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Article to be published in Brooklyn Fine Arts Magazine, vol. 2, 2008
By Eva Stenskar

What did the tree learn from the earth
to be able ro talk with the sky?
- Pablo Neruda

What does the tree symbolize? There’s the tree of life, of course, and the tempting
but forbidden tree of knowledge standing there in the middle of Garden of
Eden. And then there’s the cosmic world ash of the Norse, Ygdrassil, with roots
deep down in the netherworld and branches that proudly support the dwellings
of the Gods. The tree enhances our mind and stimulates our imagination - it
is a powerful and primordial symbol. On a more practical level, trees provide
us with shade, give us fruit and supply us with clean air. If we allow them, they
may even help us live in accordance with the stream of life.

For Anders Knutsson trees have become a long-lasting pursuit, a great source of
inspiration that he happened upon quite unexpectedly during a difficult time.

Tall and lanky, Clinton Hill-based artist Anders Knutsson gives a down-to-earth,
pragmatic impression. Could it be the fact that he was born and bred in Sweden?
There certainly is something genuine and likeable about Knutsson. When we
meet - in his spacious studio one fall afternoon while the rain is rapping against
the windows - we talk about what Knutsson feels is the essence of his art at the
moment: Trees. Trees in all shapes and sizes from near and afar.

“The tree as a topic, as inspiration and meaning is very potent to me,” he
explains. “It symbolizes ourselves, our future, our climate... 'm thinking
of, for example, the work of Wangari Maathai, the Kenyan grassroots
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environmentalist who helped plant millions of trees across Kenya to prevent
soil erosion, and received the Nobel Peace Prize in 2004 for her efforts. Prior
to her planting those trees, life for the locals was unbearable; there was no
shelter from the sun, there was no firewood, no building material. I find
Maathai’s work very encouraging. And there’s something fascinating about
trees, big trees especially... They grow, they reach towards the sky, just like
humans, we live, we too come from earth, and we long for the light which
is life, which is nurture.”

Knutsson began drawing and painting trees some seventeen years ago, when
he felt forced to give up life in Manhattan, where he had his apartment, his
studio, and his car.

“All of a sudden, the financial collapse of the late 1980’s rocked the art world
as well,” he says. “And the galleries I was affiliated with went bankrupt, so
with little notice I had no steady income anymore. Instead of waiting it out
and losing everything, I decided to move to Brooklyn, to this loft, which
was raw and open then.”

But it was a depressive view that met him: Boarded up houses, empty lots
with junk cars and wild dogs and serious social problems.

“There was a general sense of listlessness, I guess. I hadn’t wanted to move,
but I also understood that fighting it head-on was useless. I knew I had to
make the best of it, that I had to find something.”

What he found was Prospect Park and Brooklyn Botanical Garden —
minutes away from his new place by bike. These spaces of greenery provided
Knutsson with a badly needed breathing hole, he spent much time there,
and eventually began drawing trees.

“My inner picture then was a sort of original image of the burning bush or
the tree of life. A tree lit from within. That tree was an interesting idea to
me, a powerful metaphor, grounding and centering, as I was surrounded by
despair. But it wasn't a living tree; it was an imaginary tree I drew over and
over. After a year of that, I discovered they all looked alike, and that they
were quite boring! Not at all as fascinating as the real trees I saw.”

So Knutsson changed strategy and decided to sharpen his eyes and paint the
trees as they were, which meant going back to lessons learned in art school.
Having never been an artist to depict outer reality, he found it a challenge.
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“It was hard,” he explains. “But I think making a painting of something that
exists can communicate more directly to people of all walks of life. It’s definitely
more interesting to me. Why does it look like this? Why does that branch grow
like that? I'm fascinated by the organized randomness in which a tree grows. And
a true portrait, | discovered, makes for a stronger more direct experience.”

Knutsson didnt stop there, however, he refined and distilled his trees by
removing noisy backgrounds, leaves, and grass.

“I want no distraction. I want to show how the light hits and reveals
the tree trunk and the branches. That's how I believe the tremendous
energy and strength in these old trees can best be communicated.”
The results are organic forms, knotty with age, incredibly strong and
remarkably alive. Each portrait shows a tree with its own unique personality,
whether it’s the historical Bedford Qak in Bedford, New York, the wide-
trunked Buenos Aires’ Banyan, the Green Buttonwood from Florida which
twisty-twiny bark gives it a filigree appearance, or the majestic Big Copper
Beech from Oyster Bay, New York.

Recently back from a trip to California, Knutsson shows me pictures of what
he hopes will be his next big tree-project: The ancient bristlecone pines in the
Inyo National Forest in The White Mountain range, north of Death Valley.
“I had read about them for a long time,” says Knutsson, “and I was excited
to see them. At about 4,800 years, these are the oldest trees in the world.
They grow very high up, just below the tree line and reach their age because
of the cold temperatures, dry soils and high winds. There are no bugs or
animals around — in short they have no enemies. They also fill no known
function nor do they have any commercial value! They are just there, and
they look like no other trees. Actually they look more like sculptures than
trees, they are twisted and gnarled and hard, hard like iron.”

Knutsson says he prefers his trees “complex and knurled”. He might have
added he only paints the ones with soul.

“I'm painting the air and the light, ’'m painting what’s not there, really.”

Born in Malmé in the southernmost part of Sweden, Knutsson came to the
U.S. in 1967 to work as an acrospace engineer in Rockford, Illinois. He fell
in love with the new country, and decided to stay. After a couple of years he
began painting full-time. He then lived in Cincinnati.



“I bought a cheap house, rented out the two top floors, and began exhibiting
and selling my art,” he states simply.

Painting and drawing was something he had begun early on, as a boy.

“I drew all the time, my mother had to throw me out of the house at times so I'd
get some air! Later on, as a teenager, drawing was something I did on the sly — it
wasn't considered very manly, it just wasn't rough enough. Even though I painted
in Sweden, it was never really serious. Not until I came here, did [ know I wanted
to be an artist. Nevertheless, I think there’s something Swedish in my art. The
obvious thing is my interest in light: emotional, spiritual, and symbolic light.
That is a rich and endless subject matter. I've got a sense of taste and design from
Sweden, too. As to whether I consider myself American or Swedish, somewhere
I'll always be a Swede, but living in Brooklyn, with immigrants from over
hundred different countries, makes it easy to feel like a world citizen. I like that.
I'm interested in what people in other parts of the world are doing and thinking,
I'm fortunate enough to come from a country where I'm welcome back whenever
I chose to visit, so I dont have to decide where my loyalty or identity lie.”
Knutsson paints on a daily basis, claiming he gets impatient if he takes a
break for more than a couple of days.

“I paint as much as I can, whenever I have the time.”

Foralmost thirty yearshe’sbeen exploring luminous pigments— phosphorescent
materials that are used by only a handful of artists. These exciting and
mysterious minerals have enthralled humankind for centuries, philosophers
have tried to understand them, alchemists have tried to manipulate them
and artists have tried to incorporate them into their art — from dancer Loie
Fuller whose use of chemical salts made for luminescent performances in the
beginning of last century, to Chilean painter Roberto Matta who painted
with glowing pigments in the 1940’s. Knutsson works with modern, synthetic
materials that nevertheless are difficult to manipulate artistically.

“When I first began to work with the phosphorous pigments, and found
that there were also luminous blue, red, and yellow, [ was both startled and
very excited by the results,” he says. “These pigments emitted colored light
in the dark. The light from the paint faded at different rates of time for
different colors, ranging from one minute to many hours.”
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In 1999 he began to work with musicians and dancers to develop — in the spirit
of Loie Fuller perhaps — a performance concept that would be improvisatory
and experimental in nature. As anyone who has attended these performances
can testify, they are enormously mesmerizing: You sit in the dark and watch
the explosion of dazzling color and light and movement. It’s true magic!

It is the razor sharp searchlight- intense sunlight penetrating my pale skin like a
billion “‘no-seeums” or worse - UVC-rays... ice cold, thin air... it all screamed to
me: this is definitely not your world!

I am now high up here on the dirty-white dolomite rubble covered slopes of East
Sierra’s White Mounains in California, the end of 5,000 mile journey to finally
meet Methusalah and friends, the worlds oldest living tree.

Nothing and no one can live here — animals, birds, insects, not even mold nor
bacteria — can stand this barren alpine desert. Except the Bristlecone Pines (pi-
nus longaeva).

Here in the Schulman Grove, named after it’s discoverer, is the Forest of Ancients,
a group of 3,000 to 4,000 year olds presided over by Methusalah, the unmarked
4,700 years old nestor. It is a small but steep canyon and I have to crawl on all
for over mounds of sticky, bristly cones and rolling stones.

It is so quiet here on this late September day, not a stir of wind, or a sound of
anything else, I begin to hear the inside of my own body. My thoughts and my
mind try to grasp and put into context time, age, decay, longevity. .. the mystery
of life irself:

The trees grow at respectful distances from each other, like weather beaten senti-
nels. They are monuments, natures sculptures. They hold the exact record in their
rings for every single year since before the building of the Ghiza pyramids.

They were 2,000 years old when Alexander the Great stormed Babylon.

A branch falls to the ground in an ice storm and lies there for a thousand years.
[ rouch it, sit down and start sharpening my pencil...

Anders Knutsson
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Article to be published in Brooklyn Fine Arts Magazine, vol. 2, 2008
By Eva Stenskar

Vad lirde sig triidet frin jorden
[for att kunna tala med himmeln?
- Pablo Neruda

Vad symboliserar tridet? Det finns siklart livets trid och det frestande men
forbjudna kunskapens trid som stir dir mitt i Edens lustgard. Och s finns det
den kosmiska virldsasken Yggdrasil, med rotter djupt ner i underjorden och
grenar som stolt bar upp gudarnas boningar. Tradet skirper vara tankar och eg-
gar fantasin — det 4r en kraftfull och urdldrig symbol. Sett mer praktiske sa ger
tradet oss skugga, de kan ge oss frukt och forser oss med ren luft. Om vi tillater
dem kan de ocksé hjilpa oss med att leva ndrmare de naturliga livslagarna.

For Anders Knutsson har studier av trid blivit en langvarig aktivitet och gett
meningsfull inspiration, som férst ovintat intriffade under en svar tid.

Den ginglige Clinton Hill-konstniren Anders Knutsson ger ett jordnira och
pragmatiskt intryck. Kan det vara att han dr f6dd och uppvuxen i Sverige? Det
finns definitivt nigot genuint och inspirerande med Anders Knutsson. Nir vi
triffades i hans rymliga ateljé en hostdag medan regnet i smattrade pa rutorna,
pratade vi om vad Anders ser som det visentliga i hans konst just nu: Trad.
Trad i alla former och storlekar fran nir och fjarran.

"Tridet som motiv, som inspiration och mening har en enorm potens for mig”
forklarar han. "De kan symbolisera oss sjilva, avgora var framtid, 4r en ikon for
vart klimat Jag tinker t.ex. pA Wangari Maathais arbeten. Hon ir en folklig
miljékimpe frin Kenya som organiserat kvinnor att plantera miljontals trid

i Kenya for att bl.a. forhindra jorderosion. Hon erhéll Nobels fredspris 2004




for sitt arbete. Innan tridplanteringarna var livet oerhért péfrestande for lokal-
befolkningen i hennes hemtrake, det fanns ingen skugga frin den ob6nhoérliga
solen, ingen ved att elda med, inget byggnadsmaterial. Jag tycker Maathais
initiativ 4r vildigt positivt. Det r nigot med trid som fascinerar mig, speciellt
stora trid De vixer, stricker sig upp mot skyn och liksom vi ménniskor kom-
mer frin jorden och lingtar efter ljuset som ér liv, som 4r omhuldande.”
Knutsson bérjade teckna trid for nistan 20 ar sedan, nir han maste ge upp li-
vet pA Manhattan, dir han hade sin ateljé, sin vaning, sin bil.

"Helt plotsligt, tv ar efter borskraschen 1987, kollapsade konstmarknaden”
siger han. "De gallerier som jag arbetade med gick i konkurs. Inom kort stod
jag utan inkomst. I stillet for att vinta ut krisen och kanske forlora allt beslot
jag mig for att flytta till Brooklyn. Till den hir lagerlokalen, som da var ett ratt
och kallt utrymme.”

Det var en deprimerande omgivning som métte honom dir: igenbommade
hus, tomter fulla med skrotbilar, vildhundar och allvarliga social problem.

"Dir fanns en djupt rotad atmosfir av hagléshet och uppgivenhet. Jag hade
ju helst velat slippa flytta, men jag insig att det inte gick och kimpa emot. Jag
maste gora det bista av den uppkomna situationen, jag maste finna nigot.”

Vad han fann var Brooklyns botaniska tridgard och Prospect Park — bara nigra
minuter med cykel fran sitt nya loft. Det var i dessa grona oaser som Anders
Knutsson hittade sitt andningshdl och han tillbringade mycket tid dér. S& sma-
ningom bérjade han teckna parkens trid.

”Min inre bild var av ett slags ursprungsvision av den brinnande busken, eller
av livets trdd. Ett trdd som ir upplyst inifrdn. Tridet var en idé som intresserade
mig, en kraftfull metafor, en forankring och stabilitet i en omgivning av hopp-
l6shet. Men det var inte ett levande trid som jag malade, det var idén av ett
trdd som jag gjorde om och om igen. Nir jag sig tillbaka pd vad jag gjort upp-
tickte jag att de sig alla nistan likadana ut, och att de var urtrikiga! Inte alls si
fascinerande som de triden jag sig i verklighet i parken.”

Anders Knutsson dndrade strategi och beslét sig for att skirpa upp sin iakttagel-
sef6rméga, lira om sitt sdtt att se och teckna ner detta. En verklig utmaning ef-
tersom han inte tidigare varit en konstnir som avbildade den yttra verkligheten.
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"Det var jobbigt” forklarade han “men jag tror att en malning av ndgot som finns i
verkligheten kan kommunicera mer direke till alla sorters ménniskor. Det dr definitivt
mer intressant f6r mig, Varfor ser det ut sa hr? Varfor vixer den grenen sa hir? Jag dr
fascinerad av den organiserade slumpmissigheten som ett trid vixer med. Jag upp-
tickee att en likhet, vad jag kallar ett portritt, kan ge en starkare visuell upplevelse.”

Men Anders stannade inte vid det, han drog fram det visentliga genom att eli-
minera all distraherande bakgrund, sasom som moln, blad och gris.

”Jag vill framhélla motivets vésentliga styrka. Jag vill visa hur ljuset faller, hur
det avslojar tridets stam och grenverk. Det 4r sd jag tror att den verkliga styr-
kan och energin i de gamla triden bist kommer till sin ritt och kan gora ett be-
stiende intryck pd oss.” Resultatet 4r organiska former knotiga av alder, otroligt
kraftfulla och mirkligt levande. Varje portritt visar ett trdd med sin egen unika
personlighet, vare sig det 4r den historiska Bedford-Eken i Bedford NY, den
enorma banyan i Buenos Aires, det grona "Knapptridet” i Florida som med sin
forvridna och seniga bark ger ett intryck av filigran, eller den majestitiska kop-
parboken frin Oyster Bay pa Long Island.

Nyligen tillbaks fran en resa till Kalifornien far jag se skisser fran vad Anders
hoppas bli sitt nista stora tridprojekt: det urgamla Bristleconegranarna i Inyo
nationalparken i White Mountain’s bergskedja norr om Death Valley.

”Jag hade list och hort talas om triden dir linge” siger Anders, ”Jag var fast
besluten att fa se dem. Det éldsta dr ndstan 4800 ar gammalt — det éldsta levan-
de tridet i virlden. Deras vixtplats utgdr tridgrinsen och nr sin lder bl.a. pa
grund av det kalla och oerhort torra klimatet. Det finns inga djur, insekter eller
overhuvudtaget nagot annat liv i dess nirhet — med andra ord inga fiender. De
har heller inget kommersiellt virde eller funktion, de bara finns dir och de lik-
nar inget annat trid som jag ndgonsin sett. De ser faktiskt mer ut som skulptu-
rer dn trid, de dr forvridna, bldstrade av sand och is och hérd, harda som stl.”

Anders Knutsson siger att han foredrar trid som 4r "komplexa och knotiga”.
Han kunde ha tillagt att han bara mélar trid med sjélen.
”Jag maélar luft och ljus, jag malar nagot som inte finns dir, egentligen.”

F6dd i Malmé, kom Anders Knutsson till USA for att arbeta som ingenjor i
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och experimentellt i sin natur. Som alla de som sett en performance kan intyga,
de dr helt hypnotiska: Du sitter i morker och ser ett sprakande fyrverkeri i firg
och rorelse. Det ir verkligen magi!

flyg och rymdindustrin i Rockford, Illinois. Han forilskade sig i sitt nya land
och bestimde sig for att stanna. Efter ett par ar borjade han att méla pa heltid.

Anders bodde di Cincinnati.

"Jag kopte ett billigt hus, hyrde ut de tva 6vre vaningarna och bérjade stilla ut
och silja min konst.” Sager han enkelt och direk.

Maleri och teckning var nagot han borjade med som ung. Senare, som tondr-
ing, var tecknandet ndgot som han gjorde i smyg — det ansags inte vara sirskilt
manligt, det var inte tufft nog. Aven om jag malade i Sverige var det aldrig riktigt
pa allvar. Det var inte forrin jag kom till USA som jag forstod att jag ville vara
konstnir. Men jag tror dnda att det finns ngot svenskt i min konst och mitt for-
héllningsstt till stil och design. Det mest patagliga dr mitt intresse for ljus: kins-
lomissigt, andligt och symboliske ljus. Nir fraigan kommer om jag kinner mig
svensk eller amerikan ir jag alltid svensk, men i synnerhet att bo i Brooklyn, dir
det bor immigranter frn éver hundra olika linder, 4r det ocksa litt att kinna sig
som en virldsmedborgare. Det tilltalar mig. Jag 4r intresserad av vad minniskor
fran olika delar av virlden, gor och tinker. Jag ir lyckligt lottad att komma fran
ett land som vilkomnar mig nir dn jag hilsar pa eller viljer att komma tillbaks.

I nistan trettio ar har han forskat i och experimenterad med lysande pigment —
fosforiserande material som bara anvints av ett fital konstnirer. Dessa mystiska
och exotiska mineraler har trollbundet ménniskan i drhundraden. Filosofer har
forsoke att forstd dem. Allkemister har forsokt manipulera dem och konstndrer
har f6rsoke att inkludera dem i sin konst — frin dansaren och koreografen Loie
Fuller som anvinde kemiska salter tillverkade f6r hennes forestillningar i bor-
jan av 1900-talet, till Luigi Fontana och Robert Matta som malade med sjilv-
lysande firg pa 1940-talet. Anders arbetar med moderna syntetiska material
som, trots allt 4r indd konstnirligt sett, svara att manipulera. "Nir jag forst gav
mig in pé att arbeta med fosforiserande pigment fann jag att forutom det mest
forekommande grona, ocksa fanns bla gula och réda sjilvlysande pigment. Jag
var bade forvinad och dverraskad av resultatet” sdger han. "Dessa pigment ut-
stralar firgat ljus i morker. Ljuset frén firgen avtar i olika hastighet for de olika
pigmenten — frin ndgon minut till flera timmar.”

1999 borjade Anders Knutsson arbeta med musiker och dansare for att — i Loie
Fullers anda kanske, komma fram till ett utryck som var bade improvisatoriskt
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Det ir det knivsvassa strilkastarintensiva solljuset som sticker i mitt bleka skinn,
som miljarder sma osynliga knott pa krigsstigen fast virre — UVC strdlar! och
den iskalla, tunna luften, allt skrek till mej: detta ir definitivt inte din vérld!
Jag dr nu hogt uppe pé de smutsvita dolomitsteniga sluttningarna i East Sierras
White Mountain i Kalifornien och slutet pé en tusenmila resa, for att nu intli-
gen triffa Metusalem och vinner, virldens ildsta levande trid.
Ingen och ingenting kan leva eller viixa hir — djur, figlar, insekter - inte ens mo-
gel eller bakterier kan sti ut med detta snilaste av alpina okenklimat — forutom
Bristleconegranarna (pinus longaeva).
Hir i Sculman Grove, som fitt sin upptickares namn, dr da de ildsta av de ildsta.
Tre till fyratusendringar, med "Metusalem” som omdrkt nestor, stir de i en liten
brant canyon och jag fir krypa fram mellan berg av kottar och rullande stenar.
Det dr s tyst den hir sena septemberdagen, helt vindstilla, inte ett knépp frin
ndgonting eller nagon, att jag kan hora "insidan” av mej sjilv. Mina tankar och
mitt sinne forsoker hélla ordning pa tid, dlder, forgingelse pa livets mysterium.
De gamla triden stir med respektfulla avstind frin varandra, som viderbitna
viktare. De dr skulpturer, monument. De héller rikning och ordning pa vart-
enda dr i sina ringar, sedan fore Ghiza pyramiderna byggdes. De var 2,000 dr
gamla nir Alexander den Store stormade Babylon.
En gren som faller i en isstorm ligger dir i tusen dr. Jag sitter mej och borjar
vdssa pennan...

Anders Knutsson
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Yellowwood, Triptych (light). Ol on canvas, 216x122 cm.
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Yellowwood, Triptych (dark)
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Bentenki Tree I, Senegal. Ol on canvas, 216x122 cm.
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Red Silk Cottonwood I1. Oil on canvas, 216X122 cm. Red Silk Cottonwood IT. Oil on canvas, 216xX18§ cm.
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Great Copper Beech. Oil on canvas, 216x185 cm.
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Ander S Knutsson Born 1937 in Malmé, Sweden www.andersknutsson.com
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