pale,
anaemic landscape into a lush spectrum of light and dark, sensitivity and intensity and a depth I cannot find in other
materials. This depth is in both the great range of the individual colours, and the three-dimensional effects that appear
due to the many layers of pigment within the surface.

Exercise with Chinese Brush II, 2007, coiled earthenware, decorated with engobes, lead glazed, fired to 1020 C˚ in electric kiln, 172 x 92 cm.

My curiosity about what variations one can find within this relatively limited starting point, my strong wish to show
the clay’s colour range, to give it space and background where it can show its full span, where I can engross myself
in detail and have an entirety to control, has brought me to working large scale. Form, the three-dimensional aspect
of a ceramicists work, has yielded to the need to immerse myself in this vast painting project.
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Love JÖNSSON
Love Jönsson is a Design and Crafts Critic and teaches at
the School of Design and Crafts, Göteborg University.
Translated by Timo Lyyra.

DO WE KNOW
CERAMICS?
We all know what clay is. We have seen it there
in nature, and for many of us it is an old acquaintance as a childhood plaything. From our everyday
life we also know it in the form of ceramic ware –
moulded clay transformed through shaping and
firing into jugs, tiles, washbasins, and other utility
goods. In the ceramist’s work, moreover, we
recognize its ancient craft aspect, an expression
of the fundamental human desire to give form,
purpose, and meaning to amorphous material.
Archaeological findings of pots and other ceramic
objects convey to us valuable knowledge of the
ways in which humans have organised their lives
in different historical periods. These fragments
of past life also reveal to us how unchangeable
everyday life may seem in its routines. We must
all prepare food, eat our meals, and wash ourselves, and in those situations we keep resorting
to ceramics over and over again as the close
companion it has been to us through much
of history. Its subsequent incorporation into
the mass production of modern industry only
increased its presence in our everyday life. For us,
ceramics appears as something self-evident –
familiar, commonplace, and plain in its purpose.
Leaving aside this quotidian quality of ceramics,
however, along with the practical concerns that
have propelled its form and evolution, what else
do we see? Is there anything else past the pure
functionality and the perfunctory performance
aspect? How to relate to ceramic ware that, in
varying ways, seems to resist the image we have
of clay as a material for simple, unassuming utility
articles and consumer goods? To address these
questions we must look at ceramics as an arena
of artistic activity through which everyday life
can also be investigated and commented upon,
instead of merely affirmed and responded to in its
needs and necessities. We must, further, be open
to the possibility of ceramics’ turning entirely
away from everyday life, preferring to seek
alternative and altogether contradictory contexts.
Ceramic methods, moreover, need to be viewed as
means of personal expression and as tools for the
investigation of theoretical or artistic problems.

Finally, we must not allow the ancient origins of
ceramics to overshadow the fact that for many of
today’s ceramists, contemporary material culture
forms a starting point much more important than
the historical one.
All that, of course, may go without saying. Nonetheless, such observations may say something
important about the ambiguous and elusive
nature of today’s ceramics. Do we actually know
ceramics, and can we specify the positions
ceramics may possibly assume within the broader
context of the arts? Is it even meaningful to speak
of ceramics in general terms – shouldn’t one
rather start out by dividing the field into separate
practices? There are several ways to approach
these questions, and with their first joint exhibition, the artists behind the collaborative project
END proceed to demarcate one such attempt.
They introduce us to a domain within ceramics
which, to be sure, is circumscribed both internally
and with respect to the neighbouring areas, but
where there is a willingness to simultaneously let
all those boundaries be set in motion. The objects,
the subjects, and the stories told seem all to
be shuffling between different starting points,
different positions, and different registers to
convey their message.
Here, as in the works by Richard Slee, the world
around us may be lovingly summoned up as an
absurd universe of mutating utility objects and
ornaments. In Martin Bodilsen Kaldahl’s vessels
and sculptures, nature is recreated in cast fragments and combined with seemingly alien forms
overlaid by rhythmic patterns. Marit Tingleff
covers her enormous earthenware platters with
flowing, painted imagery that carry references to
richly decorated vernacular ceramics as well as
abstract art. In the case of the artists behind the
exhibition END, getting to know ceramics is not
about following a road map; instead, it requires
an ability to orient oneself in a complex landscape
formed under the impact of conflicting and
contradictory forces. We are brought in to a scene
where paths at times cross, at other times diverge.
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This shifting topography, moreover, has not
originated through random chance. Behind it
there is the decades-long work of the artists,
resulting in a thorough understanding of the
possibilities embedded in their material. While
it is often the simplicity and the plasticity of clay,
its informal character, that becomes stressed
by artists approaching ceramics from other fields,
those involved in END tend to bring up something
else for our attention. Clay, for them, is not
a medium through which to document playful
or expressive gestures. Nor do they show any
particular interest in the ‘myths of creation’
typical of ceramics; what stamps their work is
rather their unwillingness to leave the creation
of the artistic effect to unpredictable processes
of forming and firing.

present themselves as free-standing sculptures,
and ornamental images find themselves rhythmically arranged over large vessel surfaces. The
latter form an interface for communicating with
the surrounding world, an aspect of the artist’s
work that finds expression in Alison Britton’s ceramics as well. Here it is the decorated container
that provides the artistic challenge that’s taken
as a given. The vessels seem formed under the impact of our turbulent times, just like our lives permanently open to renegotiation and the influence
of ever new impressions. Rather than an analysis
of a form, what these pieces provide us with is
visualisations of an intensified tempo, of a feeling
that everything is in motion; neither the vessel
body nor the surface is allowed to attain a state
of rest for longer than a fleeting moment at a time.

Many of the artists in the group show a conscious
effort to examine form, colour, spatiality, and surfaces through their works, even if the individual
approaches differ from one case to another.
Martin Smith’s sculpturally realised series of geometric vessel forms emerge as compositions filled
with tension that derives from the interplay between contours, volume, and the texture of the
material. Here and there, the coarse surface of
the earthenware is juxtaposed with transparent
glass and light-reflecting metal leaf. In this we can
detect an attempt to draw attention to the nature
of the finished object as something constructed,
as a sum of its heterogeneous but complementary
parts. Contrasts are what we often find in Karen
Bennicke’s sculptures, too, combining as they do
constructivist and organic elements, often accentuating the differing temperaments and associations of their constituent parts. Besides a preoccupation with colour and form, what we also notice
here is a certain narrative vein permeating the
works. We can discern stylised buildings, bodies,
and natural formations, suggestive at times of set
design or a course of events, even if the situations
themselves may retain their secretive and even
mysterious aura. A more direct and unmediated
inventiveness is in evidence in Peder Rasmussen’s
earthenware, in which gently modelled figures

The material foundation in clay provides the
group’s shared point of departure. What the artists
behind END also share is an inclination for the
complex and the composed, an attraction towards
that which is not uniform or homogeneous. To
some degree, the artists also all concern themselves with the monumental, letting themselves
be drawn by the visual and physical power of
ceramics. The language, however, the individual
idioms and the techniques of creating images and
giving shape to situations, may differ in each case.
Through their work, the group members stress
that there is no such thing as a typical ceramic
aesthetics or obvious ceramic subjects. Nevertheless, they do claim to have something in
common, meaning by this that the individual
works they create on their own actually benefit
from being juxtaposed with one another. This
relational aspect is best addressed as a dimension
of curiosity incorporated in these works, and as
a reflection of an interest their creators show
in artistic dialogue as a method for disclosing
and articulating both that which is similar and
that which may be different. Dialogue in this
sense has nothing to do with ironing out the
particularities; instead, what it results in is the
refinement and elucidation of individual positions.
It is the dissimilarities that teach us how to see.
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Above I briefly touched upon the double character
of ceramics as partly a stand-in for ancient crafts
and partly an exemplar of commercially motivated
industrial production. Most of the artists active
in END work in ways that ultimately cannot be
referred back to either of these branches or their
traditions. In a number of respects they stand
closer to modern art and its emphasis on the
autonomy of the aesthetic object and the intrinsic
value of artistic activity. As a rule, the works
they have created are meant to be looked at and
contemplated, rather than put to use or interacted
with. At the same time, however, the artists themselves remain products of their own time, serving
as vehicles for the postmodern interrogation of
the idea of the originality of the creative subject,
and relativising any absolutist claims advanced
by or through the arts. The conscious strains of
paraphrase, historicism, and repetition that we
can trace in several of the pieces appear as clear
reflections of this orientation. The fact that
ceramics assumes this kind of a place in the
artistic and theoretical matrix is in itself nothing
new, however. Historical overviews such as
the Tate Liverpool exhibition »A Secret History
of Clay: From Gauguin to Gormley« (2004) have
shown that, contrary to what is sometimes
maintained, ceramics has not been a marginal
material in art history. It has long been used
in ways that transcend the boundaries of both
traditional crafts production and industrial
rationality. A glance back at the changing forms
of ceramics can only confirm our insight that
the material as such possesses no unequivocal
meaning; on the contrary, it can be used for
widely differing purposes. This is also the
conclusion to be drawn from the collected works
of the END group.
Our time, increasingly drawn to that which is
constructed, multifaceted, and hybrid in nature,
may well prove propitious for making use of and
appreciating the tension in contemporary ceramics
between conflicting traditions, object categories,
and artistic ideologies. The artists we encounter
at this exhibition challenge the public to take

24.

notice not just of that which is common in
the individual works they have created, but also
of that which is particular and distinct in each
of them. They insist that we simultaneously hold
more than one thought in our minds. Yet it is
not a question of some arid thought experiment;
what the artists instruct us first and foremost is
to get to know ceramics and its objects better.

