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After three decades, Kees Bruin has had time to
hone his skills and establish a unique identity
within the framework of New Zealand realism.
On the surface, his paintings seem quite simple
and straightforward, but on closer examination
it becomes apparent that the reverse is in fact
true. Each work is a carefully organised composite
imbued with symbolism, illusion and allusion –
a construct of ideas, places, people and images
from the artist’s own invention. These layers of
symbolism and meaning often relate directly to
Bruin’s Christian faith, although his paintings also
refer to other personal interests such as
skateboarding and surfing.

The works in this exhibition represent a number
of ideas that have recurred in Bruin’s work in
different guises. One of these is a concern with
the illusion of real space and allusion, often
metaphorically, to elements from both time and
space and Christian theology.

Bruin’s least esoteric imagery can perhaps be
found in his landscape paintings of Sumner, which
reveal his deep knowledge of the area where he
lives. This knowledge gives his paintings of the
Sumner foreshore in particular a heightened
reality. Paintings such as Cave Rock at Night and
Sumner Landscape reveal Bruin’s interest not just
in physical nature but also in how atmospheric
effects and light can change a simple, almost
mundanely familiar landscape into something
with grandeur and presence.

Since the mid-1990s, Bruin has explored the
potential of the symbolic figure in astral space.
The remarkable ‘Bride’ series epitomises this
particular concern, alluding to the spiritual
symbolism of the brides of Christ, from the parable
of the wise and foolish virgins. In works such as
Imminent harvest, figures levitate above local
landscapes on their journey within the firmament.
Each painting has its own message, sometimes
simple and subtle but often more complex, as in
Christchurch Bride no. II. In this work, an almost
Resurrection-like figure leaves the earthly plane,
carried aloft out of flames and water, symbols of
purification, as she is summoned by Christ from
the turbulent Baroque sky above.

By contrast, Bruin can also contract the picture
space so that the work operates within a closer

interior expanse. In Restored Eve no. IV, for instance,
the shallower space gives greater intimacy both
to the viewer and to the figure of Eve turned
away to confront the metal wall symbolic of the
division between life and death. This barrier also
appears in the Hope in the Door triptych, which,
with other related paintings, seems to allude
simply to Bruin’s interest in skateboarding but in
fact has greater significance. The metal door is a
symbol of the doorway to Christ, beaten by the
hope of those who want to enter it.

Since the 1970s, Bruin’s work has regularly dealt
with the ambiguities of reflected spaces, often
created through mirrored imagery. One of the
earliest is Self Portrait in Armagh Court Window
in which Bruin, then 23, painted his own reflection
as a photographer in the mirror image of a
window. The viewer is placed in the disconcerting
position of seeing what is before and behind the
camera. Aotearoa uses the same device, but with
greater subtlety. Across the barrier of the almost
surreal contents of the antique shop window the
artist effectively manipulates the ambiguities of
reflected space to tease and challenge the viewer.

In another way, Vanitas explores the effects of
interior and reflected space juxtaposed in the
same composition: the result is a kind of spatial
tour de force, loaded with allegorical symbolism
related to time and mortality. The memento mori
emblems borrowed from 17th century European
art allude to the transience of life and are used
to heighten and reinforce the painting’s narrative
elements.

In other 2004 and 2005 works, Bruin alludes even
more directly to 17th century images, several of
them conceived in such a way as to be almost
enigmatic. The powerful and mysterious Witness
Caravaggio is a prime example. Elements of reality
and unreality seem to co-exist in an ambiguous
statement of time and space where Caravaggio’s
dramatic 16th century masterwork The Taking of
Christ holds a dominant position. The overall
meaning of the painting is no less intriguing than
many of Bruin’s other works, but one factor is
evident and constant: very little that Kees Bruin
paints is not directly linked to his Christian faith.

NEIL ROBERTS

Witness Caravaggio

Left: Imminent harvest (detail)

“I like my paintings to give the illusion of being like a big photograph without

the major inherent distortions. I try to incorporate an underlying symbolic

message within the painting, although this does not always happen. When it

does, I am concerned with expressing it as subtly as possible – as Jesus Christ

said, the Kingdom of God is like buried treasure that one must search for in

order to find (Matthew 13:44).” Kees Bruin


