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B A R B A R A  C O O P E R

Nature is always my place to begin,” says Barbara Cooper. “Starting
with observations of specific phenomena, I abstract the dynamic
forces I find in processes as diverse as the surge of lava, the creep

of a glacier, the flow of water, or the growth of a tree.” Growth patterns
in plants and trees reflect adaptations to their environment, Cooper

adds. She takes a special interest
in nature’s responses to wounding
—scars and burls—and incorporates
these into her work.

The artist developed her building
process by studying branches, shells,
seed pods, animal bones, and the
like. Using wood veneer scrap, she
constructs sculptures whose com-
pact, rounded, and twisted forms
suggest wasp nests, fungi, pods, and
tree trunks. Surfaces may recall bark,
fish scales, and the lines on seashells.
Multiple references in Cooper’s work
come from her strategy of paring
forms down to their essence. In this,
she follows Brancusi, whom she has
admired since childhood.

To build form, Cooper staples
and glues layer after layer of veneer pieces together, removes the sta-
ples, and leaves glue drips that she likens to oozing sap. “I never want my
work to look manipulated,” she says. “It should seem to have grown
like a plant or evolved like the surface of the earth.”

Basically, Cooper is a species of recycler who takes inspiration from
nature, uses an industrial material, and returns it to organic form. Her
work can be read as a statement on human damage to the environment.
While the artist expresses very serious concern, her message is subtle.

Residencies in Iceland during 2000 and 2003 inspired new sculpture
that suggests landscape-level forces at work. On her first trip, Cooper
was overwhelmed by the magnitude of the environment and the power
of the landscape. She slowly came to terms with what she saw and

EXHIBITION: Relic, 2006. Cast iron, 3 x 13 x 8 in. 
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made five-foot by ten-foot charcoal drawings that suggest turbulent
rapids, earthquakes, and geysers. 

These led to veneer sculptures like Fall (2004), which is more than
seven feet high and spills out onto the floor an additional six feet. Fall,
which looks like one of the Iceland drawings translated into wood, is con-
structed from wider veneer strips. Strips emphasize the restless lines in
this piece, which is much more active than her other works in wood.

A three-month residency fellowship in 2006 at the Kohler Factory,
Wisconsin, gave Cooper an opportunity to revisit casting, a technique
she employed roughly two decades ago. “Kohler was wonderful,” she says.
“I got materials, space, and a technician to help me translate my ideas
into sculpture. It was truly a visceral experience to get my hands into big
slabs of clay, cut through them, and pull them apart.”

At Kohler, Cooper created the 13-inch-long Relic (2006) from clay and
cabbage leaves before casting it in iron. In this piece, the plant and lava-
like forms seem to ooze from within and break the surface. In finishing
Relic, Cooper sought to keep as much of the iron quality as she could by
using a steel wire brush and a brass wire brush to get a burnished look
on the leaves.

Relic is “a seminal piece,” the artist says, because it led to the much
larger Trace (2006), a 10-foot-long cast iron floor piece in ten sections that
looks like earth strata being forced together under tremendous pressure.
“I wanted to suggest a geological domino effect,” she states, “where
one piece moves, causing a second to change position, then a third, a
fourth, and so on.”

Trace is a slice of the landscape. There is tension between the organic
fluid energy in the overlaid sections and their cut edges, which the artist
connects to the contained nature of landscape corridors between natu-
ral areas that allow plant and animal species to move through their range.
“We attempt to preserve biodiversity in those corridors,” she says,
“which are hemmed in by farms and human development.” There is trun-
cation—and a similar environmental message—in Cooper’s severed tree
forms, which are up to seven feet tall, hollow, and lopped off from their
roots and canopy. 

Barbara Cooper keeps returning to nature, but always in different ways
and with fresh energy. Her latest work continues this lifelong engagement. 

From top: Trace, 2006. Cast iron, 8 x 120 x 10 in. (nine sections); 
Fall, 2004. Wood, glue, 85 x 36 x 18 in. (wall section), 74 x 30 x 13 in. (floor section).-
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