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Naima Keith: When we first met, and in subsequent visits and discussions, you described your process as a “regenerative collage,” 
which involves a reconsideration of past works. How do you choose which elements to collage together into new compositions? 

Alexandria Smith: My process is truly an intuitive one. In my smaller collages, I begin by using color printouts of older paintings 
to build the figure first, placing various elements together, overlapping and obscuring as I go along until I am satisfied with the hybrid 
figure that I’ve created. I use that as a point of departure and begin to create the environment around them, combining different 
elements from my previous work with wallpaper samples. I’m constantly rearranging elements until I feel that it is complete. The last 
step involves distancing myself a bit, by this I mean that I leave the studio or cover the image up and come back to it the next day. If I 
am still content with everything, then I begin adhering the elements to the board. I also take this same approach digitally in 
Photoshop when I am trying to come up with new imagery for my paintings.

K: You received your MFA from Parsons the New School for Design. Can you tell us about that experience? 

S: I had an amazing experience. Many of the connections that I made during my time there with permanent and visiting faculty alike, 
especially with Coco Fusco and Mira Schor, remain a huge part of my life. Mira’s advice was mostly specific to the medium I was 
working with. She pushed me to try and capture the same looseness and freedom evident in my drawings in my paintings by experi-
menting with different exercises and exploring other media such as video. Coco challenged the theoretical aspect of my practice. She 
made me think about the ways in which I chose to represent the brown body in my work vs. how it was represented historically. The 
two of them provided a necessary balance as my practice developed. I am really grateful for the impact the 
multitude of voices that I had in my studio and it resulted in immense strides in my development over a short period of time. 

K: How has your style evolved since you left school? Since you started creating art? 

S: In my earlier work, the influence of other artists was very evident. Specifically, I was looking at Francis Bacon, Kara Walker and 
William H. Johnson, and making work that overtly reflected this.  I feel that I have finally reached a point in which the work I am cre-
ating now and have made in the last 3-4 years is uniquely my own. I have discovered how to coalesce my varied interests into a style 
that feels innate and genuine.

K: You also taught for a period following the completion of your degree. What was that experience like? 

S: Difficult would be an understatement. I have taught collectively for over 10 years as an art teacher for charter schools and the NYC 
Department of Education, mostly middle school and high school. Our educational system is in the midst of a crisis, and has been 
for decades. There’s a quote by Noam Chomsky that perfectly describes the problem with our education system. He says, “The whole 
educational and professional training system is a very elaborate filter, which just weeds out people who are too independent, and who 
think for themselves, and who don’t know how to be submissive, and so on – because they’re dysfunctional to the institutions.” 

I left teaching in 2012, when I had my first and only anxiety attack on the subway. At that time, I was teaching in the South Bronx and 
my body broke down. I felt underappreciated as a person and as an artist by administrators at my school and the system as a whole. 
As far as k-12 teaching is concerned, if you pursue other passions, you’re seen as being insubordinate and not dedicated or invested 
enough to teaching.
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I was creating work that explored the objectification of women’s bodies in the media through mixed media painting. I was also 
creating large-scale drawings that juxtaposed current events with historical slave imagery to illustrate injustices.  

The absurdity of the lack of support from school administrators was that they didn’t see the significance of my engagement as an 
artist with my teaching. I haven’t given up, I just decided to find an alternative approach to instigating change within the community 
through my artwork. There are a few projects that I am currently developing that focus on bridging this gap. My newest project 
comprises a lot of research to inform a series of vignettes in the form of collage installations and a sculpture which will be activated by 
a series of performances. It is a newer direction conceptually in that I’m incorporating a specific history and interviews to inform the 
narrative. I am interested in how memory masquerades as fiction.  

K: Your third solo exhibition, “Perpetual Adorations” (2014), when reviewed by the Huffington Post, called your pieces “adorably 
grotesque” in their headline. How do you feel about such as phrase as a descriptor of your work? 

S: Honestly, I am conflicted about that title because the negative connotations associated with the word “grotesque” are particularly 
problematic when used as descriptors for my work because the brown figure is central. I consider the “girls” to be quite beautiful and 
place it in quotes because the figures in my work have evolved into more gender neutral characters that exist in a fluxus state. They are 
not quite adolescents nor are they distinctly female; they’ve become an amalgamation of qualities that are inherent in all of us. For me 
they come into being through their diffuseness. I am creating the psychological version of these figures, transforming their attributes 
into something tangible.

K: Many who have written about your work mention the extent to which it focuses on the elements that play a role the formation of 
identity. How much of your own identity is incorporated into these works? 

S: That question only seems to come up when people view the work of artists of color. It’s incredibly frustrating because there is an 
assumption that the work is  autobiographical especially when there is a brown figure present. This rarely if ever comes up when the 
artist is not a person of color. I reject that projection because I think all artwork is autobiographical or personal in some way. It is 
impossible to completely separate yourself from your experiences and influences therefore it is emitted in the work. Like many people, 
I create what I am familiar with, what I know.

K: Larry Ossei-Mensah in his online article for The Agora Culture (2015) labels your paintings “contemporary capriccios.” Such a 
name encourages connections to past masters of the capriccio, such as Spanish master Francisco Goya. For him, the capriccio was a 
powerful blend of fantasy and nightmare. Where do your “capriccios” lie on this spectrum? Do you approve of such a term being used 
to describe your art?

S: I love that term. It perfectly blends the historical and the contemporary as it relates to my influences and interests. I think my work 
lies somewhere in the middle. My work incorporates the fictitious situated within the contemporary to revise and reexamine the 
historical.

K: Along those same lines, your painting, “between delight” (2014), assumes a compositional format akin to the great reclining 
women of history – Titian’s Venus of Urbino (1538) and Edouard Manet’s Olympia (1863) both come to mind. Was this painting 
deliberately tying into this visual tradition, or is it a commentary against it? 

S: My use of the compositional format of various Western history paintings is definitely intentional.  I am deliberately tapping into the 
awkwardness, ideas of subservience, spirituality and power embodied in these paintings and infusing it with my own symbology. The 
religious references are also used to depict the relationship between the spiritual, the sensual and the sexual.  

K: Artist Kerry James Marshall also explores the role of identity and the presence (or lack thereof) of the African American figure 
in the “great canon” of art history. Do you think your work relates to this theme, particularly with paintings like “between delight” 
(2014), or just to Marshall’s work in general? 

S: Definitely, Kerry James Marshall is one of my favorite artists and that exhibition is amazing. One quote that I extracted from a 
lecture he gave a few years ago is: “How can I create an uncontestable place in the pantheon of art history without surrendering my 
desire to make pictures with brown figures in them?” This resonates so strongly with me. I want the “girls” in my work to be central to 
the narrative as opposed to merely accessories or subsidiary elements. By doing this, I am simultaneously acknowledging, 
accepting and rejecting the burden of history. I feel that the brown figure has the greatest chance of changing people’s expectations 
because of its a lack of familiarity and visibility in the art historical canon.

K: In Michael Taussig’s “What Color is the Sacred?,” he comments on the role of color as means of controversy and cloaking. He 
writes: “not only kids, primitives, southern women, but war loves bright colors, too. Could there be a connection? And even if today 
color has given way to camouflage, you have to wonder how decolored camouflage really is and how much it is a fashion statement.” 
You work in primarily a bright, vibrant palette, and so I wonder how you would respond to Taussig’s works from two different aspects. 
The first is that I am curious as to whether there is a level of war, or revolution, you wish to incite with your works? 

S: For me, color is a forceful character within the narrative, a trickster of sorts. It acts as a lure because it is familiar and rejects the 
notion of minimalism found in the monochromatic, neutral colors usually associated with elitism.  Bright colors serve simultaneously 
as a cloaking and an unmasking or flaunting. The colors scream, “I am here, see me” and in turn, so do the figures. The viewer is 
manipulated into negotiating their perceptions and contradictions. For me, that is where the revolution and resistance lies. 

K: The second is the notion of camouflage, an aspect that is reflected in relation to David Batchelor’s “Chromophobia” (FOCI 
Series, 2001), wherein he discusses the marginalization of color in the Western world since the fall of antiquity. Is your use of color 
a means of covering up or rather a means of unpacking and exposing? Batchelor brings up the artistic revolutions of the 1950s and 
1960s, when artists began to contemplate color anew, and he notes a particular anxiety that emerges within the critique of these later 
20th-century figures. It strikes me, looking at your work, that you are approaching color in similarly innovative ways as these 
predecessors, so I am curious as to whether you are trying to incite anxiety as well for the viewer? 

S: In some ways, I am trying to incite anxiety and discomfort but I am also using color to challenge established hierarchies and 
illuminate our own transgressions. I specifically turn to the AFRICOBRA collective when I define my conceptual use of color. Their 
mission was to create an image making system that would challenge Eurocentric modalities and reflect African American sensibilities. 
The use of a vibrant palette of color and form was characteristic of their work, which I also manifest. Formally though, color and form 
work in tandem to immerse the viewer in sensation; to create cynicism within the familiar and an unnerving sense of being, pushing 
them into the same “liminal space” that my characters subsist and reside in.

K: I know artists hate answering this question, but you never seem to shy away from it: what’s next?

S: My time at the University of Iowa as the Virginia Myers Printmaking Fellow opened up a lot of possibilities which I am exploring. I 
am also reinvestigated and expanding upon the room-sized installation that I made at A.I.R. Gallery last year (2015), which combined 
my collage installations with light projection and sculpture. I am expanding upon this piece to to explore my need for more social 
engagement within my practice.





if they come in the mornin’, 2016. oil on panel, 18 x 18 inches
the women in me..., 2016. ceramic and oil on panel, 24 x 24 inches



Git’ on up, 2015. oil on panel, 18 x 18 inches whut had happened wuz, 2016. oil on panel, 24 x 24 inches



Peeking, 2016. oil on panel, 18 x 18 inches Peekaboo, 2016. oil on panel, 18 x 18 inches



we have never been modern, 2016. oil on panel, 24 x 24 inches comin’ in on waves, 2015. oil on panel, 24 x 24 inches



something in the way of things, 2016. oil on panel, 36 x 36 inches Lovely Lady Lumps, 2015. oil on panel, 12 x 12 inches



Folie a Deux
 after Alexandria Smith

put black girl hair under a microscope
& see space—a galaxy of naps seeking
light—here: we twin ourselves into beings
Siamese psychosis          a hocus-pocus of limbs
zigzag of woodgrain vertebrae        floating
universe            we solstice toward void shine
toward whiteness        toward bloodline whittled 
whack 
think how black vacuum consumes      takes back our 
we

oh dark continent of kink   pink kneecaps 
mutate two stages beyond beige        yonder 
brown legs long to tapdance for an audience
of stardust             shuffle along & Sambo
that constellation of teeth    on the cusp of Tom—
oh Uncle, what dilemma this nappy hair
          —that white white arm

- t’ai freedom ford



Alexandria Smith
EDUCATION
 
2015 Skowhegan School of Painting and Sculpture, Madison, ME
2010 MFA in Painting/Drawing, Parsons The New School for Design 
2006 MA in Art Education, New York University
2003 BFA in Illustration, Syracuse University

AWARDS, GRANTS, FELLOWSHIPS & RESIDENCIES
 
2016 Elizabeth Foundation for the Arts/Robert Blackburn Studio Immersion Fellowship, NYC
 The Lighthouse Works Fellowship, Fishers Island, NY
 Yaddo Residency, Saratoga Springs, NY

2015 Foundation for Contemporary Arts Emergency Grant, NY, NY
 Virginia A. Myers Visiting Artist in Printmaking 2015-16, University of Iowa, Iowa City, IA
 Skowhegan School of Painting and Sculpture, Madison, ME

2014 Fine Arts Work Center Fellowship, 2014-15, Provincetown, MA
 A.I.R. Gallery Fellowship, Brooklyn, NY
  
2013  Fine Arts Work Center Fellowship, 2013-14, Provincetown, MA
 Sam and Adele Golden Foundation Artist Residency, New Berlin, NY

2012  Vermont Studio Center Residency and Full Fellowship, Johnson, VT
 The Stone Canoe Journal Hedy and Fawcett Prize for Visual Arts, Syracuse, NY
 
2011  Rush Arts Gallery Summer Artist-In-Residence, NY, NY
 BRIC Media Arts Fellowship, Brooklyn, NY
 
SOLO EXHIBITIONS

2016 “All the women in me…”, Levitt Gallery at the University of Iowa, Iowa City, IA 

2015 “No one belongs here more than you”, A.I.R. Gallery, Brooklyn, NY
 “Stars in my pocket”, Hudson D. Walker Gallery, Provincetown, MA

2014  “Perpetual Adorations”, Scaramouche Gallery, NY, NY
 “Out Through The Sun”, Hudson D. Walker Gallery, Provincetown, MA 
      
2011 “It Just Feels Right To Me”, Rush Arts Gallery, NY, NY

SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS

2016 “Africa’s Out!”, Pioneer Works, Brooklyn, NY
 “Alexandria Smith and Katherine Toukhy”. Five Miles Gallery, Brooklyn, NY
 “Black Pulp!”, International Print Center (ICPNY), New York, NY
 “I found god in myself ”, African American Museum, Philadelphia, PA
 “Black Pulp!”, Edgewood Gallery at Yale School of Art, New Haven, CT
 “Fraught Imaginaries”, Corridor Gallery, Brooklyn, NY (two-person)

2015 “Inside/Outside: Works from the Skowhegan Archives” curated by Michelle Grabner, Common Street Arts Gallery, Waterville, ME
 “Africa’s Out”, Barbara Gladstone Gallery, NY, NY
 “Power, Protest, Resistance”, Rush Arts Gallery, NY, NY
 “Tales and Passions”, Galerie Placido, Paris, France
  Art Paris Fair, Galerie Placido, Grand Palais, Paris, France
 “INSITU: Women Artists in Place”, The Jamaica Center for Arts and Learning, Jamaica, NY
 “Selected Works by the FAWC Visual Art 2014/15 Fellows”, Provincetown Art Association and Museum, Provincetown, MA

2014 “I found God in myself: 40th Anniversary of For Colored Girls”, The Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, NY, NY
 “Made in Paint”, Sam and Adele Golden Gallery, New Berlin, NY
 “Last Night I Had a Glimpse of the Good Life”, Thierry Goldberg Gallery, NY, NY
 “I See You: The Politics of Being”, Harvey B. Gantt Center, Charlotte, NC
 “Context and Counteractions”, Provincetown Art Association and Museum, Provincetown, MA

2013 “Collage-Age”, Mikhail Zakin Gallery, Demarest, NJ & Culturefix, NY, NY
 “KIN”, Hudson D. Walker Gallery, Provincetown, MA
 “Summer Mix”, Thierry Goldberg Gallery, NY, NY 

BIBLIOGRAPHY
 
2016 Hocker, Cliff, “A Comic Book Trickster”, The International Review of African American Art, June 2016
 Stafford-Davis, Jessica, “10 Female Artists of Color on the Rise”, The Root.com, March 2016

2014 Frank, Priscilla, “Alexandria Smith’s Adorably Grotesque Cartoons Explore What Little Girls Are Made Of ”, Huffington Post, September 2014
 “Alexandria Smith, Perpetual Adorations”, Timeout New York, September 2014
 “40 Amazing Black Artists to Watch in 2014”, NBC’s The Griot.com

2013 Bey, Amir, “Newcomer: Alexandria Smith”, ArtVoices Magazine, June 2013
 “Female Artists 2013: Celebrate International Women’s Day With 10 To Watch  This Year”, Huffington Post, March 2013
 “Black Artists: 30 Contemporary Art Makers Under 40 You Should Know”, Huffington Post, February 2013

2012 Edmunds, Melanie, “Alexandria Smith”, ArtVoices Magazine, Los Angeles, CA, December 2012
 Colley, Robert, ed,  “Stone Canoe Issue #6”, Syracuse University Publication, Syracuse, NY, January 2012

2011 Schor, Mira and Susan Bee, ed, “M/E/A/N/I/N/G: 25th Anniversary Issue”, NY, NY, October 2011
 
PUBLIC LECTURES, CONFERENCES AND PANELS

 2016 Visiting Artist Lecture Series, Massachusetts College of Art & Design, Boston, MA 
 Artist Lecture, Wellesley College, Wellesley, MA
 Artist Lecture, University of Massachusetts-Boston, Boston, MA
 Artist Lecture, Maryland Institute College of Art, Baltimore, MD
 Artist Lecture, Bennington College, Bennington, VT
 Artist Lecture, San Francisco Art Institute, San Francisco, CA 
 
2015     “Shop Talk” Artist Lecture, University of Iowa, Iowa City, IA    
             Roundtable: A Community of M/E/A/N/I/N/G, The Feminist Art Project at CAA Conference, Museum of Arts and Design, New York, NY        
             
2014 Lecture, Pace University, NY, NY
 Panel, On Being an Artist, “I See You: The Politics of Being”, Harvey B. Gantt Center, Charlotte, NC
 Lecture: Amalgamations of Girlhood, “I See You: The Politics of Being” Forum, Harvey B. Gantt Center, Charlotte, NC



Published on the occasion of the exhibition:

Alexandria Smith

all the women in me...
University of Iowa, Levittt Gallery, April 2016

In Conversation: Naima J. Keith and Alexandria Smith 
Naima J. Keith is Deputy Director of Exhibits and Programs at the California Afri-
can American Museum and the former Associate 
Curator at The Studio Museum in Harlem. Her interests include American and 
international contemporary art, with a particular focus on themes of identity and 
conceptual practices.

DESIGN: Alexandria Smith; PRINTING: University of Iowa Print Services
PHOTOGRAPHY: Derek Blackman; Lachell Workman (Pages 14/19/21)

Page 1: what had happened wuz, 2016 (detail)
Page 4/5 (Installation view, left to right): legged again, 2016, monoprint on Arches 
paper, 20 x 30 inches; Skinfolk, 2015-16, oil/mixed media on panel, dimensions 
variable; don’t let me be lonely, 2015-16, mixed media on paper and wall, 12 x 22 feet 
Page 10/11: all eyez on me, 2016, mixed media on canvas and wall, 12 x 14 feet
Page 22: a constellation, 2016, monoprint on Arches paper, 20 x 30 inches

Copyright ©Alexandria Smith


