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The act of painting is one of illusion. Parti-
Lularly before the late 1900’ s, painting in
lw West was Iah_elv al')out malzm; pig-
mcnted goop lo()L like ~omu‘.lnu; in the
l'L{ll tlnec dimensional world. Nl()dernht

L:p(.\.mlly abstract, painting of the last
one hundred years points away from this
essential fa“acy of painting. Rather than
picturing reality, these works soug‘_lﬂ to
emplmsize the surface, plane and ol)icct-
hood of paintings. Here, the painting is
an ()I)ject. Candace M. Bricefio makes
()lajects, too; moreover, Bricefio’s ol)jeulzs
are pu]m[h best understood as the direct
progeny of ~u\.[1 I\l()derm.t painting l()élL
This connection to painting l‘nllx.__].lt l)e
hard to notice as Bricefio’s artwork is

rooted in a number of techniques, none
of which uses the application of colored
adhesive on stretched fabric all that often.
These artworks are too pllysical to create
the illusion associated with the prep()nder-
ance of painting. [\atlwr, Bricefio stresses
the plw~1«.alltv of pamtmg s surtaces, even
using those surfaces as :Lulptuml ]nul(llng
matcrials, to underscore art’s inherent
limitations in mcdiatiud visual experi-
ences tllrou;ll llLl’ plm.Lv ancl ultmmtelv

self- suffxueut ()l‘))LLh

Tlu)ugh it is true that there is little paint
per se in Briceno’s W()rlz, there is the
pl’l\“iual surface on which paint is applied
the support. l:unl:uh_ ’ support is most
tvpma”v linen or canvas stretched across
a square, wooden fxame, but Bricefio also
uses paper and felt. When creating an
illusionistic painting, the canvas or other
material is coated with a priming material
that obliterates much of the physical,
ol‘)ject-g‘iving information of the support’s
material self. Successive layers of paint
are built atop this foundation to create an

illusion of a fruit lmwl, field of flowers

or some other ()l’)jects in space. Bricefio,

(Vllerry. 2006, Hand-dyed felt, thread on wire hoop. 4 1/2" x 4" x 3 1/2".

lwwever, employs tecl111iques that emplm-
size that the support is a piece of fabric.
[1Itimate]y, this concentration on the
fabric becomes the conduit for moving
into eutirely three-dimensional ()l)jeuts,
but it is easier to trace Bricefio's connec-
tion to painting l)_v first investigating her
work that conforms to comparativcly

recognizal‘)le painting conventions.

Speciﬁca“y, those works on stretched
canvas look the most like paintings. These
paintings usually have a minimal picto-
rial Jesign with much blank canvas. In
many of these paintings, a dominate,
stuffed fabric element is sewn directly
onto the canvas while paint, if used at aﬂ,
is >plead tlliulv In an abstract painter’s
terul()]() 3y, tllh thin lavel of paint is
a stain. Lll\(_‘ a grass stain on a pair o
trousers, this Luld of paint seeps into the
fabric support tlu_r(.l'ry emplmalzulg the
pl1ysical existence of the support rather
than covering it up. The sewn elements
of these works emplmdzc the p]w~i<.al
support l)y mel()vm; a tailor's tec luuque
to affix these blistered surfaces onto it.

Furtl‘lerm()re, the raised elements l')rmé

the whole image into a low sculptural
relief. Here, the canvas is treated like a
piece of pl1ysical, malleable fabric rather
than a stiff blank page, but Bricefio draws
out plain paper’s pl]ysicalil:y, too.

Briceno's L]rawin_;‘s on paper are made
entirely of needle pricles that approximate
sewing and also demonstrate the ()l’)ject-
hood of the support. In this l)()(ly of work,
Bricefio uses a needle as a (memg tool
l)y p(.ri()ratmr_ a dL\lgll into lal;_(f ~11L<.t~
of paper. Punched fr()m both tll(. front
and back sides of the paper, pr1<.lz> made
from the front of the paper catch the liglﬂ:
differently than the ones polzc(l back-to-
front. This tecllnique calls attention to
the many-sided sculptural realil:y of the
paper whereas a blank sheet of paper, like
a pamtuu_ support, is u~uallv an empty
space for 1llu~ory de~1>_,u Tlus paper is

not illusionistic but :L_ulptural.

The rigid surface of the paper permits a
sculptural experience m()stly limited to
rectilinear plancs, but actual fabric such as
a canvas support possesses a H()ppy pllysi-

cality that Bricefio explores :‘culptumlly,



too. Like her other square paintings,
Bricefio has also made works })y sewing
clyccl, cut felt all over a stretched canvas.
Besides their l)igllcr relief than the other
square paintings, these works become even
more scu]ptural when Bricefio clisplays
them l1ori7.ontal]y. Laying the works on
a shelf pcrpenclicular to the wall undercuts
the potcntial illusion that the painting
is some window onto a real space. It also
exposes llcigllt, or dcpth off the wa“, of
the support that is the third dimension
usua“y hidden l)y illusionistic painting.

The tcc]miqucs Bricefio cmploys to cmplla-
size the 1)]1ysica] support in those artworks
that closcly resemble two-dimensional prac-
tices such as painting and clrawing carry
her into more raclically three-dimensional
ar’tma]eing. A ]argc portion of Bricefio’s
works are wa"-mountcd, hand-sewn felt
scu]pturcs. In these pieces, green discs
jut out of the wall while linear elements
sprout out their tops. Like the square
pieces, the felt is sewn via a paint stain.
Displayccl one-by-one or sown in a group
across an acreage of wall, the works are
constructed and ]1ung with enough of
an eye to sculptura] concerns that tllcy
almost cntircly outgrow their immediate
painting references. Still other p]us]1
works have been plucleccl from the wall
altogctller. For instance, Bricefio’s fabric
banana pcc]s, titled Pile, cxcmp]ify her
wlm“y sculptura] work.

The felt fruit also points to the central
motif that binds all of Bricefo’s work
toget]mer. That the works possess a painting
pccligrcc altllougll t]wy are c]carly not
paintings has been discussed without any
mention of Bricefio’s works’ content. This
has not been to soft-pcta] the syml)olic
potcntial of their su])jccts, but rather to
]1igl1]igl1t the clccp connection between
Bricefio’s practice of moving in and out
of that content and painting proper. For
the artist, these works are a response to

the desire to capture her experiences with
the natural world. For instance, the square
paintings of Pond Series typica“y picture
landscapcs: the paint stains are sllaclows;
the pu“‘y app]iqués are abstractions of
flowers and trees. Pom-pom flower tops
bloom from felt stems that spring forth
from wire-rimmed pi“ows of carth in the
wall-mounted works. Piles” of banana pcc]s
are somewhat less abstract variations on
their real-world counterparts.

The discarded banana pccl, the font of
the slapsticle pratfa", is also the keenest
signhcicr of humor in the work. Attentive
hand sewing migllt make the work feel
precious, f‘ussy or Fragi]c, but their tangil)lc,
handmade lcvity dominates and is lecy to
Bricefo’s translation of her experiences
with nature. Humor is also apparent in
the artwork’s palcttc: l)rig]1t in hue with
a 11igl1]y saturated intensity. The use of
I)right]y colored l)and-&yccl felt gives the
work a p]usll familiarity. It is as amicable
as a puppet. The work is wllimsical, almost
cartoony. It is not without mc]ancholy,
however. Even the cllarming banana pccls
exhibit a distinct patllos.

A sense of loss can be noted in all of
Bricefio's work. In the clrawing, Pce/, the
bananas are missing. The wall-mounted
pieces, like Pink Heaa’s, and C/wrries, look
like abstracted ﬂora, fauna and {;ungi, but
also resemble finc]y handcrafted clisplay
devices from which a precious stone has
been removed. The square paintings lack,
I)y and largc, paint. Ovcra“, Briceno's
practice is missing the look of painting
even tl'loug]1 itis stccpccl in that tradition.
This sense of loss is intcgra] to the work’s
content and the artist’s intent. Just as loss
permeates the work, the project of repre-
senting the natural world is as unobtainable
for Bricefo as it is for painting itself.

Trying to represent one's experience of the
natural world is a]ways filled with pat]ws.

It is a task doomed to failure. Art is, l)y
definition, not the tl1ing it represents but
a mediation of it. Modernist painters’
fixation on painting’s self-aware o])ject-
hood cxcmpli{:iccl their attempt to privilcgc
artworks’ J(:orm, and not their illusionistic
capacities, as the appropriate territory for
art. Bricefio's llopscotch among Modernist
paintcrly impulscs and more dimensional
O])jccts dramatizes the conflict between her
desire to capture the cxpcricncccl world
and her awareness that such an illusion is
ﬂatly inaclcquatc. Consequcnt]y, Bricefio
has to move away from painting even if
she cannot abandon it a]togctlwr. The dis-
connect between real nature and Bricefio’s
art mirrors the clisappointmcnt in our
awareness of art’s inal)i]ity to aclcquatcly
match up with rca]ity. —Eogctl]cr, these sor-
rows give Bricefio’s work its clcpt]1, ]itera“y,
as scu]pturc, and Jr‘igurai:ivcly as well.

Bricefio’s use of the sccming]y world-wide
awareness of mediated forms saves the
project from the doom of trying to rep-
resent nature. Conccptua“y, Bricefo’s
work becomes the shared experience of
this awareness. Art, atits l)cst, does not
so much seck to emulate the real as

clucidate it. Bricefio’s work makes the
disappointmcnt of art’s fa]ecry not ncarly
so stinging. With a pu”y and vibrant craft,
Bricefio’s work suggests that the inal)i]ity
to fu“y render experience is a friendlier
situation than a vexing one. By sprcacling
their roots in a tradition of pl1ysica]i7.ing
painting’s i“usory conceit, the artwork
of Candace Bricefio is able to transform
Modernist self-awareness into an affable

and welcoming ﬂowering of a self-assured art.

Jeff M. Ward

Critic-in-residence at the Core Program
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Houston, TX
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