Essay in Monograph: Martin Bodilsen Kaldahl, Probing the Floor, Sniffing the Air, 2024:

Anatomy of the knot and other studies of form
By Jorunn Veiteberg

Thick, white coils of clay weave in and out of each other in Martin Bodilsen
Kaldahl’s sculpture King of Knots / Knot #1 from 2012. The knot is both subject and
theme, as it is in many of his other pieces from the two-thou- sands —works which
convincingly demonstrate that clay, in its raw state, is a malleable material, while the
works’ weight and girth bear testimony to the physical strength required to shape clay
into meter-tall sculptures. In one of the classic texts in art history, the German
architect Gottfried Semper argued that the practice of twisting, weaving and knotting
fibers is one of the oldest human activities, from which everything else —from
buildings to baskets and textiles—is derived. To Semper, the most fundamental
element was the knot, as it represents the core principle of creating a joint.! By
thematizing these primordial principles, Kaldahl’s sculptures remind us how human
beings have been making structures since the dawn of time. There is no end to the
variety of figures he can create by braiding, twisting, stacking and weaving extruded,
segmented clay tubes. Some pieces are compact, others are airy; some are wide,
others tall; some are free-standing, others hang like ornaments on the wall. The
figures are recognizable from everyday life but are rarely seen frozen in form as
symbols in ceramic. Or, as Kaldahl once put it, “Tying a string—making a knot. The
representation of banal activity, it is also a kind of architectural expression of the
most mundane and everyday. Physically and formally, as spatial structures, knots are
simultaneously form and ornamental expression.””

Kaldahl’s works exemplify how ceramic objects can be read both as ornaments and
as sculptures. The works in his recent series Spatial Drawings seem reminiscent of
blood vessels, or of the motorway interchanges we sometimes view from above on
Google Earth, or of other practical and usually invisible infrastructures that connect
us to each other. It is not always easy to describe the impact of art that relies mostly
on visual and sensory effects, but I find art historian Lise Serritslev Petersen’s words
apt in relation to Kaldahl’s ornamental works: “A stimulating work of art acts as a
rhythmic connection to knowledge; not knowledge in an analytic, scientific sense, but
knowledge as a perception of reality that is made accessible to our senses in the



form of a symbol.” According to another art historian, James Trilling, ornament is a
symbolic language that speaks primarily to our emotions, because ornaments are
veiled emotions.? Thus, a knot may be much more than just a knot.

If we compare Kaldahl’s works since the turn of this millennium, such as the King of
Knots and the Spatial Drawings series, with the ceramic objects he created during his
early career, the conceptual distance between these two periods may at first glance
seem considerable. Clearly, some key turning points have occurred during his more
than fifty-year-long practice, evident as changes in technique, expression and choice
of subjects. Thus, a retrospective overview may be in order.

Sculptural Vessels

The two oldest pieces in the retrospective exhibition at the CLAY Museum of
Ceramic Art Denmark in 2024 date from 1990, the same year as Kaldahl completed a
two-year master’s program at the Royal College of Art (RCA) in London. Before he
left for London, he had had his own studio since 1981 in the town of Odder in
Jutland, where he made utilitarian ceramics. Prior to this, he had interned with
different potters in France and England. Thus, he already mastered the craft of
ceramics; what the RCA could offer was a professional and artistic reorientation.

The teaching staff at the RCA included some of the leading artistsin Britain at the
time. In particular, Kaldahl highlights the influence of the sculptor and printmaker
Eduardo Paolozzi (1924-2005), who is regarded as one of the pioneers of British Pop
Art. One of Paolozzi’s artistic aspirations was to bring out the extraordinary in the
ordinary: “I suppose I am interested, above all, in investigating the golden ability of
the artist to achieve a metamorphosis of quite ordinary things into something
wonderful and extraordinary.”*In 1989, Kaldahl was the first recipient of the Sir
Eduardo Paolozzi Travel Scholarship. He used the grant to fund a trip to Mali inWest
Africa where he studied adobe architecture —houses built of sunbaked clay. This
important trip provided the inspiration for Sculptural Vessel, Africa, (1990).

The ceramic artist Martin Smith (b. 1950), who began teaching at the RCA in 1989
and became a professor there ten years later, was another key influence. He has been
described as “the most abstract and geometrically orientated ceramist in England” > A
recurring theme in his art are his formal studies of how a vessel can both contain a
space and define a place. It is easy to see how this approach to ceramics would have
resonated with Kaldahl.



Installation view of Kaldahl’s studio in Aarhus, 1992

Sculptural Vessel, Africa, 1990 (RCA) Earthenware (40 x 112 x 38 cm )



Similar issues are reflected in Kaldahl’s series Sculptural Vessels and Double Vessels
from the 1990s. It should also be noted that a movement towards formal abstraction
in the form of clear-cut and rhythmically repeated geometric shapes has been
highlighted as a characteristic feature of Danish studio ceramics from this period.

Another influential tutor at the RCA was Alison Britton (b. 1948). She and Kaldahl
struck up a friendship during his time in London and subse- quently exhibited
together several times. During the nineteen-eighties, Britton played a key role in the
discussion about the potential of ceramics as an artistic medium. She was especially
interested in vessels that possessed what she called “double presence”.” It was no
longer enough to create a useful and functional vessel; other aspects of the object
such as the object being a historical artefact and carrier of meaning were more
important. Thus, double presence means creating containers that are vessels while
also creating a sense about the vessel. Britton also used the words prose and poetry to
describe this distinction.? Prose is stories about everyday acts, while poetry relates to
artistic and contemplative qualities. Double presence arises when these two aspects
interact and create tension.

In Denmark, as in Britain, the contrasts between those making ceramics for everyday
use and those focusing more on artistic qualities became more evident during the
nineteen-eighties. “Vessel” became the term associated with the new art form, which
was generally termed “the new ceramics”. “Vessel” refers to any object that can be
used as a container—a bowl, a vase, a jar, or a dish. Replacing the words “pots” and
“studio pottery” with “vessel” and “ceramics” marked a change of aspiration. It is in
this context we should understand the title Sculptural Vessel applied to many of
Kaldahl’s pieces from the nineteen-nineties. These vessels are not thrown but coiled.
This allowed him to scale up the pieces, and the choice of technique in itself became
a carrier of meaning and a sign of the reorientation that occurred as a result of his
studies at the RCA.

The Sculptural Vessel series is full of double presence, bringing together prose and
poetry, ordinary and extraordinary. The pieces reference dishes and jars, but their
shapes are unusual, and their artistic qualities trump any hintof utilitarian purpose.
The series is driven by reflections on the relationship between inside and outside,



emptiness and fullness, the character of the closing edge and the texture of the
walls—in brief, the grammar of the vessel. In Kaldahl’s own words, “What do they
really consist of, visually —the vessels? That is the issue, no more, no less.”™

Over the years, the word “vessel” became less contentious. Increasingly often used
synonymously with “pots” and “containers”, it continues to evoke an expectation of
conceptual and artistic reflections that sets this type of object apart from the notions
of utility and purpose typically connoted by “pottery” or “ceramics”.

Sculptural Vessel, 1994 Stoneware ( 48 x 60 x 45 cm Scale models for Sculptural Vessels, 1994

Studio view with a group of unglazed Sculptural Vessels, 1996



Den Persiske vase, Axel Salto, 1958 Stoneware ( 50 x 29,5 cm) Other Planes #14, Saltoid, 2003 Stoneware ( 87 x 53 x 51 cm )

Stripes and circles

Kaldahl was not the only ceramic artist in Denmark to explore the artistic potential of
the vessel during the nineteen-nineties, as is evident in the exhibition From the Kilns
of Denmark: Contemporary Danish Ceramics, which was shown in five museums in
the United States and two in Europe from 2002 to 2004. In the catalogue, the
curators, Wendy Tarlow Kaplan and Hope Barkan, wrote, “It became clear that for
the Danes, the ubiquitous vessel continues to be at the core of a long tradition, with
each successive generation of ceramic artists adding new interpretation, individuality
and exceptional energy.”'?In this exhibition, Kaldahl presented three piecesfrom his
series Other Planes. The largest vessel, Other Planes #3 from 2002 (p. 274), was 75
centimeters tall and had a gradually flared top with wide, horizontal stripes on the
inside. It also had a number of oval protuberances, which had emerged in a playful
perceptual reflection on how the circular opening looks oval when seen from the side.
Circles in various formationsare the main geometric theme, as underscored by the
title Other Planes. However, the protuberances might also be seen to resemble sawn-
off branches or arms.!! There is a long tradition for using the vessel as a metaphor for
the human body, and the height of this piece makes the human torso a natural
association. Another natural association is tree trunks and branches, a theme that
Kaldahl addressed more explicitly in his later series Bagatelle and Branchobject.

I highlight the ambiguity of these works because it might help explain why so many



ceramic artists continue to work with the vessel form. As Kaldahl has said, the vessel
holds great potential for communication:“It plays a familiar role in material culture. It
1s a powerful metaphor. Emptiness as object ... form as the essence of meaning; all
the while remaining simply a jar, a dish, a jug — whatever. A truly open object.”?In
Other Planes #14, Saltoid (2003), recognizability and tradition play a particularly
evident role. This piece is owned by Designmuseum Danmark and directly references
a vase by Axel Salto (1889—-1961) from 1958, which is also part of the museum
collection.

Salto’s vase has a long neck, a large mouth and a protuberance that might suggest a
handle. It is decorated with an ornament that Salto called “the living stone”, which he
writes about in his book Den Spirende Stil [The Sprouting Style] (1949). Around this
time, Salto’s expression was inspired by nature’s constant change and growth and a
belief in “the great pulse that bears through the universe.”!* Kaldahl’s vessel has a
more geometric expression than Salto’s style. However, as Bodil Busk Laursen, the
former director of Designmuseum Danmark, pointed out, the reference implies
acknowledgement of the artistic ceramic tradition that he is a part of.'*

For a long time, Kaldahl’s ceramic work was characterized by matt, dry surfaces and
monochrome pieces, with black, white, brown and olive as his preferred colors.
Typically, his works are without ornamentation, with one main ornamental exception:
stripes. For long periods, he has been virtually obsessed with stripes. Not soft and
poetic stripes, but sharp, striking ones with a powerful visual impact. They express
modernity or, as it has beensaid about the significance of the straight line: “It offers
reason, certainty, authority, a sense of direction.”’* Their main function is to provide
visual stim- ulation. Often, they act as contrast to the vessel’s soft, rounded shape,
thus creating tension between form and decoration. “They are the most obvious
means of influencing a form. And the most effective. Pulling, stretching, widening.
Maybe blurring,” says Kaldahl.'* Sometimes, a single stripe is enough, but the stripes
also appear in rhythmic repetition.

Digital and organic

For three years, from 2005 to 2008, Kaldahl was a visiting research fellow at the
Danish Design School (now the Royal Danish Academy — Schools of Architecture,
Design and Conservation). His project there was to explorethe use of digital tools,
including 2D and 3D CAD software and 3D printing, in the development of new



expressions. The enduring artistic impact of this process is evident in series such as
Bagatelle, Branchobject and Natural Circumstance, all of which play on the contrast
between nature and culture. For example, Bagatelle #10, Branchobject from 2006 (p.
183), consists of two equally significant but different elements joined together in the
middle. One part is porcelain white, its shape and surface resembling a tree. We
quickly realize that this is a one-to-one cast of a branch with a smaller side branch.
The other part is a black, smooth, and digitally shaped tubular form. As suggested by
the title, the object represents a visually clear and simple encounter—a bagatelle;
however, it opens perspectives that are far from trivial. It combines two different
universes and forms of logic. One part represents a concrete, organic and natural
world, while the other represents a manmade and digitally conditioned one.
Physically, the contrast is an illusion, since the finished piece materializes both
components in a common, new material: ceramic.

Any tree is unique, but casting makes it possible to use the same piece of wood
repeatedly, as is the case in Bagatelle #10, #11 (p. 248), and #12(p. 256). Thus, the
branch becomes a building block in the construction of a new object of art. As
Kaldahl said in a comment on this playful engagement with reality, nature and culture
are forced together in these pieces, where “wood goes from being a self-contained
organism to being a material in the service of culture”."”

Bagatelle #10, Branchobject, 2006 Stoneware, 8 39 17 cm

Like the artist, we are compelled to ask, “Is this positive or negative? Is it beautiful or
frightening?”'® This combination of digital media and the ancient material of clay, of
technical and artistic, reproducible and unique, technology and craft, reveals a sense



of paradox and the paradoxical, as Anne-Louise Sommer, former rector of the Danish
Design School, pointed out in a comment on Kaldahl’s practice.!* The juxtaposition
also compels us to consider our relationship with both nature and digital technology,
dependent as we are on both.

The nature that Kaldahl shows us is artistically processed or even manipulated, to use
a more negatively charged term. This is the topic of the series Natural Circumstance.
It is tempting to perceive the title as ironic: what could possibly constitute a natural
circumstance in a ceramic sculpture shaped by means of digital technology? In
Natural Circumstance #4, Twinned from 2007 (p. 239), the theme is a tree trunk that
is elevated to statue by being placed on a low podium. Upon closer inspection, the
trunk consistsof two completely identical halves. In nature, this sort of uniformity is
impossible, but casting makes it easy to duplicate a form. In other words, the ceramic
tree trunk is a fully cultivated product. As such, it is an imageof non-existent nature.
The question is whether we notice this form of manipulation of reality, or whether we
allow it to pass as realistic representation.

Formal issues have always been Kaldahl’s key focus, but in the two-thousands, he
increasingly began to incorporate colors and glazes into his work. Since 2005, he has
worked almost exclusively in earthenware rather than stoneware, which has allowed
for a richer color palette. This has undoubtedly enhanced the sensuous appeal of his
art. Yellow and orange are common choices. They are colors that catch the eye and
insistently highlight the form. Another recurring color is rose, which has a very
different effect.In Spatial Drawing #27 from 2018 (p. 136), the use of rose make the
coiling shapes spark associations to entrails and intestines. The result is a piece that
varies between appealing and revolting, poetic and prosaic.



Blobjection #1, Branchobject, 2007 Earthenware, 27 32 12 cm

Absurd shapes

At first glance, Kaldahl’s expression can seem strict and rational. Monochrome
vessels, matt surfaces and abstract formations contribute to this impression, which
makes it easy to miss the element of humor, even though it shouldbe obvious in a
piece such as Blobjection #1, Branchobject (2007). After all, what is the point of
squeezing out a lump of clay as if it were paste from a tube? “The piece does not give
any meaning away but is striking in its formal simplicity,” says Kaldahl, adding,
“Here, something clearly adds up. The elements belong together, but they don’t want
to belong together. Never ever. The blob shoots out from the branch like a huge,
sloppy tongue, landing on a pillar-like surface.”? This partial but incomplete
monumentalization conveys an ironic point: “A subtle, humorous and playful
engagement with sculptural conventions.”!

Humor can be many things, ranging from irony and satire to nonsense and silliness.
Kaldahl’s humorous effects mainly fall within the category of the absurd. Generally,
when we label something as absurd, we mean that it is ludicrous or ridiculous, but
absurdity contains a deeper layer. Accordingto the dictionary, “absurd” means that
something “does not make sense”or that it is “at variance with reason”. In art and
philosophy, absurdism is typically associated with a sense that there is nothing solid
for us to pin our beliefs on. In short, a feeling that life is meaningless. Kaldahl’s
sense of the absurd is especially evident in pieces with strange titles such as BOAL,
AKAL, LOBUPAKA, OPUK and KAPA, all from 2022 (pp. 84-85). The inspiration



for these titles was Luaka Bop, the name of the record label founded by David Byrne,
former lead singer of Talking Heads. Kaldahl liked the sound of the name and created
a number of acronyms which he attached to the shapes as a way of combining visual
and onomatopoetic qualities.

Illogical combinations and pointless protuberances are absurd. So is strange technical
machinery. Kaldahl’s sky-blue sculpture Tunnel Visions from 2023 (p. 33) is shot
through with several tubes. Gazing through one of these tubes, we can see a tiny
section of the world. In medical terms, “tunnel vision” means that a person’s field of
vision is restricted to a point where they can only see what is right in front of them.
Metaphorically, the term is used to describe someone who is so focused on something
that they are incapableof taking in the full picture or issue but can only focus on this
one topic or aspect. Given Kaldahl’s years-long focus on tubular sculptures, this
sculpture might be interpreted as a self-mocking comment on his own work.
However, its most prominent quality is absurdity. Tunnel Visions appears as a
pointless telescope that lets you look in many different directions—with no
appreciable result. It provides a literal demonstration of a narrow outlook.

Humor is often perceived as superficial and light; probably because it is a close
relative of pleasure and play. However, humor represents more than a good laugh. Its
core quality is that it calls for “double vision”: the ability to see an issue (and
ourselves) from more than one vantage point. As the philosopher Sgren Kirkegaard
said 150 years ago, “[W herever there is life, there is contradiction, and wherever
there is contradiction, the comicalis present.”?? This dual perspective is a persistent
theme in Kaldahl’s art. Ambiguity, paradox, and contradiction are embedded in this
theme. Now, we can conclude that these words describe more than formal qualities.
They point to playfulness and absurdity as core elements of all artistic practice.
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