DEPTH OF SURFACE:
THE ARTWORKS OF |JAMES SHROSBREE

We usually, and quite reasonably expect wisud art to iwohe us in ar
encounter wit something that is seen  But James Shrosbree’s art wrhates
an unexpected wiudl expenence we become awane of what we canno!
see. His smad, at tmes wansome, but always intensely focused artworks
are ar imitaton for the viewer 1o enter the puay between the seen and
the unseen. The timelessmess of the self-contaned abyect and Our Lrang-

tory temporaliy infersect o this encounter

With ther strarge and curous shapes, thew small and handable sire. eack
piece 5 alunrg both wisually and tactilely  Shrosbree clearly sizes s
preces, whether i ceramcs o of wire and stretched ryion, to the touch
But his works -nvolwe more than the discrete obyect they incorporate
tensions the artist has noticed and amplified between the obgects and the
wall, or affinties based on ther postion with the floor UBLG (2002). a bent
tubular form n a deep blue nk, dnps a thin ne onto the wall, which
becomes a v rtual second shadow counterposnting the more diffuse one,
cast by the pieces ncandescent bghting A small deep blue disc marks
the junction of the tube and the wall, pinponting the spot from whech
the panted bng begns to tndkie ;

The obyects do ~ot resemnbile anytring but themsehes. and just as we thank
they might represent some knowr thing they quickly deflect that notion
by unexpectedly widensng out. or curang off, or tapenng dowrward into
a drawn 'ne  Let's, for an instant contrast them to famikar monumental
commemoratne sculpture. Such meces are created for a resemblance;
thew success les . ther abilty to ovoke recognition Generally, any
emotonal response derves from the viewer's response 1o the subyect
represented. at least & much as to the formal charactenstcs of the sculpture

mself Shrosbrees works call for an almost antthenical response

I his results not only from thesr prongunced contrast to the monuments’
size. but even more from ther deviation from representational figuration;
Shrosbree’s sculptures are radically non-mimetsc. Mot referencing a specific
personage or exstng thirg, they rely only on ther own qualies to attract
attention: 41 once unganty 4t bmes almost comecal and yet ahways
seauctive  They hover at particular detances from the wall, placed
n specific relation 1o the wewer and preening m bnght colors, absorbed
1 alay with bght and cast shadew A lurminosty seems to radsate from and
emvelope eacn prece, While the sculptures seem indifferent or oblnious 1o
our presence, they draw us 10 them ke a magnetl. Even as 010 (dango)’s
{2003) thin ¢rmson arms at s head and foot seem 1o brandsh a long
thin red wire, a defiant but ineflectve weapon for protecting s fragle
ovoed body, the unespecied pale turquose unavondably imaes ws closer
DBOIDBO's (2003) protuberances and parierns prompt a more careful

look, tryng to see the face it has turned toward the wall

In speaking of these pieces we ind ourselves at trmes using terms based
on the humar body Ve are still emergng from Modernism and our
vocabulary keeps dragging us back jnto obsolete responses generated by
the Modermist paradigm that art s meant 1o embody human qualites and
attmbutes Despie s abstractions, Modermsm was predscated on using
the human form as the point of departure and projecting human desires
o the object  Shrosbree’s art dwerpes from Modermist aesthetics,
While i, too, 5 dewected toward the human body, nevertheless 1 resists
emboded persondication; it does not represent the body as an obyect.
Instead. the surface and forms of each object antcipate the wewer's imees-
tgatior The meces present themselves for tactle explorations, extending
toward tne homan eye as f they were wtended for a touch I we
tend, then. 10 personify hes art objects 4 5 not due to ther surface



charactenstics but 10 ther relational postiomng, in space as well as ther
dynarmet engagernent with the wewer UBLG (2002) curves toward me,
€9 (trorsx) (2003) 1 tumed away, Unitled (1997) faces downward The
preces embody a wisual language, whach deliberately intiates and engages
the wewer's response They not only antiopate our act of wsion but, once
arresung it they become forces influencing our physical interactions as we
vestigate and interpret. Each piece catalyzes a choreography of exam-
nabon, which 1 stages, almost bke a score, through s formal qualises. its
overt surface markengs, and s nstallation.

This interachon pecomes a process of discovery.  Because, as much as
we Ury 1o stay fastened to the surface qualies, we find oursehves shpping
seamiessly inlo observatons and questions about what 15 not seen. We
lock at r3 (hanza) (2004), notce s taut surface dan of stretched nylon,
react 1o the billowing yellow curves enceching the center. moving around
and down Owur gaze passes across the wrnkles to the sharply defined
edpe, comes up next to the wall, and sees the shadow formang a smilar
shape We wonder how does it connect! And. locking more carefully. we
notice the space between the shadow and the stretched rylon openng,
ke that of a conch shell, sprraling inward as it departs entirely from our sight

We discover that each piece alludes to more that remains hidden from
a single wewpont. Observing longer and more fully, sometimes posicning
oursebves awkwardly 10 see the backside, reveals elements that are
otherwise obscure A frontal view of UB Ocular (2004) s domenated by
a large high-chroma blue sphere protruding from a rectangle with three
curved sides in the same whrant blue, panted like a slab, flat on the wall
As we move 1o the side of the piece we see long. thin filaments ansing
from the rectangle and reaching outward, extending over and under the
sphere A sbvery curved shape, smilir 10 4 shoe pont, emerges when we
look behind the sphere  And we begn 1o percenve qualites that are not

the direct substance of vison: in some peeces we become aware of weight

one piece seems mpossibly heavy, others seem 1o float Unutled (1997)
appears reposed and wnsular, while DSSD (2004) 5 quetly alert as of
1 ANDCIPAton.

Surfaces are all we see, and yel, increawngly we come to realize that,
in Shroshree’s art, whale the surface s attractsve. it s the hollow space, the
core that often seems to structure the form, Shrosbree’s objects seem
full, not a skin surrounding an empty void. They call attention to. the
pravilege of holding and of occupying a particular, umique volume of space
Qualibes that cannot be realzed through direct wisual expression seem
1o have drven and generated the wisible form, thereby actwating thewr

own indrect manifestation.

Ower the centunes, the elements of this dynamic relationshup have been
vanously descnbed through dualéms such as presencelabtence; the
nnerfthe outer: matter/form; body/soul, positve space/negative space:
the empty/the full. Shrosbree's art works result from the dualty found
between the surface and the contaned, unseen qualives. This dialogue
leads and sustains our gaze.

But this 5 not a metaphyscs: t s more an understanding of relational
processes -an archeclogy of wison, Through our relabionship with these
cunows and carefully orchestrated obyects we gan a double vision: awareness
of artforms that are fully present: and the understanding that we can only
spe a part, and even then, only slowly over time.

Lenore Metnck-Chen




