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Kiki Smith

You are the sunshine of my life is empty without you

31 July –11 September 1999

"In the course of the last few years Kiki Smith's work has undergone a constant process of transformation. In addition to her central theme of the human body, since the beginning of the 1990S the artist has created works where she shows the phenomena of our environment, the world of animals, landscapes, stars and planets. Kiki Smith uses these elements to form her poetic territories and to tell us about the dreams and nightmares of our age". Carl Haenlein' 1

Born in 1954, New York artist Kiki Smith is known as much for her challenging images of the human body as for her unorthodox use of techniques and materials. This is her first major solo show in Scotland and marks a continued thematic development from work explicitly based on the body to a more meditative and poetic evocation of humankind's place in and relationship to the cosmos. In this body of new work, Smith draws on myth (both secular and religious), fairy tale, and the natural world to explore the schizophrenic and fractured spirit of an age where nature is sentimentally admired but simultaneously ravaged and destroyed.

A decisive element of Smith's originality is her appreciation and use of both the fine arts and the applied/decorative arts, a combination which has done much to extend the language of sculpture itself. Her practice involves both a spectrum of techniques and the use of diverse materials not 'normally' employed in contemporary art - such as papier mache, fabrics and textiles, and different types of glass, porcelain, and handmade paper. In thi8spect she has explained that "different materials have psychic and spiritual meaning to them. If you make bodies out of paper, or out of bronze, they have different meanings... As an artist I'm just going through materials; I want to have as many different experiences as I can. So for example, with wax or paper you have a translucence, a fragility that mimics skin. And paper doesn't have as developed a history of use for sculpture in Europe as in Asia, so it isn't 'used up' as a materia!..." In addition, she has also made reference to knitting and sewing as dissident female activities in the traditionally (or nominally) 'masculine' arena of artistic production.

The daughter of sculptor Tony Smith, Kiki Smith grew up in an artistic environment. It wasn't until relatively late on, however, that she decided to be an artist herself. After graduating from high school she lived in San Francisco for a year with the rock band The Tubes. She then returned to the East Coast where she studied at the Hartford School of Art. In 1976 she moved to New York where she became part of a group of artists called Collaborative Projects Inc., or Colab, who organised the now legendary Times Square Show in an abandoned massage parlor. Central to Colab's aims was the creation of a socially conscious, populist and accessible art outside the commercial mainstream, inspired by such figures as Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera. "The group of artists that I come out of are populist artists. From that feeling of not having access in society, it seemed important to me to make things accessible and to demystify them. That's probably not true in all of my work - there are contradictions - but it was an important part to me."

During this period Kiki Smith developed her investigation into the scientific and medical visions of the body. Her early work Nervous Giants was created using motifs from Gray's Anatomy, and she also attended dissections to observe the interior of the body firsthand. From here her practice developed, in a series of expanding cycles, to explore the significance of the body as a system. Body parts were abstracted and represented as a means of understanding them better. In this way a visceral and visual knowledge of the body in all its parts was contrasted with a purely 'objective' and scientific scrutiny; her approach contrasted the poetic and the abject with the didactic.

By the 1990S Smith had achieved significant recognition for her art internationally, exhibiting at the Dallas Museum of Modern Art (1989), the Museum of Modern Art in New York (1990) and on an annual basis at the Fawbush Gallery in New York. At the end of the 80S, race, religion, AIDS

and abortion were becoming mainstream issues for both politicians and artists, and Smith's treatment of the body suddenly seemed ahead of its time. Shows in Europe followed during 1990-91 at the Centre d'Art Contemporain in Geneva and at the Institute of Contemporary Art in Amsterdam. Thereafter she began to exhibit around the world with increasing frequency and today her work is held in public collections by over thirty galleries worldwide. In 1992 she exhibited at the Moderna Museet, Stockholm, and in 1993 at the Anthony d'Offay Gallery, London. In 1994 she took part in the Damien Hirst selected show Some Went Mad, at the Serpentine Gallery, London, and was taken on by Pace-Wilden stein, a New York gallery which represents Mark Rothko, Donald Judd and a host of other internationally famous artists. Smith's most recent solo show in Britain was in 1997.

THE EXHIBITION

By the mid 1990S Smith's concerns had turned to an investigation of our relationships with the natural and animal worlds viewed through the prism of myth, religion and fairy tale. The human body, previously so central to her practice, had been displaced by sculptures and drawings of

small animals, birds, eggs and crystals. "In retrospect I see this path of subject matter in my work. I went from the microscopic, to organs, to systems, to skins, to bodies, to the religious body, to cosmologies. Especially after 1992 my work moved into exploring religious iconography or cosmology. It became stories of how we made the universe in our image; how we anthropomorphise the world. So thinking about that I started using natural and human images together..." In this exhibition she uses a wide variety of techniques and materials to create sculptural installations and images inspired by themes of knowledge and innocence, decay and redemption, of paradises lost and found. Drawing on a large range of world sources in sculpture and myth, she explores the responsibilities of knowledge and our bond with the universe.

Lower gallery

For the present exhibition Smith has evoked Eve as an iconic figure.

Immediately to the left in the lower gallery, Smith has placed seven drawings of Eve biting the apple, taking inspiration from both Edvard Munch's drawings of his fiance, and children's illustration of the early 1900S, a time of 'the creation of childhood', with its associations of innocence, and the multiple and layered relationships to nature embodied by the fairy tale and the Old Testament. But Smith's Eve, far from being the conduit of evil

as in the Biblical legend, is in fact a bearer of knowledge; for

by taking the apple she becomes the vehicle by which

humankind gains the possibility of transcendence through choice, knowledge and spiritual development. The basket of apples and the accompanying soundtrack are an invitation to join her feast.

Although the works in the exhibition are individual, they might also be considered as various elements of a whole or as one large installation. "'like art that is accumulative by nature, that you are creating the world, making physical manifestations of it, and that you are in one sense responsible for it..." In this system, Yellow Moon (on the far end wall), acts as a striking reminder of the natural world and the cosmological system itself, with the moon as a heavenly body which exerts its own visual, emotional and physical fascination on the senses. Made with flash glass the intense blue has been etched away to leave the underlying yellow. Nearby, a collection of glass eggs, acid etched and rolled in powdered colour, and made in collaboration with students at Alfred University, mirrors Yellow Moon's grid.

Cosmologies of a kind are also implicit in Neon Bow (1999). Here the neon Ars are taken from Giotto's Last Judgement in the Scrovegni Chapel, Padua. Completed in 1306 it shows God encircled by a rainbow or halo of light, consigning the virtuous and the wicked to their respective fates. The rainbow form appears again in gallery two, in the double video piece of the same name. Alluding to Biblical pacts and a number of popular tales, it is a symbol of our life-hopes and aspirations, one which evokes an innocence which reminds us of Dorothy's song in The Wizard of Oz.

By contrast, the theme of judgement is evoked in Counsel (1998) where five porcelain owls, oracles and symbols of wisdom, turn away from us. Opposite, the mound of white blankets printed with crows and bordered in black, like an announcement of bereavement, suggest a ancient burial chamber. Made in collaboration with the Mattress Factory in Pittsburgh, White Blanket (1998) also references the theme of ecological disaster present in Smith's earlier work Jersey Crows. Meanwhile, in the center of the floor, a band of Mice (1998), cast in bronze, seem poised to scatter.

To this Smith has added two papier mache figures of children, both made with Nepal paper. In Angel (1999) Smith creates a mythical figure, part Egyptian bird-statue, part Victorian doll, a hybrid with an inverted face caught in the movement of turning into a bird. And with Girl with Owl (1999), opposite, the bird is already in the hand.

Upper gallery

In the room at the top of the stair, the digital animation Night- Time Wolf (1999) reprises the

theme of nature and our complex relationships to it. Made at Alfred University, it is based on Eadweard Muybridge's photo sequence of a turning dog. Outside, Girl with Globe, made from Nepal paper covered in printed maps of the earth, evokes a fragile world. On one side she is flanked by Brown Water (1999), a series of tear-shaped pieces of glass; on the other there is a plague of Frogs approaching Aaron's Bed (1999). Above, the moon reappears, this time as a banner on blood red Nepal paper. A printed relief etching made with students at Massachusetts College of Art, it references the prophesies of the apocalypse, a theme taken up with the twelve red glass stars in Stars and Scat. Hares (1998), by contrast, uses bronze to create flat sculptures like etching plates which are punctured by wild, almost psychedelic sunflower eyes, inspired by Victorian cut-out scenes and the custom of adorning the dead with flowers. To the side, two black mohair blankets hang from the wall. Below, irridescent colours reappear in the conical glass shapes of Dew Bow (1999), a reminder once again of the promise of the rainbow.

1. Catalogue introduction. All Creatures Great and Small. Scalo, 1999. Distributed by Thames & Hudson. the English language version of this catalogue is available pre-publication in the gallery bookshop

We are grateful to the Anthony d'Offay Gallery, London, and PaceWildenstein, New York, for their help in preparing this exhibition.
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