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Memphis, TN
Art Center
1636 Union Avenue
901.276.6321
artcentermemphis.com

Beauty Shop Restaurant
966 South Cooper 
Memphis, TN 38104
901.272.7111
thebeautyshoprestaurant.com

brg3s architects
11 W Huling Ave
Memphis, TN 38103
901.260.9600
brg3s.com

Caritas Village
2509 Harvard Avenue
Memphis, TN 38112
901.327.5246
caritasvillage.org

Circuitous Succession Gallery
500 S 2nd Street
Memphis, TN 38103
901 229 1041
director@circuitoussuccession.com

Christian Brothers University
Beverly & Sam Ross Gallery
50 E Parkway
Memphis, TN 38104
901.321.3243
cbu.edu/gallery
rwerle@cbu.edu

Crosstown Arts
422-438 N. Cleveland
Memphis, TN 38104
Tuesday-Saturday, 10 am - 6 pm 
901.507.8030
crosstownarts.org

Flashback
2304 Central Avenue
Memphis, TN 38104
901.272.2304
flashbackmemphis.com

Jay Etkin Gallery
942 South Cooper St
Memphis TN 38104
901.550.0064
jayetkingallery.com
etkinart@hotmail.com

L Ross Gallery
5040 Sanderlin Ave, Suite 104
Memphis, TN 38117
901.767.2200
lrossgallery.com

Memphis Botanic Garden
750 Cherry Road
Memphis, TN 38117
901.636.4100
info@memphisbotanicgarden.com
www.memphisbotanicgarden.com

Memphis Brooks Museum of Art
1934 Poplar Avenue
901.544.6226
brooksmuseum.org 

Memphis College of Art
1930 Poplar Avenue
901.272.5100 
mca.edu

Main Gallery, Rust Hall at Memphis College of Art
Gallery hours: Monday-Friday 8:30 am to 5pm, 
Saturday 9am to 4pm and Sunday 12 to 4 pm. 

Hyde Gallery at Memphis College of Art
Nesin Graduate School
477 South Main
Gallery Hours: Wednesday-Saturday 12-5pm
477 Store 
Hours: Wednesday-Saturday 12-5pm

National Ornamental  
Metal Museum
374 Metal Museum Drive
Memphis, TN 38106
901.774.6380
metalmuseum.org

TOPS
400 South Front St
Memphis, TN 38103
info@topsgallery.com

University of Memphis
Art Museum of the University of Memphis 
Communications and Fine Arts Bldg. 
901.678.2224
amum.org

The Martha and Robert Fogelman Galleries  
of Contemporary Art
3715 Central Ave
Memphis, TN 38152
901.678.3052
memphis.edu/fogelmangalleries

Nashville, TN
LOCATE Arts
Brian R Jobe & Carri Jobe, Co-Founders
locatearts.org

Tennessee Arts Commission
401 Charlotte Avenue
615.741.1701
arts.state.tn.us

Johnson City, TN
Slocumb Galleries
East Tennessee State University
etsu.edu/cas/art/slocumb

Smithville, TN
Appalachian Center for Craft
Tennessee Tech
1560 Craft Center Drive
Smithville, TN 37166
tntech.edu/craftcenter

Cleveland, MS
Delta State University
Wright Art Center Gallery
1003 W. Sunflower Rd.
662.846.4720
dsuart.com

Kappa Pi International  
Art Honor Society
info@kappapiart.org 

Studio 230
110 B South Court Street
Cleveland, MS 38723
Wednesday-Friday & Sunday, 1pm-6pm
Saturday 9am-7pm
studio230ms.com

Oxford, MS
The University of Mississippi
Department of Art and Art History
Meek Hall , Gallery 130
662.915.7193
art.olemiss.edu

University of Mississippi 
Museum and Historic Houses
University Ave & 5th St
Oxford, MS
662.915.7073
museum.olemiss.edu

Jonesboro, AR
Arkansas State University
Bradbury Art Museum
201 Olympic Drive
Jonesboro, AR 72401
870.972.2567
bradburyartmuseum.org

Little Rock, AR
University of Arkansas  
at Little Rock
Department of Art / Galleries
2801 S University Ave
Little Rock, AR 72204
501.569.3182
ualr.edu/art

Philadelphia, PA
University of the Arts
MFA Book Arts + Printmaking
MFA Studio Art
Cynthia Nourse Thompson, Director 
215.717.6106
cythompson@uarts.edu 
studioartmfa.uarts.edu
bookprintmfa.uarts. edu

Support those who  
Support the Arts:  
Listings for Artists, Galleries, Organizations, 
and Businesses that Make Art Happen
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Alexander Rodchenko, Stairs, 1929-30, 
Gelatin silver print. Photo courtesy of the 
Sepherot Foundation.

The editorial (Number: 86, p.5) was written by 
Lucienne Auz and Soyoung Park. Number 
offers sincere apologies to the co-guest 
editors.

During the years 1993–2013 I drew an 
illustration accompanying The News of 
the Weird, a syndicated column for the 
Memphis Flyer. Many of the articles were 
about contemporary avant guarde art. 
- Jeanne Seagle

Floor Painting
2001

My Eggs
Chrissy Conant, artist
13 reproductive eggs in silicone
Aldrich Museum of Contemporary Art, Ridgefield 
Connecticut
2002

Gum Blonde
Jason Kronewald, artist
“Gum Blondes” series includes busts of Britney Spears and 
Pamela Anderson
2004

Minimal Art
Simon Pope’s “Gallery Space Recall” exhibit at the Chapter 
Arts Centre in Cardiff Wales calls on viewers to imagine 
another art show they have seen.
2006

Lard Sculpture
Emily Katrencik, artist
LMAK project gallery, NYC
2005
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s: Editorial:
I first became interested in the interplay of 

technology and art while studying at Alfred University 
in Alfred, NY, a school well known for its robust 
ceramics program and ceramic engineering school. 
Collaborations between artists and engineers there led 
to fascinating innovations and new ways of working. 
The relationship of technology and craft has continued 
to be a theme I revisit in many aspects of my career. 

Working at the Metal Museum, conversations 
about the intersection of technology and craft are 
fairly common. As an institution dedicated to the art 
and craft of fine metalwork, traditional techniques and 
processes collaborate with modern machinery and the 
latest technological advances. One has only to walk 
through the smithy to see that the technological 
improvements of the past have been adopted to the 
point of being considered traditional. The power 
hammer, CAD designs, laser cut pieces, and welders 
are a few of the staples. At the same time, today’s 
cutting edge innovations are sometimes considered  
so industrial that they erase the hand made. Yet, as 
explored by Glenn Adamson in his book The Invention 
of Craft, the dichotomy of industrial v. handmade is an 
invention that can be traced to the industrial revolution. 
Adamson asserts, “We are used to the idea that 
artisan and machine are opposed. But the analogy  
of the two was widely current in the early nineteenth 
century.” Throughout his book he supports the claim 
that the role of the artisan developed as a counter-
point to industrial processes, each being defined as 
the opposition of the other, despite the reality that the 
line between machine and man-made has always and 
continues to be a blurry one.

One conversation that has been ongoing at the 
Metal Museum is the use of 3D printing in the field  
of metalsmithing. For some, 3D printing offers new 
opportunities to manipulate the materials, another tool 
for achieving the end goal, the mastery of the metal. 
Yet others question the role of the 3D printer in the 
creative process. At what point does an object cease 
to be hand-made? At what point is the artist giving  
up their creative control to the analytical processing of 
the machine? Artist conferences centered around this 
theme invite artists to engage in dialogue and explore 
the possibilities of this new technology as it becomes 
ever more accessible. As the Metal Museum awaits 
the arrival of two 3D printer arms and plans the 3rd 
Annual Foundry Invitation and River Exhibition (F.I.R.E.), 
a foundry conference that will focus on 3D printing next 
year, this conversation has become more prevalent.

Technological advances have been impacting the 
metals field for many centuries. I am currently 
organizing Iron for Honor, an exhibition of 19th century 
German cast iron jewelry from the collection of the 
Birmingham Museum of Art (BMA), with guest 
curator Anne Forschler-Tarrasch, Ph.D. the Chief 

Curator and The Marguerite Jones Harbert and John 
M. Harbert III Curator of Decorative Arts at the BMA. 
The rise of delicate objects cast in iron was a direct 
result of technological improvements at the foundries. 
On a recent trip to the BMA, I brought Foundry 
Apprentice, Katelyn Gabbard to tour the collection 
with Dr. Forschler-Tarrasch. Katelyn was astounded by 
the technical mastery of the foundry from that time 
period and most of her questions revolved around the 
formulas for the iron and the technology in the 
foundries that made this work possible. 

Just as technology is not a new topic in the 
metalsmithing field, it is not a new topic in the larger 
art world either. Whether recalling the exhibition 
Technology in Modern Art at the Milwaukee Art 
Museum in 1985 or making plans to view the highly 
acclaimed Manus x Machina: Fashion in an Age of 
Technology, curated by Andrew Bolton at the Metro-
politan Museum of Art, we witness the recurring lure 
of the topic. At any point in time, technology is helping 
society reimagine what is possible. Artists, so often 
the avant-garde, find ways to use new technology to 
push the boundaries of what is possible even further.

When deciding on the theme for this issue of 
Number, I was interested in exploring how artists in 
the Mid-South are grappling with technology in their 
own work. The theme of “Technology as Craft” is 
purposefully broad, to allow the contributors to 
interpret the role of technology in a variety of ways. 
The articles, interviews and exhibition reviews in this 
issue touch on some of the many conversations 
regarding technology and its influence on the process, 
materials and philosophies of artists. 

In The Moon is a Tomato, Eileen Townsend shares 
her insight into artist Dolph Smith after a visit to his 
studio and home, Tennarkippi. Townsend describes 
Smith’s books as “machines with mythic intention.” 
The books are both the work of art and the vehicle for 
transmitting stories, both the product of technology 
and the technology itself.

John Powers is interviewed by Denise Stewart-
Sanabria and provides us with a deeper context for  
the exhibition Contemporary Focus 2016: John Powers. 
Powers embraces mechanical processes to create 
kinetic sculptures that become installations of sound 
and movement. Powers answers questions about the 
technology used to create his sculptures, describing 
the motors and the animation process. Here again we 
see the artist using technology to create works that 
are also machines.

Anthony J. Morris’s McLean Fahnestock: Over the 
Horizon examines the career of an artist who found 
technology to be a tool for achieving her artistic 
intentions. Fahnestock is an excellent example of  
the artist using technology not only as a part of the 
process but also as the material and medium of her 

work. Morris writes, “Through video, Fahnestock 
found the medium that could create and resolve 
inherent tensions, that could restart and repeat itself.” 

The exhibition The Power of Pictures: Early Soviet 
Photography and Film touches on the topic of technol-
ogy as well. Manipulations of photographic technology 
were used in the 1920s to create the works seen in the 
beginning of the exhibition. While the focus is on the 
changing relationship of form and content, we cannot 
ignore the innovative uses of technology in the 
creation of the works displayed.

Because technology is always changing and new 
innovations constantly reshape our society, the concept 
of technology and art will continue to offer us new 
opportunities for discussions, examinations and even 
heated debates. The contents of Number: 87 offer us  
a glimpse of these ongoing conversations.

Grace Stewart is the Collections and Exhibitions Manager at the Metal Museum.



6 NUMBER:87 7

Regional Update: Memphis

The Memphis Arts scene continues to move, shake and expand. Executive Director, Lauren 
Kennedy, recently announced that the UrbanArt Commission will relocate from Poplar and 
Highland to the Crosstown area. The UrbanArt Commission continues to support the local mural 
scene and execute special projects like the new art sculpture/gateway at Zodiac Park by Suzy 
Hendrix, dedicated in June. They maintain an Artist Registry and offer regular Requests for 
Qualifications and Requests for Proposals for projects around the city.

Crosstown Arts is deep in concrete plans for its move to the Crosstown Concourse building 
when renovations are complete, in the first quarter of 2017. In the meantime Crosstown Arts 
programing continues across the street from the building with regular events like Hustle: Professional 
Development for Artists (in partnership with ArtsMemphis and the UrbanArt Commission), monthly 
Open Crit, The Moonpie Project (a rotating mural series curated by artist Michael Roy in memory of 
muralist Brad Wells), Shoot & Splice (a monthly filmmaking forum), MicroCinema Club (a monthly short 
film screening series), along with exhibitions in two gallery spaces.  

  Michael Andrews and Alice Laskey-Castle, owners of Five in One on Broad Avenue 
announced their purchase of an additional space on Summer Avenue where they will expand their 
Print Shop and programming capabilities. They continue to offer curated opportunities for local 
artists to sell locally made work, along with a selection of handmade products from artisans around 
the country and community workshops with an emphasis on socialization.

Emily Neff, newish Executive Director of The Brooks Museum of Art is taking a strong hold  
of the organization. It reopened this spring with welcoming bright red signage, a new gallery called 
Inside Art, which is Tennessee’s only hands-on family art gallery dedicated to visual literacy, and 
strong programming. Veda Reed: Day into Night showcases the otherworldly work of this local icon 
through September 4 along with Hassan Hajjaj: my Rock Stars, a colorful, playful exhibition highlighting 
nine musicians from around the world through the lens of this Moroccan photographer. The 
inaugural exhibition in the Rotunda Projects series is Yinka Shonibare MBE presents Rage of the Ballet 
Gods through November 6. These bright and powerful life-size dancers fill the rotunda with a type  
of movement that wonderfully reflects the bigger art picture in the city.

Artist Brit McDaniels is heading up a new maker’s movement in the city with regular events like 
Meet Your Maker where artisans gather to network and share information. She recently attended the 
Etsy Maker Cities Summit in Brooklyn and is working on sharing what she learned with Memphis 
artists.

In the gallery scene, David Lusk Gallery is flourishing in its new locale. Director Robert 
Hollingsworth, is pleased with how the new space is meeting their needs and those of their artists 
and clientele. The always anticipated The Price is Right show, which is perfect for new and old 
collectors as all the work is under $1000, will be August 3 – August 27. Hamlett Dobbins and Peter 
Fleming will share the floor September 1 - October 8 and Hans Schmitt-Matzen and Carlyle Wolfe 
will show October 11 – November 12. 

Overall, Memphis continues on an upward trajectory on it path to an even more vibrant  
and relevant art scene. 

Mary Jo Karimnia is an artist, arts administrator and arts advocate in Memphis, TN.

Regional Update: Nashville

Art in Nashville has gotten especially playful as of late — a much-needed counterweight to the 
gravity of the news at large. Nashville’s Downtown Public Library was host to the International 
Puppet Festival from June 17th-19th, bringing together puppeteers from six different countries and 
featuring the much-anticipated Puppet Parade. Boasting a wide variety of both puppets and perform-
ers, the parade proved a dynamic and joyously interactive spectacle, with Nashvillians of all ages lining 
the street as the colorfully eclectic and highly animated menagerie waltzed and grooved along its route 
in Downtown Nashville. Featured throughout were stoically tall puppets of famous writers made by 
students at the University School of Nashville. 

OZ Arts Nashville put on their weeklong OZ Art Fest from June 21st-25th, both on-site and 
on-the-go. For Inside Out: Nashville, international artist JR parked his portable Photo Booth Truck in vari-
ous locations throughout the city and produced large-scale black-and-white portraits of the people of 
Nashville against a polka-dot backdrop. The portraits were then displayed collectively on exterior walls 
of buildings on site, with the aim of visually celebrating the city’s growth, diversity, and unity. Silly faces 
seemingly encouraged.

Meanwhile, at OZ, artist Tony Youngblood curated a magically sprawling installation of Modular 
Art Pods, for which over 130 artists and performers, mostly local, created interactive art “pods.” The 
pods were grouped and looped by theme, creating dynamic worlds within worlds, through which 
visitors were invited to crawl and experience in full sensory overload. Think of it as a gathering of the 
most epic forts of childhood — with a few more adult themes—into a labyrinth of discovery, with plenty 
of pillows, blankets, and play. Performances of all sorts were happening continually during the week in 
some of the pods.

Cheekwood unveiled their summer exhibition of International Playhouses, so visitors can be 
transported to places like India, Spain, and England (an England pre- or post-Brexit — your imagination 
can decide), all staged in the verdant landscape of Cheekwood’s gardens. Concurrently, Cheekwood’s 
Courtyard Gallery is filled with the work of 2016 artist-in-residence Kensuke Yamada. Yamada’s 
fabulously formed figurative ceramics exude playfulness and subtle emotion, characterized by a 
ubiquitous lumpy-skin surface, always whimsically painted and often with a final layer of signature 
polka dots. The show, Diving Through Clouds, features some of Yamada’s Bathers series—nicely 
swim-suited and ready to jump — as well as forty ceramic heads. It is on view through October 16th.

A gaggle of beautiful Italian automobiles has rolled into the galleries at the Frist Center for  
the Visual Arts, for the show Bellissima! The Italian Automotive Renaissance: 1945-1975, including three 
Alfa Romeo BATs ready to take flight, and many, many stunning cars in between. It is the stuff of 
Chitty-Chitty Bang-Bang dreams. Adjacent to the cars in the Frist’s contemporary gallery is an exhibit 
of works by painter Inka Essenhigh, Between Worlds. Essenhigh’s paintings are surreal dream-space 
narratives, through which she re-imagines places of our collective human experience — the manmade, 
the natural, the supernatural—from raucous bar scene to Ali Baba’s cave to the coming Dawn. They are 
often haunting views of how humans live in the world, harmoniously or antagonistically, but are likewise 
meditations on the magic and spirit of play.

Bridget Bailey is an artist from Nashville, TN.

Regional Update: Richmond, VA

Running as quickly as the James River, Richmond, Virginia, has been rapidly producing art. 
Taking art beyond gallery walls, the city is known for its murals. The RVA Street Art Festival, April 
22nd-24th, highlighted the city’s abundance of mural art. The festival featured Richmond Mural 
Project in collaboration with RVA Magazine and Art Whino, a gallery based in Washington D.C. 
dedicated to bring together talented artists from around the world. The organization works to 
collaborate with local and international artists to paint the walls of Richmond, Virginia. The RVA 
Street Art Festival emerged to showcase local and national artists while revitalizing communities 
across the city through focusing on youth art education. 

Recognized as one of the top art showcases in the country, the 45th annual Arts in the Park 
took place around the historic Carillon in Byrd Park on April 30th-May 1st. Arts in the Park is a juried 
art show that features over 450 artists from across the nation and provides the opportunity to view 
and purchase fine artwork from weaving to painting. 

The RVA Clay Tour took place June 4th -5th. The RVA Clay Tour is a self-guided tour around the 
city and surrounding countryside that allows you to visit studios of fine ceramic artists in the region. 
Simultaneously showcasing the city, country, and ceramics, the tour is a wonderful opportunity for 
city residents and as well as tourists to explore Richmond in a new way.   

The Visual Arts Center of Richmond featured Loosely Loaded by Emily E. Erb on June 10th 
– August 28th. Erb is a Richmond native who took classes at the Visual Arts Center as a child. She is 
currently based in Philadelphia and has exhibited her work across the country. Her exhibition shows 
large-scale collaged silk paintings that make bold statements through her imagery. 

Jumping into July, First Fridays occurred on the 1st of the month. Walking down Broad, the 
street came to life with galleries, live music, and rooftop bars. The original small exhibition space 
called Quirk Gallery has transformed into not only one of the top galleries in Richmond but has now 
emerged into a hotel as well, making it not only one of Richmond’s top destinations but one of the 
top destinations in the country. On top of the wonderful art and accommodations, the rooftop bar 
highlights the city’s nightlife and is the cherry on top of a wonderful weekend. Now when visiting 
Richmond you are not only surrounded by arts, but can stay in exciting accommodations with a high 
caliber gallery under the same roof.

Just an hour out of Richmond lies what may be Virginia’s best-kept secret, the Kluge-Ruhe 
Aboriginal Art Collection. The Kluge-Ruhe collection is the only museum in the U.S. dedicated to 
Australian Aboriginal Art and is the perfect distance for a day trip from Richmond. In addition to the 
Kluge-Ruhe’s astounding collection, on July 9th the museum curated Yarning History, a special 
outdoor exhibition to celebrate NAIDOC week, an Australian celebration of the history, culture, and 
achievements and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. “Yarning” is an Aboriginal term for 
story telling and through this unique outdoors experience was used to share Indigenous art and 
history. The Kluge-Ruhe provided an opportunity for the community to engage with the environ-
ment, art, history, and Indigenous peoples through this creative experience. 

Holly Zajur is a writer and educator who focuses on community cultural development through yoga and  
the arts.

Hassan Hajjaj, Mandisa Dumezweni (detail), 2011, 40 x 52”, metallic lambda print on Dibond with wood and 
plastic mat frame. Photo by Mary Jo Karimnia.

2012, Kluge-Ruhe Aboriginal Art Collection.International Puppet Festival’s 2016 Puppet Parade, 2016. Photo by Bridget Bailey.
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There weren’t any real museums close by my 
hometown so my access to art consisted of art books. 
But I lived in a heavy railroad town, and the trains 
rolling through were covered with tags and images 
that I saw on a weekly basis. They were like rolling mu-
seums, super sublime, illustrating a language, coding, 
and picture sense I had not yet encountered, but 
absolutely loved. There is no doubt somewhere along 
the way I absorbed this and it comes out on occasion.

The titles of your work are very intriguing. Describe 
the relationship between your titles and the images 
they support.

I have always believed there are two ways to title  
a work. The first is a descriptive title, which lets the 
viewer know what they are seeing, an almost listing of 
subjects or events. The second is a poetic title. This is 
letting the viewer know more about the state of mind 
of the artist while creating the work rather than talking 
about specifically what’s in the work. I bounce between 
those two formats.
What are other messages/themes/obsessions 
that come up in your work?
Power, my work is always about power. Who has it, who 
wants it, how it’s being divided, stolen, or distributed. 

The second part of it is identity. How does power 
inform identity, and how does identity inform power. 
Then I usually go back to the first part, who has it, who 
wants it… This newer body of work deals primarily 
with the idea of conflict, which seems to be the state 
that America is currently stuck in. Conflict has become 
celebrity, its tumultuous, and like a storm, it starts up, 
is very powerful, and then dissipates, only to reform 
somewhere else under different circumstances. That’s 
where the ideas of the clouds come in. Last summer I 
started this body of work dealing with the idea of fight 
clouds, kind of like what you see in cartoons, although 
I worked more from the idea of them than an actual 
image. Within a month I had created twenty or so 
charcoal drawings, many of them based around what 
was happening in the news. In each one I would 
address a social issue and an environmental issue, 
something specific and something broad. I have just 
within the last seven months started converting them 
into paintings. All of the objects that float in and 
around the clouds are visual metaphors for things that 
happened that promote or discuss conflict. In our 
culture, it’s hard to tell who is at fault or who is to 
blame, because we only see conflict and consequence, 

not authorship.
If you had an opportunity to speak to your 
eighteen year old self, what advice would  
you give?
There are five main points that I would want to share. I 
was eighteen in 1996, so you can play history on some 
of these. Here they are in order:
1.  Grunge is about to end, and what comes next is 

terrible. Thank goodness you like older music.
2.  Buy higher quality paints. Your future work and self 

will thank you for it later.
3.  Quit waiting for opportunity to find you. Go seek it 

and the people who are doing the things you want 
to become.

4.  Listen to your professors. They really do want you 
to succeed.

5.  Give back to your community. You can be the person 
who is always complaining about the way things 
are, or you can be the person who is improving the 
way things are. The South is a beautiful place, stay 
here, work hard, make it better, and be patient, 
good things are on the horizon.

Jason Stout is the winner of “Best in Show”, Art 
of the South 2016, the third annual exhibition sponsored 
by Number. It was juried by Chad Alligood, Assistant 
Curator of Special Projects at Crystal Bridges Museum 
of American Art and shown at the Fogelman Galleries 
of Contemporary Art, University of Memphis and the 
Leu Art Gallery, Belmont University in Nashville. 

Jason, what does it mean to you to be selected 
“Best in Show” by our juror, Chad Alligood?

Getting a “Best in Show” award from someone as 
accomplished as Chad is a great nod and tremendous 
honor more than anything. He has a great history as  
a curator and academic, and is from the South, which 
I think is very important. I watched the State of Art 
video series he did and absolutely loved them. I was 
also blown away by the work of the other artists in the 
show last year, as I was this year, so to be singled out 
as “Best in Show” is an added honor considering the 
amazing work that my pieces were surrounded by.
How did you come to be an artist? Was art a big 
part of your childhood?
Art was a facility I always had from a very young age. 
My artistic ability was magical in my mind, and I guess 
still is as an adult. I could draw very naturally as a kid 
and growing up in a single parent household early on, 
drawing was also a very affordable activity and I loved 
it. Through my experiences with art I soon realized its 
transformative power. I learned that people valued art 
and it could transcend class. I was very aware of class 
structure and constantly reminded of it, especially 
growing up in a small town. In junior high I drew comic 
books with friends and sports figures, you know, 
whatever people liked or responded to. It was in high 
school where I learned about non-illustrative art. My 
sister worked at the university library in my hometown, 
and I started going through art books, starting with 
popular artists I knew while writing down names of 
unfamiliar artists. This is how I learned art history, and 
became interested in painting and contemporary art.
You earned a BFA from the University of  
Tennessee at Martin and an MFA in Painting 
from the University of Texas at San Antonio 
subsequently returning to your undergrad alma 
mater to teach. What inspired your return to UT 
Martin as a professor?
About two months after I graduated with my MFA I 
was working in San Antonio as an educational test 
scorer, showing work, and just getting acclimated to 
the post-graduate school life. I had started to apply 
for teaching jobs when I got this email from my 
former chair at UT Martin asking if I wanted to come 

back and do some adjunct teaching there. My then 
girlfriend, now wife, also had family in Tennessee. We 
both missed our families and decided that the move 
was right. Profoundly, my mother would pass away in 
a car wreck four months after we returned, so I’ve 
always felt we were destined to return one way or 
another. I always wanted my first teaching job to be at 
a small program where I could build, although I had no 
idea I would get to do it at my alma mater. My adjunct 
position evolved into a term position and eventually 
full time, and I’ve been here ever since. It’s a lot of fun 
because I can have a direct impact on the community 
in which I live. I can also change and create things I 
used to complain about as a young artist growing up 
here, so it’s like a put up or shut up battle with my 
younger self, which I immensely enjoy.
How have your experiences in graduate school 
and living in the southwest region influenced 
your work as a southern artist? What are the 
differences between the regions of the south  
in your opinion?
I was born in Tennessee, but have also lived in Kentucky, 
Louisiana, and Texas. Going to graduate school in San 
Antonio was great. Their art scene is very developed, 
layered, and multicultural, so there were very different 
types of artists, all valuing different things, but more 
importantly, all accessible. The San Antonio art 
community is very tight, but very open. You can meet 
everyone you want basically within two months of 
going out to openings and studios, and they are very 
receptive to young artists. So I was getting to work 
with great faculty like Fran Colpitt, Connie Lowe, Ken 
Little, who were also bringing in artists like Jesse 
Amado, Hills Snyder, and the late Chuck Ramirez. Plus 
there is also an amazing Chicano art community there 
that I got to know. Alex Rubio was and is very receptive 
to my work, and we still do shows together from time 
to time. The other part that made it great was my 
classmates. Our group was very competitive, yet 
supportive. Most of the people that I went to school 
with are professors now at other institutions and 
working artists, so to say I had amazing classmates  
is an understatement. 

I consider myself an artist who comments on 
American identity through a Southern guise, which 
inevitably makes me Southern, but not in that hokey 
Thomas Hart Benton sense. I don’t believe in the idea 
of regionalism, but I don’t deny that where you grow 
up influences your work. The South has a huge oral 
tradition, and everyone tells stories in their own special 
way, in their own style, and if you look at my work, you 
start to see the stories being told and get the picture. 

It’s not just that I’m a Southerner, I’m a Tennessean, 
which is a whole bag of contradictions in itself. 
What is your artistic philosophy?
Seek truth and beauty simultaneously, even if it scares 
you, and be OK with sharing what you find, even if it 
alienates you.
Can you talk about the merging of formal 
elements of abstraction with the figurative 
elements in your work? What were the influences 
for those choices?
I think it’s all about converting one language to 
another, and ideas into a visual language that best 
translates those ideas. I make paintings and drawings 
because I feel certain things about the world that I can 
only articulate in pictures. At times parts of this 
narrative become very specific and recognizable, at 
other times, not so much, and the depiction becomes 
rooted around base emotion or instinct, creating a 
collection or formal elements that represent that.  
The abstract elements in my pictures also refer to real 
things, I just depict them in such a stripped down way 
that they appear abstract, which is really the trick to 
working in this manner. 
You use bold colors and graphics that are very 
reminiscent of graffiti. What role if any has Pop 
Culture and/or Hip Hop Culture played in the 
creation of your artwork?
Well, I just want my paintings to be turned up, to be 
plugged in. I have always thought of my palette akin 
to playing an acoustic guitar vs. an electric one. This is 
visual rock and roll. All of the things you listed above 
really changed the way we look at the world, or at 
least they did for me. Add millions of advertisements 
on top of that, and the day-to-day commercialism of 
our culture, and I tend to make paintings that are a 
little louder so they can compete. Plus, as a painter, I 
think your palette is important in establishing the tone 
of the work. My palette is loud and uses strong colors 
because what I’m talking about is vital and alive, it’s 
happening now.

Hip Hop and graffiti were and still are huge 
influences for me. The first real sense of any political 
thinking that happened for me as a teen came from 
Hip Hop. Artists like Public Enemy, Tribe called Quest, 
and Digable Planets opened up a whole new way of 
thinking about the world, and how to vocalize it. I liked 
the anti-authority sense of groups like NWA and Rage 
Against the Machine, and the story telling of Slick Rick, 
Biggie, and Pac. Finding commonality in the music of 
these artists with some of the things I was thinking 
about and questioning made me feel connected to 
something larger, which anyone in a small town loves.

Interview: Jason Stout

Jason Stout, Nimbus, Kick, Stomp, 2016, 24 in x 24 in, oil on canvas. Photo by Rachel Melton.Jason Stout, Ignition, 2016, 24 in x 24 in, oil on canvas. Photo by Rachel Melton.
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There are two types of artists: artists who focus 
on one thing for their whole career, who go deep, and 
artists who cast lines out in all directions, whose 
practice gradually widens. It’s evident from even a 
passing glance at his workspace that Dolph Smith goes 
wide. He had early success painting southern land-
scapes, but mid-career he felt as if he was repeating 
himself, so he started making paper. He took over a 
studio at Memphis College of Art and filled it with 
papermaking equipment. The college trusted him, and 
left him largely to his own devices (though, he told us, 
at one point an administrator noted that his was the 
only studio where they couldn’t put a computer.) He 
learned alongside his students. 

But the papermaking era, according to Dolph, “didn’t 
quite work out” and he directed his energies towards 
becoming a book maker and sculptor of things you can 
“touch, that you can pick up and hold.” He uses powdered 
graphite and shellac to make metal-like surfaces out of 
paper, and sometimes incorporates a lightweight copper 
usually used for making duck decoys. Woodworker 
friends bring him samples of wood from their travels 

(recently, a piece of the house where Elvis Presley was 
born.) The small buildings he crafts often correlate to 
a story. While at Tennarkippi, he handed us a miniature 
box, sculpted to look like an old-timey movie house. 
“This,” he said, “is where Jillie got his first kiss.” 

He loves books because they are beautiful, and 
because their function is hidden. They are machines 
with mythic intention. “I make books because it’s a 
perfect match of form and function,” Smith said as  
we thumbed through his homemade library. He often 
adds swell to his books in order to incorporate three- 
dimensional features into their centers, in order to 
extend a reader’s sense of the book as an object with 
a presence in space. There’s something both mystical 
and obvious about Dolph’s belief that the object that 
holds the story affects how someone can receive it. 
It’s hard to imagine learning about Jillie’s first kiss 
from an iPad, and taking from it the same sense of 
history and meaning.  

While we were wandering around his studio, Emily 
Neff noticed a frequent motif in the work: a paper 
airplane. The paper airplane — a basic model, with two 

crisp wings and a creased underbelly — shows up in 
books and in sculptures. Dolph explained: When his 
children were young, he took up gliding. “I wanted to do it,” 
said Smith, “because I was painting all these skies and 
I wanted to feel what it feels like up in the sky. It just 
felt like I could find out about the sky if I got up in it…. 
The paper airplane is like us, it is fragile bit it can soar”

To me, the paper airplane is a directive. The directive 
is this: as artists and writers and humans that exist in 
a world that is constantly made and remade, we have 
to explore. In order to find out about the sky, we have 
to get up in it. We have to invest the real with the 
possibility of the magical. 

Smith’s work poses questions: How can we fold 
stories into symbols? How can an object communicate 
the feeling behind the words? The mystery lies in the 
fact that the myths that he makes can’t be magic 
without the physical objects that bring them out into 
the world, and the objects have no meaning without 
the stories. Dolph’s work comes from the grey waters 
that separate the real and the transcendent, between 
heaven and earth.

Before I knew Dolph Smith, I knew about his home. 
It’s named Tennarkippi, so-called for Tennessee, 
Arkansas, and Mississippi, the tri-states where Smith 
has spent his life as a teacher, painter, paper-maker, 
bookmaker, and woodworker. Tennarkippi is located in 
Ripley, Tennessee. It is a slate-grey house with lots of 
books inside and a pond and a gravel drive, down the 
road from farmland and tomato stands. 

Tennarkippi is a house, but it is more: it is a mythic 
origin ground, a place created and re-created in the 
cosmos of Smith’s art. It turns up in his watercolors 
and hand-bound daybooks, in sculptures and in fiction. 
Tennarkippi is Dolph’s headwaters, the place where all 
the stories in the world are born. 

I visited Tennarkippi on a Saturday in late June, 
tomato season in Ripley. I was excited to see Dolph’s 
studio, where, most recently, he has been making tiny 
wooden ladders, which he distributes to friends (“for if 
you need a lift.”) I visited from Memphis with a loose 
collective of Smith fans: from the Brooks Museum, 
Emily Neff, director, Marina Pacini, chief curator and 

Kim Williams, who leads the Brooks’ development, 
and from the Metal Museum, Ann Klicka, a black-
smithing apprentice. 

I’ve always loved Dolph Smith’s paintings. My 
grandfather owned a few of them. I have a distinct 
childhood memory of examining two watercolors of 
abandoned barns in my grandfather’s hallway, and 
noticing a detail: a small collage of photos of naked 
women, almost obscured in the window of one of the 
barns. I felt as if I’d discovered an unnamable secret.  
I never mentioned it to anyone.

Years later, when I happened on a show of Smith’s 
paintings, the memory came back to me. That I’d kept 
the secret of the naked women seemed fitting, because 
Dolph’s work is all about things that are hidden.  

Dolph is in his early 80s. He has large, expressive 
eyes, and speaks in sentences that feel as if they 
should be written in longhand. His outfits always have 
handcrafted details, like a small metal box on a bolo tie, 
or a handmade lapel pin. When we arrived on Saturday, 
he was wearing a Hawaiian shirt with an orchid print. 

We met his wife, Jessie, whose name I recognized 
from the titles of his paintings (a favorite: “The 
Unfinished Bridge — Attempting to Cross the Rapids 
of Jessie.”) They offered us almond tea. 

The Smiths’ home is full of careworn items, acquired 
through a lifetime of exchange with artists, objects 
that exude a velveteen-rabbit like magic. There are 
wooden birds’ nests with marble eggs, metal pendu-
lums, quilts, and, of course, handmade books. There 
is a sign on their fridge that reads “Don’t Postpone 
Joy.” At Tennarkippi, it feels like the obvious thing. 

Dolph’s studio is located towards the east side of his 
home. It has high ceilings and big windows. The first 
thing that caught my eye when we entered it was a tall, 
house-like structure, with a base the size of a stretched 
breadbox and a sloping roof. Inside the structure were 
small wood scraps, attached in an Escherian fashion. 
This, according to a sign, was Tennarkippi’s detritus 
tower. Next to it on a worktable was a similar structure, 
full of miniature ladders. “That is a retirement home for 
Tennarkippi ladders,” Dolph said. 

The Moon is a Tomato 
Visiting Dolph Smith at Tennarkippi

Dolph Smith’s studio, 2016. Photo by Eileen Townsend.Interior of Dolph & Jesse Smith’s House, 2016, on the left “The Tennarkippi Museum of Art” containing 
miniature originals of each phase of the artist’s work. Photo by Eileen Townsend.

Jesse and Dolph Smith.
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orientation, or rather which water will act as sky. This 
is also related to her grandfather’s mythology, because 
through the competing stories, people chose which 
ones they accepted as the “true” events, but reality 
cannot be recaptured, only interpretation. They also 
signify the disorientation of travel, especially by sea in 

which place in the world can be marked through 
navigation of stars, but not by landscape. 

While continuing to work on the Stratagems, 
McLean has begun gathering footage of the sites of 
shipwrecks. In these videos she will digitally extract 
the contour of the ship that crashed, leaving a void  

to be collaged in the footage. This will require near 
frame-by-frame animation, a craft and skill set that 
McLean is mastering as she embarks on this project. 
She has been invited back to Australia in the summer 
of 2017 to continue research about her grandfather,  
to collect more narratives, and more footage.

Video and digital media artist McLean Fahnestock 
is a prodigal daughter of Tennessee who spent a 
decade in California before her return in 2014. She 
began her career as an artist working sculpturally with 
found objects. She created installations of asphalt 
slabs supported by champagne flutes to generate a 
tension in which the viewer senses that the work will 
destroy itself, that the glass will break and the slabs 
will fall. The fact that the materials were designed to 
survive the duration of the exhibition made works like 
this unfulfilling for McLean because there was no 
resolution for the viewer, who senses the conflict 
between materials was feigned. The surviving 
materials retained the preciousness that she was 
struggling against. A path to resolving this challenge 
occurred in 2008 in her MFA thesis exhibition for 
which she created a steel armature representing the 
contours of a wingback chair. The collapsible structure 
was suspended in the gallery and daily dipped into a 
vat of glycerin to generate a chair shaped bubble that 
would pop and destroy itself. But the nature of the 
material allowed the form to be recreated daily, and 
redestroyed. The resolved tension appealed to 
McLean, but a new problem presented itself because 
the work was very performative in that it required the 
artist, or a proxy, to manipulate the pulley system 
lowering the armature into the glycerin. The work  
was further limited by space, duration, and labor. But 
McLean flanked the bubble chair with two looped 
videos of manipulated found footage of Hilary Clinton 
speaking about her husband’s affair in 1998 and a 
mostly silent portion of David Frost’s 1979 interview 
with the Shah of Iran. Through video, McLean found 
the medium that could create and resolve inherent 
tensions that could restart and repeat itself. Shortly 
after beginning her work with video, she became a 
studio assistant to noted multimedia artist, Bill Viola. 
Working with Viola, his contracts, and his collectors, 
McLean became well versed in the collector’s concerns 
about reproduction and conservation the medium. 
Knowing that the media players (ie: a DVD player or 
VCR) are likely to become obsolete and unavailable  
in the future, sales of McLean’s work often include 
one player and two digital copies of the video. Her 
contracts often specify that additional formats of the 
video require permission of the artist. Such concerns 
are specific to her medium as paintings and sculptures 
result in a physical object whose care and preservation 
fall on the collector who is unable to duplicate the 
purchased object.  

In 2010, McLean created St. Clare of Burbank for 
which she retrofitted a 1960s era television so that  
it would play a DVD containing footage of the moon 
landing. McLean then recorded a video of the footage 

playing on the television. The DVD player was designed 
to go inside the television, but in order to capture the 
flickering bands characteristic of turning on a tube 
television, McLean needed to manipulate the device 
from behind. This left her visible in the footage she 
shot of the television. In post-production, she blacked 
out the background so that she would not be visible. 
The final video is just under two minutes, and it starts 
with the TV turning on, followed by the footage, and 
ending with the TV picture condensing into a white 
spot that dissipates as the TV is turned off. This 
allows the footage to be seamlessly looped during 
exhibition because the TV looks the same at the start 
and end points of the video. McLean maintains control 
over the scale of the work, a condition of digital work 
that is not necessary for artists making physical 
objects. A painting has definite dimensions that do 
not change upon installation, but scale can much 
more flexible as projected light if the artist is not 
specific regarding her vision. In the case of St. Clare  
of Burbank, the projected image was to be the size  
of a 1960s era television, and positioned in such a  
way that the projected legs of the TV were virtually 
touching the floor of the gallery. This allowed visitors 
to sit on a bench before the video, and imagine 
watching the 1969 broadcast at home.

McLean’s grandfather has become a vital source 
of inspiration for her recent work. Part of the success 
of her earlier bubble chair was that its content came 
from familial relationships. McLean recalls her step- 
grandfather who sat in a wingback chair when he had 
been drinking. Under these circumstances, she and 
her sister often found themselves waiting for “the 
bubble to pop.” Her work since 2013 has been largely 
inspired by her grandfather, Captain John Sheridan 
Fahnestock, a famed explorer of the South Pacific and 
captain of the ill-fated “Director II.” While Fahnestock 
was below deck, the “Director II” hit a sandbar close 
to shore near Gladstone, Australia. In the Offing is a 
video collage that speaks to the explorer’s desire to 
see what is beyond the horizon. McLean sampled 
footage from (nearly) every Hollywood film set in the 
South Pacific during her grandfather’s career (1932-
1965), and pieced them together. The video consists 
of two or three overlapping rectangles whose primary 
content is a moving horizon line. In the film clips, the 
horizontal line moves up and down the screen and is 
rarely parallel with the top and bottom border of the 
screen. McLean manipulated the overlaid rectangles 
so that at all times the horizon line of both images is 
aligned and the horizon line is truly horizontal. Rarely 
do the borders of the rectangles run parallel to one 
another and the size of the rectangles changes 
frequently to accommodate the vertical shift where 

ocean meets sky. The horizon line becomes the 
dominant element of the composition, and the viewer 
is hypnotized as it gently rocks. The images are paired 
with music sampled from the films, and recomposed 
by the artist. The quick tempo excites the viewer 
mirroring the anticipation of an explorer to see what  
is beyond the horizon. 

In 2014, McLean returned to Tennessee from 
California, residing for a year in rural Sango just 
outside of Clarksville. Shortly after relocating, she 
considered how place and regionalism could be 
incorporated into her work. She started to see 
connections between the sea/sky delineation and the 
horizontal cornfields near her home. For Landlocked 
Ocean, McLean projected found footage of crashing 
waves onto the cornfield. The video begins as the sun 
sets, and the projected waves become visible as the 
rural darkness enshrouds the field. The sound 
accompanying the video includes the cicadas at 
sunset, giving way to crickets and frogs after dark. 
Occasional noise from passing traffic reminds the 
viewer of the rural road that is only visible at the 
beginning of the video. McLean describes this project 
as an ongoing one. She has recently moved to a 
suburb of Nashville, and has plans to extend this 
concept from her new home. 

During the summer of 2016, McLean travelled to 
Queensland, Australia to further research the conflict-
ing reports of her grandfather’s history and explora-
tions. She discovered that alcohol played a significant 
role in the crash of the “Director II,” and that the 
stories she had been told that they crashed into the 
Great Barrier Reef with inaccurate maps could not 
have been true based on the location of the crash and 
the inventory of maps aboard. She discovered that her 
grandmother’s tale that the ship could not be removed 
and that over time the ocean broke it apart, was also 
untrue. The ship was blocking trade routes, so it was 
dynamited. The mythology of her grandfather seemed 
an inevitable outcome of exploration and exposed 
“truth” and “reality” as subjective choices made by 
the authors of the history. While in Australia, she 
began a series of videos combining found footage 
with her own to create a diptych of sorts in which  
two videos of water create a fake horizon line with no 
footage of sky. In Stratagem 8 for example, the quiet 
horizon of the ocean from a distance is visible below 
waves crashing onto shore and either image can be 
read by the viewer as sky. McLean sees the falsehood 
of the seascapes as a metaphor not only of her 
grandfather’s untruths, but of the human instinct to 
err and rationalize events. McLean envisions these 
Stratagems to act as reversible screen savers. 
Essentially, the collector is permitted to choose the 

McLean Fahnestock:
Over the Horizon

McLean Fahnestock, St. Clare of Burbank, 2010. Color video projection, stereo sound, 1:53 minute loop. Photo courtesy of the artist.
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Do they ever fail?
Well, they are machines, so things wear out, but for 
the most part they are fairly robust. I think I’ve had 
only one motor burn out over the last several years, 
but they are made to do much more work than run  
my sculpture.
This whole piece is in modular sections, right?
Yes — I learned a long time ago that two lessons as a 
sculptor: One, don’t make anything that you can’t move 
by yourself, and two, that you should never make 
anything that doesn’t fit through a standard size door. 
This piece is around twenty-two feet in diameter, but 
it comes apart, if you count the reeds, into over 1,000 
pieces. The main ring disassembles, all the spokes 
come apart, all the reeds come out, the motor detach-
es. It goes into five or six refrigerator size crates. 
Are they numbered and everything so you don’t 
screw up?
The main pieces are numbered because they fit together 
nicely in a very specific way, and it’s less a headache to 
keep them organized rather than puzzle it out.
Revenant appears to be a video, but it is actually 
an animation of a mausoleum angel backed with 

dark, scudding clouds, projected on the wall with 
two projectors. How was this made?
It is a two and a half minute loop of individual pinhole 
camera images — I don’t remember how many. It’s 
about a dozen frames per second. It’s an animation 
made of pinhole photographs done with a digital SLR 
camera with a pinhole lens on a body cap with the ISO 
set to very high virtual film speed so you can have very 
short exposures, which is not possible with analog 
photography. This particular animation was done in 
New Orleans when I was down at the Joan Mitchell 
Center for a residency a few years ago. They were shot 
in St. Louis Cemetery No. 3 over the course of a week 
of going out there for the better part of each day and 
shooting — it’s all done manually. I had a metronome 
setting on my iPhone that I was shooting from so the 
spacing would be more or less consistent. 
How does the stone and feather sculpture 
Omphalos, which stands at the back of the 
gallery, relate to the other two pieces?
I like that this is the only one of the three that isn’t 
moving. It is what is visible first when you approach the 
gallery so you can hear Locus but you see Omphalos. 

There are some simple ideas with that piece, kind of 
hard and soft, masculine and feminine, but it is a really 
quiet piece in a lot of ways. I like that the quiet piece is 
the anchor and introduction to this show. You can revisit 
it again at the end. 
What are you working on now, especially since 
you have a year to goof-off from teaching at the 
University of Tennessee/Knoxville since you 
received a Guggenheim grant?
(Laughs) Oh, pretty much lots of beer and pizza! No, 
there’s lots of work on the drawing board and it’s nice 
to know that having this window of time is such a 
luxury, and to not feel frantic for once. So the work on 
the drawing board I can, for once, work through slowly, 
but still keep the pedal to the metal because there is 
this deadline coming up with just some light obliga-
tions in between. I can just combine studio and family 
for a little while. 

Denise Stewart-Sanabria is a Knoxville based artist and writer.

When you entered the Knoxville Museum of Art’s 
main entrance during the exhibition Contemporary 
Focus 2016: John Powers (May 6 – August 7, 2016), 
you could already hear the sounds emanating from 
the gallery space. The sounds were not unlike some-
thing coming from a vintage horror movie: the voices 
of the damned as they entered an endless inferno, or 
the screams and moans of the banshees. The reason 
for the lack of any discernible words became obvious 
when you saw the source of the sound — dozens of 
metal rods rotating inside the mechanized arms of a 
massive wooden sculpture. Powers’ installation 
consisted of the kinetic sculpture, Locus (2015), made 
from oak, poplar, aspen, steel, brass, plastic and 
electric motor, Revenant (2014), video projection, and 
Omphalos (2010), carved marble and feathers.

Locus inhabited the front/center gallery space, 
with Revenant playing in a loop on the full wall behind 
it. Omphalos stood sentinel in the rear of the gallery. 
Though Revenant appeared to be a video, it was in 
fact an animated accumulation of multiple pinhole 
photographs. It was projected in mirror images by two 
projectors, creating a panoramic format. I interviewed 
Powers to see how the magic is made.

It looks like you grew up buying Popular Mechanics 
magazines instead of comic books?
Yeah (laughs). I read both. I grew up taking things 
apart. I was interested in knowing how things worked. 
It started pretty early on — an interest in dismantling 
things. Things grew out of that.
So you were destructive?
Ummm — no NO! It was more like when the weed 
eater stopped working, instead of it going in the trash 
they’d let me take it apart. Things like that. Unlike my 
older brother — he dismantled the Rubik’s Cube when 
it was still perfectly functional. 
I’ve been looking at how you constructed Locus, 
and there are all these separate arms coming out 
of a center radius. How many are there?
There are thirty-six spokes on this piece, not because 
it is a form of symbolism, but more like just the geometry 
of the piece. It was about how much of a space I could 
cut a U-joint for each articulated spoke with the row 
of waving reeds. 
Do you know ahead of time what the noise your 
machines make will sound like? 
At this point in time I have a pretty good idea. I’ve been 
making these for about ten years. There is a lot of trial 
and error that goes into them as well. So, with these 
thirty-six spokes, there was a model made of just one 
spoke so you can get the fine-tuning done.
Where does the sound in this one come from?
The noise you hear comes from the main point of 

articulation out of the camshaft — you’ve got a metal 
rod against a piece of wood with no lubrication in 
between. A similar idea is how a violin bow generates 
tone on a violin string. You’ve got one thing pulling 
and another creating vibration. 
Did you intend for it to sound like screaming 
banshees and souls of the damned?
(Laughs) What I like about the sound is that it could 
be that, or it could just be marsh life as an abstract 
sound that gets read in combination with the object 
and the imagery, so there is some openness to it. 
The waving reeds you have on this piece are similar 
to the ones you had on a previous piece, Field of 
Reeds. Are you still working with marshes and 
organic systems?
That is kind of the core work from my studio over the 
last several years. It started with an inquiry into imagery 
of Elysian Fields and the afterlife, and of the landscape 
of the Midwest where I spent my childhood, and thinking 
about the combination of those two things. I’ve been 
thinking about how we react to a field of grain — as a 
child it is just a playground and it can become anything 
you want and is a blank slate for a child’s imagination 
so I’ve hybridized those two things. 
How do the three pieces in this installation 
connect each other?
The three pieces all have a schematic point of connection. 
When I first talked with Stephen (Stephen Wicks, 
curator, Knoxville Museum of Art) about what pieces 
he was interested in, he immediately understood how 
important empty space was for the work, and he 
requested one of the big moving objects and some 
video feed, and maybe one other, and before anything 
was even in the museum he knew it was the right 
amount of work. Thematically, I think the idea of 
“centering”, or “the center” and the idea of unseen 
forces are present in all three pieces. 
In the center of all these spokes, you have a 
stacked pyramid of circular cut wood. Is there 
something significant about that?
Yes, the overall structure of that piece is working from 
the idea of the lineage of the field of grain, and thinking 
also about the idea of air currants or ocean currents 
and how kelp moves under the water. Taking those 
ideas of motion and then looking at historical archi-
tectural structures like burial mounds, the stack of 
disks you see in the middle is a very direct nod to the 
architectural structure of a Buddhist stupa (burial 
structure containing relics and remains). 
When you build these mechanized sculptures,  
do you intend them to be some kind of living, 
breathing mechanical creature? 
I wouldn’t go so far as to say that that is the “want” 
when I’m making them, but I like that people respond 

to them that way. What I’m most interested in doing 
with these pieces is seeing how a time based element 
points back at the viewer, maybe subliminally or 
subconsciously. When you look at a static object there 
is a separation between the viewer and the object that 
give a suspension of belief. This works with a movie 
but works differently with a moving object that is 
physically occupying the same space as you. It is kind 
of enunciating back at you, so you are moving side by 
side with it, as it is mirroring your temporal reality: 
where a carved stone piece exists separately from 
you. That is what I’m most interested in with the time 
based work, is the way it looks back and points back 
at the viewer. 
Your kinetic sculptures are always run by these 
simple-looking motors. What are they? 
Most of them now are from a company in Chicago 
that I work with a lot where I’ll special order one, and 
they are typically the type made for industrial….
something, but I’m looking for something fairly specific 
like rotational speed or range, and I generally have an 
idea of how much torque I’ll need, so I’ll order one 
made to those specifications. 

Interview: John Powers

John Powers, Locus (2015), made from oak, poplar, aspen, steel, brass, plastic and electric motor, Revenant (2014), video projection. Photo courtesy of KMA.
John Powers, Omphalos (2010), carved marble and feathers. Photo 
courtesy of KMA.
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community, opening up complex conversations on 
race, power, and the politics of representation to a 
global scale through The World Stage. The body of 
work entitled The World Stage represents parts of the 
world that typically have a history of colonialism and 
“hybrid” populations. Each portrait from the region is 
composed of poses and compositions that reflect each 
country’s culture. Regions covered include China 
(2006), Lagos and Dakar (2008), Brazil (2008-9), 
Indian and Sri Lanka (2010), Israel (2011), France 
(2012), Jamaica (2015), and Haiti (2014).

One of the biggest jumps in Wiley’s career was 
when he began including woman into his portraiture in 
Economy of Grace (2012). While men in street casting 
wore casual clothes, Wiley had custom designer 
dresses made and hair and make-up design provided 
for the women. Ensuring that the women were treated 
as fine as his artwork, Wiley was able to portray 
African women as heroines and demonstrated their 
worthiness of fine art.

The Virginia Museum of Fine Arts ensured that the 

exhibit left its impact through their creation of  
“The Art Lounge” at the end of the exhibit. “The Art 
Lounge” is a special room full of cards with images 
from the exhibit and books of portraiture. The room 
provides comfortable seating for visitors to study 
portraiture further and offers cards for visitors carry 
as a way to remember the world through Wiley’s eyes 
throughout the rest of the museum’s collection. This 
unique and interactive space encourages visitors to 
carry critical thinking and questioning through the rest 
of their galleries and into daily life. 

The Virginia Museum of Fine Arts has been 
committed to focusing on African and African- 
American artists in the museum since the 1990’s.  
The Virginia Museum of Fine Arts is one of the first 
museums to acquire Wiley’s portraits and have been 
doing so since their first acquisition of his painting, 
Willem van Heythuysen, in 2006. Kehinde Wiley: A 
New Republic highlights the exemplary work of the 
museum in addressing issues of race and identity  
and is part of the museum’s larger strategic plan to 

represent more African and African-American artists. 
A New Republic may hold utopian connotations, 

but Wiley’s wry humor and powerful imagery boldly 
bring inequalities in race, gender, and sexuality to the 
forefront. Wiley forces viewers to see the invisibility of 
African-American men and women in history through 
the same framework that was used for oppression. 
Rather than remaining passive bystanders of culture, 
Wiley’s works make the history of African-American 
repression evident while also portraying their power  
as producers of culture. 

While Wiley’s work takes conversations to the  
next level, the arts have served as an outlet to 
peacefully make political statements throughout 
history. An art exhibit does more than give you 
something pretty to look at, it changes the way you 
see and interact in the world. From the active partici-
pant posing in the frame, to the young boy standing  
in the museum, Wiley generates agency in participants 
and viewers alike, changing the way African-Americans 
are seen in society.

Holly Zajur is a writer and educator who focuses on community cultural development through yoga and the arts.

Kehinde Wiley: A New Republic
The Virginia Museum of Fine Arts
Richmond, Virginia
June 11 – September 5, 2016

A picture (or painting) is worth a thousand words 
and countless images have been produced through 
the eyes of white men in the Western world. The 
“reality” portrayed is only capable of telling tales from 
one perspective. On view at the Virginia Museum of 
Fine Arts, Kehinde Wiley: A New Republic places people 
of color inside the framework created by Western 
man, making their powerful presence impossible to 
ignore. By challenging traditional European portrai-
ture, Wiley’s work requires viewers to question race, 
gender, and the power and politics of representation.

Kehinde Wiley is one of the country’s leading 
contemporary artists. Graduating with an MFA from 
Yale in 2001, he studied European Portraiture. One 
day when walking down the street in New York City, 
he came across a crumpled mug shot of an African-

American man. Looking at this crumpled piece of paper, 
Wiley recognized the mug shot as a form of portraiture, 
marking a person at a specific point in time. He noticed 
the contrast between the portrait in his hands and the 
more traditional forms that hang on walls: one is 
positioned to demonstrate a loss of power while the 
other portrays privilege and prestige. Wiley decided to 
draw attention to this imbalance in art and society.

Through a practice called “street casting,” Wiley 
blatantly addresses the dynamics of power structures 
and identity in the world. The process involves asking 
African-American men walking down the street to 
participate in his project. Next, Wiley opened books of 
classical European portraiture, allowing the men to 
choose an image and develop a pose to be photographed. 
Wiley would then paint an enormous image based off 
of the chosen artwork and photograph of his subjects. 
Placing African-American men within famous works, 
Wiley provided agency for participants as he involved 
their active participation in their representation while 
creating an outlet to mark their place in history. 

Moving through A New Republic at the Virginia 
Museum of Fine Arts, the special exhibition progress-
es along the timeline in which Wiley’s work was made. 
Beginning with all male portraiture and ending with a 
room of powerful women, Wiley covers content from 
race, sexuality, and gender. The large scale of the 
paintings and their decadent frames show their 
significance as Wiley draws attention to the absence 
of African-Americans in historic artwork.

Each room in the exhibit deepens the conversation 
on representation and power dynamics around the 
world. At the start of Wiley’s career, he emphasized 
the perception of the African-American male body as 
a social construct in Western culture. This idea is 
explored in the first room of the exhibit as well as 
notions of masculinity and the African-American male 
body. As background imagery of Baroque and Rococo 
overlap parts of the bodies portrayed in Wiley’s work, 
the men are simultaneously placed in positions of power 
while being associated with beauty.

Wiley expands his work beyond the African-American 

Kehinde Wiley, Shantavia Beale II, 2012. Oil on canvas, 60x48 in. Collection of Ana and Lenny Gravier. Courtesy Sean Kelly, New York.  
© Kehinde Wiley. Photo by Jason Wyche.

Kehinde Wiley, Saint Remi, 2014. Stained glass, 96x43.5 in. Courtesy of 
Galerie Daniel Templon, Paris. © Kehinde Wiley

Kehinde Wiley, Support the Rural Population and Serve 500 Million Peasants, 2007, Oil and enamel on canvas, 72x60 in.  
© Kehinde Wiley. Photo by Max Yawney, courtesy of Roberts & Tilton, Culver City, California.
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In Time We Shall Know Ourselves:  
Photographs by Raymond Smith
Ogden Museum of Southern Art 
New Orleans 
June 12 – September 18, 2016

In the summer of 1974 Raymond Smith set out from 
New Haven, Connecticut on a cross-country road trip. 
Inspired by the iconic work of photographers Walker 
Evans and Robert Frank, Smith intended to capture a 
visual record of American culture. The ‘74 road trip 
ended with car trouble in Kansas City, but forty years 
later Smith’s project found new life when he decided to 
publish a selection of images from the excursion. 

The resulting volume, In Time We Shall Know 
Ourselves: American Photographs, 1974, features fifty- 
two of the 750 exposures Smith made on that summer 
road trip and subsequent travels the same year. In 
addition to Smith’s photographs the portfolio contains 
essays by Richard H. King and Alexander Nemerov.

The exhibition at the Ogden Museum of Southern 
Art is a physical manifestation of the book, presenting 
Smith’s 52 black and white prints in the same order as 
the bound edition. Nemerov’s commentary dissects the 
sequence of Smith’s images, a structure that under-
scores the transitional nature of this period in Ameri-
can history — a nation with one foot planted firmly in 
the past and eyes on the future. 

In the included essay Retrospect, Smith argues that 
photography is “more closely related to literature, 
especially fiction (despite its proclivity to depict ‘reality’), 
than it is to other visual arts.” Reflecting on his own 
work, the artist insists that “the portrait is primary, 
and the photograph is a short story exploding beyond 
its frame.” 

The portrait is indeed primary to In Time We Shall 
Know Ourselves and Smith is adept at portraying 
convincing characters. By contrast, any nuance behind 
Smith’s “vernacular landscapes” is lost in translation. 
These street corners, graveyards and local watering 
holes feel forced — as if Smith is speaking this 
‘vernacular’ in a foreign accent. 

Half of the individual portraits in the exhibition 
(excluding Smith’s own mirror-“selfie”) find the artist 
constructing the narrative through some overt 
environmental context. One such photo captures a 
shoeshine boy on Bourbon Street waiting for custom-
ers. A wide-brimmed straw hat casts a dark shadow 
on his face and the blurred reflection of passersby can 
be seen in the darkened window above his head. 
Quality photographs such as Bourbon Street, New 
Orleans, 1974 present characters that do not beg to be 
developed, resulting in narratives that initially read as 
more cliché than complex.

Like many literary greats, Smith achieves his most 
captivating narratives by presenting his audience with 
compelling characters and allowing these characters to 
tell their own stories. Cecil Alabama, on the Road to 
Montgomery, 1974 depicts a weathered woman stopped 
on the road, squinting against the sun. Through her 
Smith captures the oppressive heat and the weight of 
the summer air, an image immune to aging. 

Some of these characters are classic stills from any 
number of black-and-white films that were never made, 
but others are more intimate and land closer to home 
-wherever home is. The subject of Woman with Grocer-
ies, Savannah, Georgia, 1974 leaves behind a parked 
car, groceries in hand. She too squints against the 
summer sun as she hurries through the frame. More 
than a woman in a rush to get home and fix dinner, 

Smith captures a portrait 
of modern motherhood. 

The exhibit also 
includes seven group 
portraits featuring sitters 
from different genera-
tions. If Smith’s individual 

portraits act as short stories then these images  
depict family sagas, extending the embedded  
narratives deep into the past and presenting the 
promise of new protagonists. In Three Generations, 
near Culpeper, Virginia, 1974 an adolescent girl  
confronts the camera with little affection. Behind  
her sit her mother and grandmother, momentarily 
interrupted from conversation for the photograph. 
Three Generations is a perfect representation of the 
unique time in history that Smith captures — the 
eldest subject was born into a country where she 
wouldn’t have been allowed to vote, while the  
youngest subject may see our first female president.

Despite Smith’s journey coming to an end, many  
of the exposures made in Kansas City unburden 
themselves from the heavy-handed narratives 
imposed on earlier frames. Mother and Children, 
Kansas City, 1974 (a multi-generational group portrait) 
is another intimate portrayal of the modern family.  
In a rocking chair on the front porch of a family home 
a mother reads to her children. In her lap sits a chubby 
baby boy, his kinky hair growing into a small afro. 
Beside them a little girl with fair skin and straight 
blonde hair collects her toys. These group portraits 
most clearly convey the image of American culture 
Raymond Smith depicts — a society with a difficult 
past, striving to secure a more promising future for its 
children. 

While many of Smith’s portraits appear to be still 
frames captured in the middle of a narrative, the 
images made in Kansas City are more optimistic, 
depicting the beginning scenes to long and hopeful 
stories. Whether steeped in high drama or celebrating 
the quotidian, Smith’s narratives are reminders of both 
our progress and the problems we have yet to overcome. 

This exhibition organized by the Montgomery 
Museum of Fine Art, also features artifacts from 
Smith’s 1974 journey including his notebooks and two 
twin-lens cameras. In Time We Shall Know Ourselves: 
Photographs by Raymond Smith is on view at the 
Ogden Museum of Southern Art in New Orleans until 
September 18, 2016.

John Duncan Bass is a writer, critic and curator from Oxford, MS. Carolyn Furnish is a tapestry artist living in Little Rock, AR.

The 58th Annual Delta Exhibition
Arkansas Art Center
Little Rock, AR
June 10 – August 28, 2016

This year’s juror, Elizabeth Garvey, gleaned 30 
artists from 457 entries. In her juror statement, she 
wrote, “I gravitated to artists who were willing to tell 
me a story. More often than not, those were folks 
who entered more than one work (three being my 
preference).” 

This statement leaves me with at least two questions. 
Should this juror’s preference have been included in 
the entry instructions? If so, it would have helped the 
artists decide what and how many to enter, as well as 
boost Arkansas Art Center coffers. My second question 
is simultaneously aesthetic and subjective: Does it 
take at least three artist’s works to “tell a story”?  

That said, I was most struck by the 58th Delta 
Exhibition’s fine collection of drawing, and, as it turns 
out, one of Garvey’s main areas of focus in her own 
gallery is drawing and works on paper.

The overview of the Delta is a study in mini-one-
person shows. Most of the artists chosen are repre-
sented by two works. Quite honestly, in most cases, 
while it is always delightful to see multiple pieces, I’m 
of the opinion that a singular work most certainly is 
capable of telling its own story.

One of the single works that stands alone to tell a 
story is Steven Barker’s The Absurdity of Stacking 
Turtles, representing reptiles within a pen and ink 
scientific illustration milieu, struck through with 
humor. It is a wonderfully powerful piece, and its size, 
66 x 42 inches, adds additional impact. Barker starts 
with a base of Galapagos-sized tortoises, and contin-
ues, building a pyramid that is completed with what 
looks to be Snapping turtles atop Box turtles, all 
pancaked atop each other, offering various points of 
view of “turtle.” The middling-sized turtles register 
fierce emotions about their close proximity, not to 
mention their sandwiched situation.

Barker’s title, The Absurdity of Stacking Turtles, 
too, suggests a story. His use of a gerund (stacking) 

describes an action, adding mystery. The viewer asks: 
Was an outside source “stacking” them? Or, better 
yet, were the turtles painstakingly, slowly, but surely 
“stacking” themselves? Is there a why, or an absur-
dity, to either eventuality? Or is it an absurdity to even 
ponder it all? Ultimately, Barker has employed a 
familiar image, which writ large, and represented 
repeatedly, creates a fresh new one, and the possibil-
ity of a tale, or many.

David Bailin has two works in the Delta: Sofa and 
Lamp, a recipient of a Delta Award. Both suggest 
multiple storylines within each single work. Lamp is 
large in scale at 79 x 84 inches, combining charcoal, 
oil, pastel, and coffee on prepared paper. Because the 
piece is unframed and the paper is dense, the work 
has the satisfying weightiness of a woven textile. A 
variety of figurative and abstract drawing comes 
together. Fine geometrics draw the eye in and through 
the space. The spare use of bright red and blue 
pigments add elements of the unexpected to the 
dominant sepia field. The title, Lamp, is “told” 
through a void in the drawing. The base of the lamp is 
a solid part of the sepia elements, but the lampshade 
is pure light, pure paper, outlined only by the faintest 
sepia lines with perfect bits of red pigment dashes. 
Classic perspective is used to draw the viewer in to the 
lamp’s void. The lines also begin to reveal the figura-
tive: faces, a wine glass, a roof, then a building, and a 
table. Bailin offers the viewer a collection of objects 
and characters to create a story. Yet, he doesn’t force 
one. It’s left up to the viewer. Lamp’s abstract is there 
as well, to stand on its own. 

Anais Dasse has two works in the Delta: The 
Daughter and Kids Are Terrible People Too. Both pieces 
are on a continuum, and have shared elements that 
make them read as a pair. Dasse’s work is haunting, 
eloquent, exquisitely made. 

In The Daughter, a figure is gazing off scene 
wearing what appears to be a native parka. Two deer 
have nestled down near. Then the viewer notices 
another deer. Along with the cover of foliage, it forms 
shelter, standing over the daughter and two deer. All 
three deer look out toward the viewer. Deer caught in 

the headlights.
Both of these Dasse works are filled with symbols. 

At first glance, there is a familiarity about them. The 
viewer strains to classify: the chalk or white paint 
markings on the daughter’s parka and three deer: a 
North American tribe? South or Central American? 
Mexican? The upper deer is marked with a series of 
crosses; the lower left deer is marked with an intricate 
star burst; and the lower right deer is marked with 
what might be a map—dashes leading to where X 
marks the spot. A closer look reveals, more accurately 
long guns, AK47s? With multi-round magazines? The 
dashes, or pathways of a “map,” are pathways of 
bullets. The X that marks the spot becomes a target.

In Dasse’s Kids Are Terrible People Too, a tradi-
tional cockfight is in play. One kid wears a bird-like 
mask with an Aztec-like design. Another figure is 
marked with Dasse’s French “tribal” symbol, the 
fleur-de-lis. She was born in France and now lives in 
Little Rock, AR. Emphasizing the connection to The 
Daughter are more firearms. One kid’s chest and arms 
are marked with handgun designs expelling gently 
floating rounds. They echo the round marbles, 
presumably used as betting marks, strewed around 
the cockfighting space. Another kid, face-painted in a 
quasi-Apache manner, gently holds its fighting cock, 
ready for the ring. Two central figures—a child dressed 
in black and a black cock—stare directly at the viewer. 
Deer caught in the headlights. Dasse’s artist state-
ment can be read at www.anaisdasse.com/about. She 
has a shape-shifting approach to her story telling and 
a professional background to go with it.

 The 58th Annual Delta Exhibition has many 
stories to tell. I recommend you go and listen.

Anais Dasse, The Daughter, gesso, charcoal, pencil, oil paint on paper. 
Photo courtesy of the author.

Steven Barker, The Absurdity of Stacking Turtles, 2015, 66 x 42 
inches, pen and ink on paper. Photo courtesy of the author.

Raymond Smith, Three Generations, near Culpeper, Virginia, 1974, 6.25” x 6.25”, Silver Gelatin Print. Photo 
courtesy of the artist.
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Location, Location, Location
For much of the Southern creative community, 

finding allies engaged in similarly intensive studio 
curiosities, research, and production can be exceed-
ingly difficult. Of course, these metrics are subjective 
and some, they are wrong in my opinion, would claim 
that the South is teeming with artists toeing the 
lines of their field. Tennessee, a true bastion of certain 
forms of creative output, has never quite scraped 
together a sense of solidarity amongst its visual 
artists. It, in large part, has been left up to individual 
artists to sort out their support systems and 
communities with little to no infrastructure, govern-
mental, or institutional assistance. Nashville, my 
hometown, has always been reliant on upstart artists 
to generate, sustain, and galvanize a scene. The story 
of many cities’ progression is built on, no, exploits the 
efforts of their creative classes. It is, principally, this 
fact that drives my enthusiasm for Carri and Brian 
Jobe’s initiative, LOCATE Arts. 

Through a ton of planning, listening, and observation 
the wife and husband team, aided by a dedicated board, 
have prepared a model that draws from bottom-up, 
artist-run, DIY approaches and top-down, institutional 
big picturing. There is a punk rock element to their 
get-up-and-get-out ethos. In a short time they’ve run 
a successful Kickstarter campaign, amassing $50,000 
in start-up funding. Maybe more importantly, eclipsing, 
any amount of dollars raised, is the crescendo of 
voices LOCATE Arts has become a mouthpiece for. 
These are the voices of individuals who, in lieu of 
shouting from their studios tucked away in Nashville, 
Knoxville, Memphis, or Chattanooga, now have a 
platform to engage, communicate, challenge, collaborate, 
and participate. Tennessee has become digitized and 
while aspects are fragmented as a result, an obvious 
positive outcome is the cohesion of these disparate 
creative pockets. More specifically, LOCATE Arts’ 
website www.locatearts.org is home to a curated 
artist registry with more than 125 artists represented, 
a “Top Picks” exhibition section that covers both 
major metro areas and smaller cities like Clarksville, 

Jackson, and the Tri-Cities, and finally a blog that 
features interviews with emerging and established 
Tennessee-based artists, writers, and instigators. 

Everything put forth on LOCATE Arts’ website has 
been selected to present the highest caliber work being 
produced in Tennessee. This spirit permeates all efforts, 
of which, the Registry is the most visible example. 
Each applicant to the Registry undergoes rigorous 
evaluation by an advisory group and, if selected, are 
represented by images, a statement, bio, CV, and 
website link. This point is important as Tennessee  
and other communities struggling for cohesion have 
shirked criticality in favor of utopic cheerleading. 
Burgeoning arts communities don’t want to dissuade 
their artists from making art, believing, falsely, that 
criticality might smother momentum. In actuality, real 
growth, progress and agency come from healthy and 
at times contentious exchange. This necessitates 
selectivity, inspires maturity, and helps cultivate a 
collective voice. The voice, propelled by LOCATE Arts, 
is getting louder, clearer. LOCATE Arts has effectively 
created a critical mass and their digital platform 
provides national and international audiences with  
a novel interface for engagement. 

My question ultimately is whether Tennessee  
will ever support creativity in the top-down fashion 
LOCATE Arts is, in part, attempting to precipitate.  
A quick checklist reveals there are zero dedicated 
contemporary art museums, very little funding for 

individual artists, few reputable MFA programs, and 
even fewer galleries supported by local or state 
government. From this perspective, if the history of 
art in Tennessee is any indication, the future is bleak. 
But what LOCATE Arts does so well, flying in the face 
of the state’s disinterest - the thing that has always 
been the genesis for Tennessee’s creative output — is 
its embodiment of artists’ dogged determination and 
vitality. It is the continued legacy of bottom-up, 
artist-run, alternative initiatives like Fugitive Projects 
and Seed Space in Nashville, Fluorescent Gallery in 
Knoxville, and Crosstown Arts in Memphis that 
epitomize this attitude. LOCATE Arts is a huge step 
forward for Tennessee, culturally, socially, creatively. 
With a major Biennial being planned for the not-too-
distant future, continued direct contact with artists 
and audience, innovative approaches to arts advocacy, 
and a host of other ideas percolating from Carri and 
Brian Jobe’s “Labor of Love”, LOCATE Arts has 
arrived as the exuberant entity able to broadcast the 
full extent of Tennessee’s particular genius.

The Power of Pictures:  
Early Soviet Photography and Film
The Frist Center for the Visual Arts
Nashville, TN 
March 11 – July 4, 2016

The Power of Pictures: Early Soviet Photography and 
Film, organized by The Jewish Museum and most 
recently on view at The Frist Center for the Visual Arts, 
consists of an impressive array of over 150 photographs 
and films. The exhibition is structured both thematically 
and narratively: it explores the transition from a period 
of highly innovative artistic output following the 
Bolshevik Revolution to the stifling “socialist realism” 
of the Stalinist era. We tend to think of communism, 
paradoxically, as being committed to a conservative 
aesthetic, yet this exhibition questions that conventional 
association, and invites us to rethink the relation between 
political and aesthetic radicalism. 

The exhibition begins with a collection of truly stunning 
early Constructivist works from the late 1920s. In a series 
of self-portraits, El Lissitzky depicts himself with a 
bandaged skull. Darkroom manipulations, including 
photomontage and photograms were utilized to include 
a third eye in the center of the artist’s forehead and the 
hyper-exposed shape of a mathematical compass 
obstructing the image. In another work, entitled 
Maquette for “Cinema Eye,” Lissitzky superimposes 
Vertov’s portrait onto the pupil of an enlarged eye. 
These obvious and unapologetic manipulations are 
antithetical to the later Stalinist commitment to naïve 
realism, which emphasizes social content at the 
expense of aesthetic form. 

Much of the drama of The Power of Pictures inheres 
in its exploration of the complex and changing relations 

between content and form, which the curatorial decision 
to present photographs in thematic groupings within a 
chronological narrative deftly facilitates.  Works dated 
pre- and post-1930 – before and after the Stalinist 
betrayal of the revolution – are placed side by side, which 
invites comparative analysis. A powerful 1929/1930 
photograph Stairs by Alexander Rodchenko, for 
example, features a woman ascending dramatically 
shadowed stairs. Form and content seem mutually 
reinforcing. The diagonal composition and the sharp 
geometric lines suggest a degree of aesthetic abstrac-
tion, yet the representational content of the image 
remains intact, even if the figure is unidentified.  

Georgy Petrusov’s early Stalin-era, 1930, New 
Building from Above, mimics the diagonal birds-eye-view 
perspective and black linear shadows of Rodchenko’s, 
Stairs. In many ways it seems to be an aesthetic 
corollary to Rodchenko’s Stairs, but it suggests a 
somewhat different relation between form and 
content. It makes us question what we are supposed  
to admire: social content or aesthetic form — the 
skyscraper, the thriving Soviet economic system,  
or the formal elegance of the photograph? 

As you progress through the exhibition, the 
sacrifice of form to content becomes more apparent. 
Arkady Shaikhet’s 1938 photograph Express, for 
instance, seems an unabashed celebration of techno-
logical prowess: a train barrels toward the viewer, 
dramatically emerging from the clouds of steam that 
seem to reflect the clouds of the sky. If it weren’t for 
the wall label, it would be nearly impossible to know 
that content within the photograph, in this case the 
clouds, was a result of aesthetic manipulation. The 
“constructiveness” of Lissitzky’s early images is 
obvious; Shaikhet’s image is no less staged, yet it 

purports to be only a transparent representation of  
the “real.”

In one of the final rooms of the exhibition, we 
encounter a fully realized image of “socialist realism,”  
a 1936 photograph by Rodchenko of female athletes 
marching in a parade. The photograph could easily be 
mistaken for an image of a Nazi rally. The only aesthetic 
similarity to Rodchenko’s photograph, Stairs from just 
six years previous, is the slight diagonal composition. 
The sports parade is openly acknowledged as choreo-
graphed, but the photograph itself, must seem a 
transparent reproduction of social reality. 

The exhibition concludes with a series of early avant-  
garde Soviet films, which both recall and reinforce the 
aesthetic of early Soviet photography. Sergei Eisenstein’s 
Battleship Potemkin (1925), for example, is celebrated 
for its use of montage. Classic Hollywood cinema was 
given to “invisible” editing, the camera attempting only 
to register a world that is external to it. Eisenstein, 
however, openly acknowledges film for what it is: a 
series of discontinuous images that are sewn together 
in order to produce the illusion of seamless continuity. 
Here, at the conclusion of the exhibition, film itself is 
presented as a “constructivist” aesthetic. 

The Power of Pictures is indeed powerful, both in 
terms of the individual images it contains and in its 
ability to challenge our conventional notions of the 
relation between the politically and the aesthetically 
radical. Sadly, the great promise, political and aesthetic, 
of the Bolshevik revolution issued in the nightmare of 
Stalinism, but the Soviet experiment itself suggests 
that it might have been “constructed” otherwise. At 
the very least, The Power of Pictures reminds us that  
so much of what is innovative in modernist art had its 
origins in a revolutionary politics. 

Georgia Erger is an art historian and writer based in Dallas, TX.

Yakov Khalip, On Guard, 1938, Gelatin silver print. Image courtesy of 
the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston.

Georgy Petrusov, New Building from Above, 1930, Gelatin silver 
print. Photo courtesy of the Alex Lachmann Collection.

Alexander Rodchenko, Sports Parade on Red Square, 1936, Gelatin 
silver print. Photo courtesy of the Sepherot Foundation.

Mike Calway-Fagen is an artist, writer, and curator based in Athens, GA where he is Assistant Professor of Sculpture at UGA.
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