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URSULA VON RYDINGSVARD and CLAUDIA COMTE with
Kara Rooney

At opposite ends of the career spectrum, newcomer Claudia Comte and art world veteran, Ursula von
Rydingsvard, have much in common. Both are female sculptors of the monumental, conjoined by their
love of wood as material medium and a stalwart addiction to process, the result of which is an affectively
particular aesthetic that finds its roots within the history of Modernism and Minimalist seriality as much
as that of popular culture. No Melon No Lemon, Comte’s first solo exhibition in New York, on view at
Gladstone Gallery through March 21, enacts this odd kinship through the lens of site-specific installation,
while von Rydingsvard, whose self-titled retrospective survey just closed at the Yorkshire Sculpture Park
in England, begins from a more singular place of personal and formal historicality. Both sat down with
managing art editor Kara Rooney to discuss these recent achievements, along with chainsaws, humor,
and the many complexities ascribed to working within the field of sculpture today.

Portrait of Ursula Von Rydingsvard. Pencil on paper by Phong Bui. From a photograph by
Zack Garlitos.



Portrait of Claudia Comte. Pencil on paper by Phong Bui. From a photograph by Zack
Garlitos.

Kara Rooney (Rail): Ursula, since 2010 you have been on fire, with the Barclays Center and Storm
King commissions, a solo exhibition at Galerie Lelong, and traveling retrospective shows organized by
the Sculpture Center in New York and the Yorkshire Sculpture Park in Britain (through January 2015).
Such marquee projects are a wonderful testament to your career but you have worked long and hard for
such recognition, only earning prominent status in your late 40s. By contrast, Claudia, at 31 you have had
numerous solo exhibitions in Europe and now your first in New York. How does this speak to the
changing nature of the art market and do you attribute dissolving gender boundaries within the art world
as a catalyst for this?

Claudia Comte: That’s a difficult question. I think for young artists now you need to work instantly, to
have shows directly out of school and be on the scene right after. Otherwise I think it’s very difficult to
gain momentum. Right now society moves so fast. From what I hear from other artists, or other older
artists, people seem to say that it’s more difficult for the new generation of artists out there. Maybe
because there are more of us, I don’t know. In terms of my career, however, I'm very happy with the
progress I've made. I love to work all the time, so when I graduated from ECAL, the School of Art in
Lausanne, it made sense for me to show as soon as possible, whether that was in very small spaces, or
even flats of friends. It was normal for me to start with small shows and to do things all the time, so I
managed to have lots of projects and from there, to show my work regularly.






Rail: This type of duality and contradiction are qualities I might ascribe to both of your outputs. Claudia,
in your work there is a playful dissolving of the high and low—the influence of Brancusi, Jean Arp, and
the Swiss Concretist Olivier Mosset, on the one hand, and the popular culture of modern cartoons and
animated series like The Simpsons on the other. Ursula, the impression of opposed energies is more the
dichotomy I read in your work—the extremes of sensuousness and violence, memory and wakefulness.
How do you both contend with such duplexity as well as the history of painting and sculpture within that
intermediary space?

Comte: I have to say there is a lot of humor in my work but it’s not intended to be ironic. It’s very
earnest actually. I genuinely enjoy playing with paint and classical themes, the image people have of
sculpture, how it should be exhibited in the museum context. I mix all of this with references I love from
modern art and then I impart my own voice upon these forms using tools like the chainsaw or placing
kilometers and kilometers of tape on the wall to create site-specific wall paintings. These are very
physical acts that connect me in a different way to the work’s conceptual concerns.

von Rydingsvard: Your question is one that I want to dip my head more deeply into. I worry
sometimes about my results and that to make the work better, I would need to find that in-between
space, one that, of course, you never find. One possible way, however, might be to beckon more of the
unconscious, or the stuff that stays in your belly rather than in your mind. People think that when I'm
building my sculpture I know with accuracy just where I'm going, and I don’t. What I'm focusing on is
looking to see what I have done, you know, what is down there, or what is evolving as I'm working on it,
and what else it needs. It’s a process that even though I have some idea as to what I need to do, there’s
never a model, there’s never a drawing. There’s simply some idea, like an image in my head that I follow,
but the process itself influences what comes after. I'm going to be seeking what you call the intermediary
space that really has no answers, that really has no specific goal, yet no sooner do I say that than there is
a goal, even though I don’t know what that is and I wouldn’t know how to describe it. I want to feel in a
place that’s more vulnerable, that’s more volatile, you know? That isn’t so certain.

Comte: Ursula, I'm noticing that a lot of your sculptures seem to be organized in a grid, no? Are they as

large as they are because you do not have a precise plan or how does the grid allow the work to evolve as
you're producing?

Claudia Comte, No Melon No Lemon (2015), installation view. Courtesy of Gladstone
Gallery, New York and Brussels. Photo: David Regen.



Ursula Von Rydingsvard, “Bronze Bowl with Lace” (2013-14). Bronze. 196" x 95" x 10’.
Installed at Yorkshire Sculpture Park, West Yorkshire, England, UK. Photo: Jonty Wilde.

von Rydingsvard: That’s right. “Blackened Word” (2008), to use one example, acquired its pattern and
real beginning in that there was a very important woman in my life who didn’t know how to read and
write. She could sign her name but it was very effortful. It didn’t contain the kind of smoothness, the kind
of fluidity that we have in our handwriting, precisely because we’re so used to it. This fascinated me, and
so I had her write some words in Polish. I then made a huge profile of those words on the ground that I
built upon. The letterforms were an excuse to build these organic, more sensual walls from her
handwriting. It’s not as though the content, the words themselves, were so important, it’s that I used
them as a sort of grounded root from which to grow, and then I made the rest up as I went along.

Rail: “Blackened Word” is one of the first works of yours I saw, Ursula. I was so moved by the way that
language, something that is equally abstract and ephemeral, could be the driving force for this very
monumental type of physicality. The way that you speak about your process, how it forms in the
aggregate, developed out of previous decisions and past experiences, is this wonderful metaphor, in
sculptural form, for the way that identity is formed within us.
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Claudia Comte, No Melon No Lemon (2015), installation view. Courtesy of Gladstone
Gallery, New York and Brussels. Photo: David Regen.











