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at Elizabeth Leach





Cris Bruch marks time in small, simple, almost mindlessly repetitive acts that form conglomerated monuments to patience and elementary process. Each of the Seattle-based artist’s wall and floor sculptures and drawings at Elizabeth Leach, almost all dated 2006, is a narrative of the slow transformation of a flimsy, cheap or unusual material into a majestic form.


   Like Martin Puryear, Bruch combines material ingenuity and craftsmanship to build layers of meaning in sculptures that are neither representational nor abstract. Pilgrim is a stout object about 4 feet long made of paper, fiberglass and ink. It sits on the floor, loosely resembling an acorn, a spinning top or a buoy. Bruch took a roll of paper less than 2 inches wide and hundreds of feet long and coiled the strip around itself the way a schoolboy might coil paper around a finger and then telescope it. Bruch did not telescope or extrude the form, however. He shaped it freehand as he went along, attaching each turn of the paper to the next with glue. That formed the structure, which he coated internally with fiberglass for strength.


   To make the variegated surface, Bruch striped the edges of the paper roll with yellow and black ink before he began coiling. In the finished work, the dark and light marks make random surface patterns that from certain vantage points evoke shafts of light falling on the object. Pilgrim is at once a drawing, an inscrutable totem and a spotlighted prop for an unknown performance. It is certainly a pilgrimage into unfamiliar territory for these materials, combined in Bruch’s invented process. 


   In the late 1980s and early ‘90s, Bruch made socially oriented work, constructing inventions to serve the homeless and performing with them on the streets of Seattle. But about a decade ago, he turned decisively toward a more formal approach, and methods that reflect upon the artist as a laborer. He is a relentless explorer of materials, sometimes impulsively grabbing what’s lying around his studio. For his “Dreamhouse” series of drawings, he plucked from his recycling bin blister packs—the see-through, molded pieces of plastic, usually sealed to cardboard, that display and protect consumer products—and made freehand depictions of their contours. The overlapping outlines of these negative spaces evoke bubbly dwellings in utopian neighborhoods.


   Longest Shortest Distance is another extreme-craft project that results in a commanding form. It embodies a material contradiction in that it is made of flat pieces of wood that yield an undulating form. Bruch cut and joined a series of precisely shaped but roughly hewn wood slats, fashioning an almost 6-foot-tall, freestanding object that is a hyperbolic plane (think of lettuce edging or a violently warped vinyl record). Bruch’s plodding approach turns out to be animating: the wood appears to curve of its own volition.





		     —Jen Graves
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Left to right, Cris Bruch’s Longest Shortest Distance, 2006, hemlock, and Harbinger, 2004, paper, resin and flocking; at Elizabeth Leach.














