
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Waiting Room presents a close-up of a broom, the bristles trans-
formed into long blonde hair. Wearing glasses with numberless clock-
faces, the head appears to lean back against a yellow-purple gradient 
resembling venetian blinds. !e luscious lips and coifed hair identify 
the face as feminine. !e complexity of the description belies the work’s 
visual simplicity. It can be digested quickly as an image, but it can also be 
savored for its indeterminate psychology. !e same "gure "lls the canvas 
in Still Life. Here one eyeglass re#ects (or projects?) a glistening ice cube 
and a cherry with a phallic stem. Conveyed with the fetish perfection of  
’80s advertising, the little scene is intoxicating to behold and carries an 
intimation of mortality, reminiscent of Dutch vanitas paintings. 

!e one work without a broom, Over the Shoulder, shows a stiletto 
heel piercing a pink tongue, held taut by the lethal point. !e violence 
is rendered more obscene by the cartoonish abstraction of the forms 
and the gorgeous periwinkle background. !e scene is framed by 
an outline that doubles as a wide-open mouth, white squares at the 
top and bottom representing teeth. A handlebar mustache above the 
mouth, a recurring character in Smith’s work, slyly points to the male 
persona that is synonymous with the history of painting.  

 In the quietly shocking Medusa, a tangled mass of green snak-
ing atop a broom handle sharply contrasts with a background fade of 
bright red to hot pink. Smith subverts the Greek myth of this female 
monster, who turned men to stone when they looked in her eyes, by 
portraying her as eyeless. In tandem with the other works on view, 
the painting embodies the psychodrama of seeing and being seen that 
women artists face when engaging with the legacies of modernism. 

—Nora Gri$n

EMILY MAE SMITH
Laurel Gitlen
Emily Mae Smith’s "rst solo show at Laurel Gitlen, titled “Medusa,” 
pumped new blood into the ongoing conversation that many contempo-
rary artists have with Pop art, in particular its glamour "nish and populist 
appeal. !e crisply imagined paintings reference classic animation, art his-
tory, mythology and science-"ction kitsch. After a 2014 breakout show at 
Junior Projects on the Lower East Side, the young Brooklyn-based artist 
was included in prominent group exhibitions in New York and Europe. 

Most of the seven oil-on-linen works (all 2015) measure 48 by 37 
inches, an ideal portrait size. Smith compellingly integrates bold graphic 
design with the luminous surfaces of oil paint. Virtuosic technique is 
tempered by an absurdist humor that activates and personalizes her work. 
Cartoonish brooms "guring in many of the paintings are recognizable from 
the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” sequence of Disney’s 1940 "lm Fantasia. !e 
broom, in various guises, becomes a surrogate for the artist as well as a sym-
bol for the enchanted modality of the studio, a space that exerts tremendous 
force over its occupant’s desires and fears. 

In !e Mirror, simple black lines on a cadmium yellow background 
depict a group of brooms lounging around a giant red-framed hand 
mirror in the middle of the canvas. Black and white dots in Lichtenstein’s 
iconic benday style compose its re#ective oval surface. !e centrality 
of the mirror creates the e%ect of looking at imagery by Smith and by 
Lichtenstein at the same time—a doubling that is complexly pleasurable. 
References to art history are more subtly folded into other works. !e 
pu%y clouds partly occluded by red bricks in Scream evoke René Magritte, 
as does the "ligree rendition of twin moons in pink and blue in View-
"nder. In each painting, an anthropomorphic broom handle is depicted in 
a stance elucidating the title.

EXHIBITION REVIEWSNOVEMBER 2015 

Emily Mae Smith: 
Medusa, 2015, oil 
on linen, 38 by 27 
inches; at Laurel 
Gitlen.
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ART & DESIGN

Emily Mae Smith: ‘Novelty Court’

By KEN JOHNSON JULY 7, 2014

Bucking the messy abstraction trend, Emily Mae Smith’s Pop-style paintings
comment on sex and gender with satirical ingenuity. Two posterlike works on
view in this pint-size gallery mimic the cover of The Studio, a late-Victorian art
magazine, with the title lettered at the top and the Art Nouveau-style image of a
female artist painting in her studio rendered in thin black lines on white
grounds. To each of these genteel images, Ms. Smith has added the realistic,
semi-transparent color image of a much-enlarged piece of fruit — a banana and a
tomato — highlighting the idea of the woman as a desirable commodity.

Three smaller and funnier paintings take aim at masculinity. Each has a
handlebar mustache painted at the top, and rows of small white squares, like
teeth, lining the picture’s upper and lower edges. This makes the whole picture
into a man’s wide-open mouth, which serves, in turn, as a frame for other
imagery, like the pink buttocks accented by a monocle in “The Inspector.”
“Tongues and Coin” has pink tycoon tongues reaching out to catch falling silver
coins. A just-fired gun barrel rises from the bottom edge in “Smoking Gun.”

There’s a sense of personal import in these works that might have as much
to do with the artist’s own psychic conflicts as with sexual politics in general. The
exhibition’s biggest and most promising painting is a self-portrait as the magic
broom from Disney’s “Fantasia.” Leaning against the inner edge of a floral-
patterned Art Nouveau border and nonchalantly smoking a cigarette, this
androgynous, mop-haired figure defies the world’s usual categorical imperative
with exemplary élan.

Junior Projects

139 Norfolk Street, Lower East Side

Through July 6

A version of this review appears in print on June 27, 2014, on page C24 of the New York edition with the
headline: Emily Mae Smith: ‘Novelty Court’.

© 2014 The New York Times Company
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Emily Mae Smith
JUNIOR PROJECTS
139 Norfolk Street
June 8–July 31
In “Novelty Court,” Emily Mae Smith presents paintings that
employ a personalized iconography as a means toward
unabashed self-assertion and its liberatory effects. For the
most part, the motifs in these canvases are proprietary, culled
from sources ranging from the Art Nouveau trade bulletin The
Studio to Disney’s Fantasia, and they are fed by the artist’s
robust interest in the history of design. Ghost Writer (all works
2014) is an extreme case, a painting which repeats the letter
E five times in black paint on a white background; the middle
bar of the letter, which would complete the character, has
been replaced by a two-hued blue wave. Here, Smith alludes
to herself through a corporatized logo, reformulating the spirit
of Kurt Schwitters’s “Merz” series in the corporate graphic
parlance of Microsoft’s Windows.

One conspicuous element that appears in three small
paintings features a man’s toothy rictus as a framing device.
The mouth reads as male because there is a handlebar
mustache painted directly above it, and because of the
gaping Chiclet teeth centered above and below the picture.
For instance, in The Inspector, the teeth circumscribe a
simplified image of a cartoonish backside. Hovering above
the right cheek is a monocle, which brings to mind eyeglasses and other sight aids deployed by artists—
from Pieter Brueghel the Elder to Jasper Johns—as iconographic code to mock myopic art critics. In this
case, Smith adds a wry jab at the insatiable male gaze. Are we all really so obtuse and ass-hungry?
Maybe. This type of graphic sophistication and screwball humor forms an incisive critique in its own right
as it circumvents any dominant mode of picture-making in favor of singular intelligence and eccentricity.

— Nathaniel Lee

Emily Mae Smith, The Inspector, 2014, acrylic
on linen, 14 x 11”.
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Patricia Esquivias
MURRAY GUY
453 West 17th Street
June 12–August 1
Probing the relationship between historical preservation and
individual memory, Patricia Esquivias’s film 111-119
Generalísimo/Castellana, 2014, traces stories around a
1950s housing project in Madrid’s current-day financial
district. Much of the film focuses on ceramic murals originally
installed for the balconies of the buildings; each mural depicts
a different city around Europe, the intent during Franco’s
reign being to project an image of Spain as a thriving,
international state. Many were removed over time, some
salvaged pieces of which are on view along with photographs
and texts in this exhibition that, together with the video,
constructs a historical narrative that oscillates between what
is personal and what is factual.

The film depicts the artist’s laptop screen, showing her
opening and switching between various image files. The disjointed slideshow establishes that her interest
in the housing development hearkens back to time spent with her father, hinting that her concern with
facts is also viewed through a lens of rekindled childhood imaginations. One narrative references a
refashioned marble wall element that appears to have originally resembled a seashore—the artist jokes
that perhaps residents’ fond memories from holidays at the beach will instigate the piece’s restoration. In a
printed text, Esquivias retells how a renter decided against destroying his ceramic mural after hearing of
the artist’s interest in the object.

Documents displayed on tables further illustrate the artist’s efforts to uncover the buildings’ histories,
which included meeting with families of the architects and thwarted attempts to photograph more tiles.
The artist’s anecdotes and research foretell how objects and surroundings receive value through
circumstances perhaps as fickle as they are personal. Esquivias’s own instructive approach mirrors this

View of “111-119 Generalísimo/Castellana,”
2014.
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New York
Len Lye
Sarah Charlesworth
Andrei Koschmieder
Ry Rocklen
Rebecca Horn
Sanya Kantarovsky
Jorinde Voigt
Bill Jenkins
Kristan Kennedy
“Ephemera as Evidence”
“When the Stars Begin to
Fall: Imagination and the
American South”
Jason Loebs
Nancy Grossman
“With Hidden Noise”
Kara Walker
“Witness”
“Supports/Surfaces”
Louise Lawler
“Slip”
Hervé Guibert
Israel Lund
Emily Mae Smith
Patricia Esquivias
“The View from the
Window”
“DTR”
“Other Primary Structures”
“Pleh”
Christoph Schlingensief
Charles James
Zoe Beloff
“Living with Pop. A
Reproduction of Capitalist
Realism”
Matthew Ronay
Jerry Kearns
“City as Canvas: Graffiti
Art from the Martin Wong
Collection”
“Ultrapassado”
“13 Most Wanted Men”
James Lee Byars
Nancy Rubins
Trisha Brown
Charles Gaines

Los Angeles
Jacob Hashimoto
Hiroshi Sugimoto
Agnès Varda
Nathan Mabry

CURRENT PAST
New York
Len Lye
THE DRAWING CENTER
35 Wooster Street
April 17–June 8
A well-established figure in the history of experimental
cinema, Len Lye’s stature in art history, especially as a crucial
link between the early avant-garde of animation and mid-
century modernism, has not been properly championed in the
United States. This new exhibition makes significant strides
towards rectifying that, as well as introducing a body of
drawings, paintings, and memorably mysterious photograms
never before exhibited, along with documentation of his
kinetic sculptures. The foundation of Lye’s practice, which
began in the 1920s and continued all the way until his death
in 1980, was to visually convey the feeling of motion,
primarily constructed with lines, as in his series of eleven
small pencil drawings, “Sketch for Motion Composition,”
1938. Bold, unfussy marks congregate and crosshatch,
elongating into dervish-like forms with each successive
drawing, in tune with his fantastical sketches for monumental
sculptures nearby encased that had to wait for technology to
catch up to their ingenuity.

A looping selection of the artist’s short films takes over the
downstairs gallery. Anticipating Stan Brakhage by decades,
films such as A Colour Box, 1935, and Trade Tattoo, 1937,
pioneered direct filmmaking with their complex printing, color grading, and direct-drawing techniques. In
the latter, utilizing black-and-white outtakes from the British General Post Office’s Film Unit’s
documentaries, Lye transforms through sprightly editing, racing patterns, and a Cuban orchestra score
what was once excess footage of labor into a superb modernist work. The film is an exuberant declaration
of the accumulative beauty and civic virtue of industry circulating across land and sea, flashing such
declarations as “The rhythm of trade is maintained by the mails” before cutting to a train speeding by in
the night, abstract shapes bopping and dashing across the composition, and colors exploding like
fireworks. With straightforward intentions and a clear premise, Len Lye created work far ahead of its time
and deserving of ours now.

— Paige K. Bradley

Len Lye, Ann Lye, 1947, photogram, 15 9/10 x
13".
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Sarah Charlesworth
MACCARONE INC.
630 Greenwich Street
April 25–June 14
Polished pictures of a floating world, Sarah Charlesworth’s
series “Objects of Desire,” 1983–88, once aptly injected
beauty where it didn’t belong—deconstruction,
postmodernism, Conceptualism—and inspired her peers and
later generations to do the same. The images have aged very
well. Today, these key works by the late artist come together
as potent omens for our decontexualized image glut and
herald her own long-standing interests—gender, politics,

links
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