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“Something happened in the Renaissance, something that surged 
up against the constraints that centuries had constructed around 
curiosity, desire, individuality, sustained attention to the material 
world, the claims of the body.”   Stephen Greenblatt

In 2014 I spent 4 months in Florence, Italy taking photographs. 
LOOKING AT, LOOKING UP, LOOKING DOWN 
Looking at: 

“To see the world in a grain of sand… hold infinity in the palm of  
your hand”   William Blake 
Looking up at the sky, thinking: 

“Could there be a number that is nothing? That is less than zero?  
That begins where there is no beginning because it always was?  
And was before always?”   Clarice Lispector 
Looking down: 

“The way up and the way down are one and the same”   Heraclitus

THE PAINTINGS 
Influenced by the photographs, the paintings were made in my  
studio on my return this summer. 
Bare canvas: a constant reminder of beginnings 
I patch: construct, build  
I glue: cover up 
I tear: like giving birth 
I cut: damage or break 
I wrap: like clothing 
I paint: reveal, excavate 
Pattern evokes origins

DIPTYCHS 
The physicality of the paintings are contrasted with flat  
photographs. I think about ways of “being” and ways of “seeing”. 
What constitutes “being” and what constitutes “seeing”?

Presence and memory. Jo Smail  /  October 2014



Chewing on Shadows 

2014 

acrylic, enamel, pencil, artist’s tape, collage on canvas 
70 × 70 inches



Diptych 1 

Marmalade Heart

2014 

archival digital print 
18.5 × 24 inches

2014 

acrylic, found fabric, pencil, collage on canvas 
50 × 40 inches



Diptych 2 

Manmarks Treadmire Toil There

2014 

archival digital print 
18.5 × 24 inches

2014 

acrylic, pencil, artist’s tape, collage on canvas 
50 × 40 inches



Diptych 3 

Squandering Ooze to Squeezed Dough

2014 

archival digital print 
18.5 × 24 inches

2014 

acrylic, pencil, artist’s tape, found fabric, collage on canvas 
50 × 40 inches



Diptych 4 

Puffball and Torn Tufts

2014 

archival digital print 
18.5 × 24 inches

2014 

oil, acrylic, found fabric, pencil, collage on canvas 
50 × 40 inches



Diptych 5 

Angel’s Gaze

2014 

archival digital print 
18.5 × 24 inches

2014 

acrylic, found fabric, pencil, collage on canvas 
50 × 40 inches



For this exhibition, Smail constructed images by applying  
dissonant techniques that collapse reality and celebrate  
abstraction through the use – uncharacteristically, for Smail –  
of the camera. If we were to discuss the province of  
photography, the invocation of Barthes’ name would be  
inevitable. Photography’s relationship to reality does, as Barthes 
would submit, make us a witness. Photography stops time. 
However, why someone is compelled to act upon such power,  
and how they go about it, is a matter of debate. What the artist 
wants us to see, or conversely (as Susan Sontag might argue)  
what the artist choses not to reveal, transforms the image. For 
Smail, this transformation involves the use of empty space, that 
which is often referred to as ‘nothing.’

Smail’s use of the camera helps achieve a kind of single lens 
silhouette in a way that our eye cannot. Knowing that we bring 
meaning to shape based on personal experience, Smail choses  
to remove the cultural artifact inherent in the history of  
architecture, replacing it with the language of painting. In doing 
so, no longer is the picture of something. It is instead, as  
American artist Robert Heinecken claimed, an object about 
something. The vibration between such hairs of difference –  
the trembling, the quiver – is the liminality that we find in the 
latest works by Jo Smail. The framing and manipulation are  
new, but informed. As much as she reinvents herself, Smail  
always includes a sense of her own history: an echo, a trace, and  
an exchange. Her practice is cumulative. A conversation runs 
from one body of work to the next, adapting and collecting  
information along the way.

Perplexing as it may seem, the interstice or absence in Smail’s 
work is just as imperative as that which fills the space. There  
is a weight to emptiness, a tension that pushes and pulls  
simultaneously, of which Smail’s paintings and works on paper 

touching the void
If I have known the artist Jo Smail 15 years, I have 
known her a lifetime. The connection feels like 
memory, evading sequence and time, perhaps even 
truth. Recent studies of cognitive retention reveal  
that memory will restructure itself to accommodate 
invention over fact. In this way memory is by no 
means simple terrain; rather, it is a mystery. This is 
true of Jo Smail’s enigmatic new works assembled  
for the exhibition Leaning Over the Edge of the 
Moon. Like memory, her works are fictive intersections 
that approach truth, and then recede.



luminosity, while bowing down to the vagary of intangibility. This 
would assume everything that came before – every diminutive or 
seemingly trivial detail – accumulates and matters.

Perhaps the brilliance of Smail’s new work is in its similar wisdom. 
Like the potency of a sightless man explaining sight, I wonder if 
Jo’s understanding arrives from her own history, her own 
relearning of the world following myriad adversities from a studio 
fire to a stroke. Losing one’s ability to speak and write, as Smail  
did, is not so far from losing one’s sight. Each loss alters how one 
interprets the world. Losing one’s works and belongings in a  
studio fire, as Smail did, is not unlike losing one’s past. It forces 
one to be reincarnated, with eyes more open, understanding 
keener, heart more empathetic. Great loss is like touching the void, 
and perhaps profits a sagacity unmatched by any other experience. 
But these accumulated moments do not govern Smail’s work.  
They are the human experiences that provide the abstracting effect. 
Whereas looking up or down, in or out, naturally orients the viewer 
to the position of the camera, Smail’s work does not. Instead, it 
pulsates, confusing figure with ground, capsizing the void.

When I leave the studio I note the pile of torn paintings.  
Accumulated parts, pieces, and disembodied scraps of paint pile  
in a humorously funerary vignette on the ground. I think “sleep 
well old friends, I’ll be seeing you again, some day, some how, 
somewhere.” After all, they are traces of the day, evidence of our 
existence, touching the void. They are the language of Jo Smail.

make us acutely aware. Whereas blank space proclaims meaning 
by that which touches its edges, pregnant space is correspondingly 
defined by its surrounding nothingness. Eastern religions 
understand this concept, believing the empty and the full are of 
equal position, mutually dependent and reliant on one another. 

“Thirty spokes unite at a hub,” writes Lao Tzu, “[but] it’s the 
emptiness that makes the wheel usable.”

Through the sheer act of summoning nothing, it transitions into 
something. Nothing is therefore something – something of great 
significance in fact – steeped in intellectual complexity and 
transcendence. This is the best way I know to introduce Jo Smail, 
whose work is most profound because it straddles the line 
between visual weight and the void, between the something and 
the nothing… and thus, is everything.

Everything and Nothing, Jorge Luis Borges’ celebrated collection 
of short stories, has been the subject of countless discussions  
in the studio with Jo Smail. In his writing, Borges illuminates the 
quandary of many creators, the desire to capture that which is 
impossible to capture – the essence of being. The image of Borges, 
a sightless man in his later years mentally reciting lectures about 

“modest” blindness, elicits a deliberation on the failures of 
language. Words fail to actually create anything tangible. Paintings 
at least try. Through text, we may assemble pre-existing words  
in ways we hope seem relevant, even new, but they are repurposed. 
Words are shaped or manipulated for the current objective, but 
not created. In contrast, paintings create shape or color or light 
where none existed before, but they are subject to the failures  
of interpretation. The risk of inadequately communing exists in 
both mediums. One is left to wonder if with heightened senses,  
a blind man ( like Borges), by acquiescing to limitation, can better 
succeed in describing the elusive nature of things by sanctioning 
memory to reveal the quintessence of pigment, form, light, or 

amy eva raehse 

Exhibition Curator



Looking at, Looking up, Looking down studio photograph
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