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MILLEKALSMOSE

FAMILIES AND OTHER PEOPLE
By Barbara Pollack

Danish artist Mille Kalsmose views the world from a very personal perspective, yet her works appeal
universally, cutting through cultural boundaries. She has examined what it means to have an identity,
what creates this identity and what emotional scars imprint on the selfin ways that cannot easily be erased.
Her conception of identity is not rooted in nationality or cultural background, butin something almost pre-
Freudian, connected to familial ties and personal history that nevertheless transcends blood relationships.

Kalsmose is fundamentally a conceptual artist who has incorporated photography, video, sculpture and
technology into her installations. Yet her works are never overly intellectual nor do they alienate viewers
with theoretical concerns. Instead, there is an emotional heart to her works that are certain to move
viewers even to the point of tears. For her 2012 project, All My Suicides: The Quest for a New Identity,
this artist legally changed her name five times over the course of ten years, erasing any connection to her
birth name and natural parents. For her later exhibition, Searching for A Mother, she encapsulates her
search for a woman to replace her birth mother, whom she lost first to divorce at the age of seven, and
years later to suicide, a trauma which has cast a shadow over all of her artistic endeavors. This is an artist
who does not take identity for granted nor does she accept that family is an incontrovertible given that one
must accept.

Family is obviously the fundamental unit of society. Itis also the fundamental experience for mostindividuals
in which they first experience the construction of identity. Yet we have all withessed the destruction of
this bedrock of identity through divorce and personal circumstance, through upheavals and reformation
brought on by the severe changes in society at the beginning of the 21st century. Mille Kalsmose does
not take the family for granted, having experienced its fragility from a very young age. Instead, she sees
it as one factor impacting the formation of identity, offering the possibility that her “I” can be recreated and
reinvented as she matures.

In her latest two series, Tribe and Mnemonic Archives, Kalmose veers away from autobiography to broader
social circumstances. In order to make this change, she has shifter her attention away from conceptual
installations to more concrete sculptural objects. Nonetheless, her works continue to resonate with
meaning, metaphors for social configurations and hierarchical values. It is as if her artworks themselves
have changed their identities, becoming full-fledged sculptures, independent of an autobiographical
backstory.



Tribe is a series of configurations between connected sculptural figures that can symbolize relationships
within a family. For this series, Kalmose works with iron, wood, silk and pigskin to fashion forms that can
be read as “mother”, “father”, “brother”, “sister” and all other members of an extended family. ~ These
figures are related, as communicated by the strong similarities between each abstract form. They are
also connected to each other by a metal base from which they stand. Yet, these sturdy works also
communicate fragility and mortality, as the leather is stretched into the iron frames, fastened in place by
rivets, like skin and muscles coursing across a skeleton.

In her own words, Kalmose describes the Tribe series, as follows:

“Tribe came out of my lack of family and my wish to have an intimate family...
I mimed a family made out of iron that couldn’t move away from me.”

In this way, the works convey an intimacy missing from her own life, yet they do not specifically answer
overriding questions about the meaning of a family. Instead, this artist leaves her inquiry to be open-
ended by allowing each figure to remain anonymous and unspecific. We are allowed to read into these
configurations, to imagine a conversation between each form. The works therefore become a kind of
test or mirror, interrogating our ideas about familial relationships and reflecting back on our own personal
experiences of home life.

By leaving each “face” generalized and non-specific, these works are also amazingly universal, applying
to a wide variety of cultures, both East and west. It is impossible to read these works as “Danish” or
‘western.” That can just as easily be “Chinese” or “Asian.” At a time when so much of the world insists on
cultural differences, Kalmose has invented a vocabulary that truly cuts across boundaries.

The influence of Asian materials is most pronounced in her latest series, titled Library of Memories. For
this series, Kalmose had brass frames fashioned for her and then she folded hundreds of sheets of
Chinese rice paper. The frames stand 2 meters tall and hang on the walll, like a bookcase in a vast library.
The paper is stained, in one instance with black tea and in another with cherry juice, which easily creates
an association with blood. Carefully inserted in place, this overstuffed archive evokes thousands of birth
certificates and marriage licenses, death notices and wills, the reams of paper that accompany life in
contemporary society.

For Kalmose, these works are representative of hierarchies and social conventions that dominate our
lives. The associations in these works transcend family relationships and extend to an evaluation of a
broader society, in which we all operate within frameworks not necessarily of our own making. There is
also a contrast between materials, the hard surfaces of the brass frames and the pliant folds of the rice
paper, which mimics the relationship between masculine and feminine qualities in society. In this way,
the frames function much as the legal structure, obdurate and difficult to alter, while the folded paper
represents the personal lives of citizens, struggling to maintain their individuality in the face of societal
pressures to conform.

Memory is also a key factor in this series, delicate memories that cling to our lives even as we try to forget
them. In one way, the brass frames can be viewed as a human brain, the mind of one individual, and the
sheets of paper are all the memories contained within that make up an individual’s identity. So, these
works can be read as either applying to a greater society, governing the lives of many individuals, or as
the experience of just one, lone, being, populated by the many experiences that has made up their life.

This ability to read these works on many different levels is a sign of Kalmose’s talent as an artist. For
example, she had no idea that she would be traveling to China at the time she made Tribe. Yet this is a
series that can definitely resonate with Chinese viewers who are particularly attune to the importance of
family. Similar to Zhang Xiaogang's portraits of families, Bloodlines, Kalmose’s sculptures encapsulate
familial relationships in ways that are both universal and specific. We can easily see the faces, that the
artist leaves blank, as if we are flipping through a family album.

Also, the works in the Mnemonic Archives series resonate particularly well in Asia where the use of
rice paper is fundamental to the history of art. These works particularly remind me of the Library Room
at the caves of Dunhuang where explorers discovered a grotto filled with Buddhist scrolls more than
a century ago. Just as those westerners were amazed to find a treasure trove of information packed
into an anonymous cave situated in the middle of the desert, we viewers approach Kalmose’s library in
amazement at the feat it took to daub each sheet with colors, to fold and insert each one in its frame. It
is an example of an artist’s touch bringing us closer to an intimate experience, now somewhat a rarity in
contemporary art.

Combining autobiography with neuroscience, personal experiences with social inquiry, Mille Kalmose
creates artworks that resonate on many levels. She has worked with a wide range of materials, but with
her latest works, she reaches a new peak of creativity. These works appear as individual sculptures,
independent forms that can be appreciated for purely aesthetic reasons. But each one tells a story about
family and society, about the creation of identity within a social framework. These are tales that can be
appreciated by audiences from a vast variety of cultural backgrounds. Justas many contemporary Chinese
artists have managed to make works that have a global appeal, yet retain the specifics of Chinese cultural
identity, Kalmose has achieved a perfect balance in her work between the universal and the individual. Itis
impossible to view her works without discovering an element of identification. This makes the experience
inescapably emotional and personal, defying cultural boundaries. That is quite an achievement for an
artist and for this alone, her artworks deserve widespread appreciation.

BARBARA POLLACK

IS AN AUTHOR AND CRITIC WHO HAS WRITTEN ON CHINESE CONTEMPORARY ART SINCE 1997 FOR
SUCH PUBLICATIONS AS THE NEW YORK TIMES, VANITY FAIR, ARTNEWS AND ART IN AMERICA. SHE
IS THE AUTHOR OF THE WILD, WILD EAST: AN AMERICAN ART CRITIC’'S ADVENTURES IN CHINA AND MY
GENERATION: YOUNG CHINESE ARTISTS. FOR HER RESEARCH IN THIS FIELD, SHE WAS AWARDED THE
PRESTIGIOUS ANDY WARHOL/CREATIVE CAPITAL ARTS WRITERS GRANT AND TWO GRANTS FROM THE
ASIAN CULTURAL COUNCIL.
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INTERVIEW WITH MILLE KALSMOSE

By Anne Siggaard
Author and art critic at Magasinet Kunst

One day in November, when most of Denmark was going through the motions of yet another chaotic and partly
unpleasant celebration of materialism, better known as “Black Friday”, what was simultaneously happening in
the heart of Aarhus, was an opening up to light minimalist elegance, at the opening of ARoS museum'’s new
exhibition, Cool, Calm and Collected. The title stems from a Rolling Stones song, which revolves around being
just like this — cool, tranquil and self-assured. Three descriptive words which, to a very great degree, encapsu-
lates the essence of Scandinavian aesthetics. Cool, Calm and Collected is a group exhibition built up around
the top artists in Danish contemporary art right now.

The exhibition spreads out across the whole of ARoS’s second story and as you move down from the muse-
um’s distinctive white spiral staircase, the first thing that your eye meets is a small mirror-like balloon created
by Jeppe Hein. It's hanging so neatly and operates almost as an appetizer for the exhibition that you are about
to meet. Your sense of interest is stimulated and you take the remaining steps at a somewhat quicker tempo.

Then it's standing there, Tribe (My Survival), a three-part sculpture series by Mille Kalsmose. The work is
standing there and exulting, almost as if it were aware that this is the guest’s first meeting with the exhibition.
A mascot for Danish contemporary art — beautiful, elegant, deep and reflected.

Just a few days after my visit to ARoS, Mille Kalsmose and | made an appointment to meet and talk about
the exhibition, about what is happening in her life and about what perspectives for the future look like. In the
e-mail correspondence leading up to our meeting, the time of the meeting was changed a couple of times,
either because of The Whitneythis or Art Basel Miami-that, which only goes to show that Mille Kalsmose is not
only a busy but also a sought-after lady. And when you are finished reading this article, you'll understand why.

| have just pressed the doorbell to Mille Kalsmose's beautiful home and studio in Hellerup when she pulls up
into the driveway behind me. She exudes energy and surplus as she discloses, with a smile, that the trunk
of her car contains delicious supplies for our meeting — an energy, a sense of humor, and a surplus that she
manages to maintain throughout the course of the interview.

We sit down, help ourselves to the refreshments, and then we start the interview as if it were a perfectly ordi-
nary conversation — that's the way it obviously pans out most naturally to both of us.

TRIBE (MY SURVIVAL)

Barbara Pollack, a freelance art writer and art critic for The New York Times, has previously described Mille
Kalsmose’s work as something that can be understood and resonated on several levels and across different
cultures. Pollack believes that Mille Kalsmose has found the perfect balance between the universal and the
individual. Quite precisely, the sculpture series, Tribe (My Survival), corroborates this in the very best way. That
which was the start of the work’s genesis was a discovery. Saying this with Mille Kalsmose’s own words, she
found gold. What must have been old templates for parts of a leather bag’s pattern suddenly appeared before
her one day in New York City when she was busy looking for work materials. These templates later came to
fashion the inspiration for the various silhouettes that constitute up Tribe (My Survival).
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At first glance, the templates caught her interest because they almost had a shape like a face. But the longer
she ruminated over them, the more aspects there were that came to the surface. In the process itself, where
the template presses down into the leather over and over again, in order to form identical indentations, Mille
Kalsmose drew a parallel. On one level, the process could be seen as a family that propagates, with genes
being passed on. But on a different and maybe deeper level, the process could be seen as a rebirth, as an
existence that returns again and again. A copy that, nevertheless, sometimes falls to different sides. Tribe (My
Survival) can be seen as a family but also as a timeline of existence.

WORKS CREATED WITH AHIGH DEGREE OF CONSCIOUSNESS

At a tender age, Mille Kalsmose lost her mother to suicide. She explains that for a long time after this, she
felt that she was missing something very much — that she was alone. This feeling changed after the work with
Tribe (My Survival) and after having had the finished work standing in her home, inside a room, for a certain
time, she no longer felt loneliness. | ask whether this may be because her work with creating the piece can
have elicited a therapeutic effect. But that's not how Mille Kalsmose has experienced this. She has ascribed so
much consciousness to the sculpture that, for her, it has thereby become as real as everything else. A human
being is a vessel of consciousness and energies, just as the sculpture series, Tribe (My Survival), surely is.

Mille Kalsmose'’s craft radiates minimalist beauty, thoroughness and an eye for details, but for her own part,
she maintains that she has just as much a career in the non-physical as she has in the physical. Everything
that Mille Kalsmose creates has been created with a strong spirituality, and this is something that can really
be sensed.

Some years ago, she made a series of paintings that portrayed five women and five men, each of whom have
an impact on her, or had an impact on her at that time. The portraits were supposed to be seen and understood
as self-portraits — “They see me. Therefore, | am. Their gazes make it so that | exist.” At that time, she expe-
rienced that people had difficulty following her thoughts but through installation art, her world of ideas finally
came into its own. Mille Kalsmose speaks about an inner and an outer world, where the one, in her optics, is
just as real as the other, and this generates a breakdown of dichotomies - in fact, she describes this as “the
dichotomies’ fall”. If one wants to see fundamental changes, then it's important to not repeat processes. Then
you've got to start in a whole different place.

ART THAT IS DEEP AND REFLECTED, AS IT ADORNS

For Mille Kalsmose, it is extremely important that there be a strong balance between the masculine and the
feminine in her works, which is why she particularly likes working with metals. Metal as material is firm and raw
and poses a strong contrast to the fragile and organic. Just as the physical human shell is placed opposite the
inner psychological person, metal stands as a frame around the fragile and delicate substance. Mille Kalsmose
takes pride in squaring accounts with the view that the fragile is something negative and with the view of the
feminine as something weak. She’s not afraid that the depth of the work will not be manifest if the work simulta-
neously has a beautiful surface. If one harbors the view that one excludes the other, this is a misunderstanding
—a strong and intelligent woman can also be found with red lips and stiletto heels.

WORKS OF ART THAT CREATE THEMSELVES

One of Mille Kalsmose’s most recent installation works has been named Re-Sounding Organ. As a point of
departure, Mille Kalsmose knew that she wanted to work with algae and that she wanted to add sound to the
work. She describes the work process itself as highly intuitive and primarily a matter of ‘just doing’. The work
basically created itself, she was simply the vessel through which its energy was manifested. The sonic aspect
of the work has been developed in collaboration with one of Denmark’s leading brain researchers, and is a
sound that can play a role in treating chronic pains. Inside ordinary speakers, the sound can almost not be
heard with the human ear, but when it is connected to the work, it takes on an overwhelming force.

“The work gives life to the sound; the algae were the first to give life to us. One is merely a vessel that
helps to create something that then propagates itself further. One just has to be the hands, and to make room
forit to unfold” ... “Creating art is a privilege beyond all limits.”

Mille Kalsmose

ART BASEL MIAMI, THE WHITNEY, AROS
- BUT THE DREAM IS DIRECTED TOWARD HORSENS

There is no doubt that Mille Kalsmose is currently experiencing a certain period in her career where she is
getting tugged at from people close and from people far away and where she is getting a lot of well-deserved
attention. But if you ask her what she’s dreaming about then the reply, spoken with be a little smile on her lips,
is that she would like one day to return to Horsens for a while and contribute something to the city. “How nice
it would be to be Horsens' Hans Christian Andersen,” she adds and laughs.

39



40

= A
H ] !
| |
|
.

I =
L] - l !
3




AROS INTERVIEW

By Maria Kappel Blegvad
Author and art critic at Magasinet Kunst

Maria Kappel Blegvad: Mille, how would you describe your artistic practice?

Mille Kalsmose: | work with things that are so firmly embedded and perhaps even automatic in us that we don't
thinkaboutthem. Basically, it saboutakeeninterestinhow we become the people we are. Forexample, Ithink that
regardless of whether we have an excellent, bad, or non-existent relationship with our family, that relationship still
greatly informs our way of being in the world. You might say that my work as an artist can be described as a cease-
less search for differentways of surviving, and thatthe various pieces are akind of survival kitthat makesit possible
for me to navigate in an inner, non-tactile world. | try to capture my own present-day existence — and that of
others — and address it. My material definitely comes from my own lived life; it is insistently present, perme-
ating the works. | move within psychological terrains, confronting mechanisms, energies and developmental
processes that then take form in my works in different ways.

MKB: For the exhibition Cool, Calm and Collected you and Erlend G. Hayersten decided that you should
show three sculptures from your series Tribe (My Survival), 2016. What is this series about?

MK: In the sculpture series Tribe (My Survival) | engage with one of the basic aspects of the human condition
— that we will all inevitably lose the ones we love — and with my own belief that we will always be connected
at some deeper level. | have created a kind of pseudo-family, my own “tribe”, in an attempt at filling out the
gaps I've experienced in my own family. When | look at people | see more layers than just their immediate
appearance, and some layers emerge with greater clarity than others in certain situations. For this reason,
e it was important to work with a transparent material, not just any textile. | originally envisioned the work as
,ﬁ!f‘::ﬂw a total installation but realised that the pieces could also work separately. Some see these works as single,

: G \ isolated entities, but they can also be seen as figures that are part of a community — each of them is a distinct
individual who sees things from their own perspective, just as the observers will experience the work based
on their particular optics.

MKB: The series comprises materials such as iron, silk, wood and leather, creating an aesthetic that is simul-
taneously light and dense. What were your deliberations while selecting these materials, combining them to
form sculptural wholes?

MK: | adore metals and think that steel is one of the most beautiful materials of all. It is firm, rough and quite
determined in feel, and so | often use it to create a framework in which other things can unfold. | frequently
juxtapose metals with something fragile and organic. My choice of materials is quite intuitive. The more time |
spend in a digitised and social media world, the more keenly | feel the need to work with materials that possess
a high degree of tactility and sensuousness. Hard steel combined with organic, transparent silk and leather
creates the kind of interplay that might potentially paralyse the individual elements or destroy them. The pro-
cess was quite nerve-wracking — would the combination work, or would the materials ruin each other? But it
is this kind of dissonance that creates a distinctive balance between the masculine and the feminine, qualities
that | believe should ideally be evenly distributed in us.







