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Exhibition Review: Paul Anthony Smith: Standing In

Paul Anthony Smith: Standing In. Blaffer Art Museum, University of Houston, Houston
TX. October 22, 2022–March 12, 2023.

Photography’s relationship to its subject has often been explained through the metaphor
of skin. Skin demarcates the borders where our body meets the external world, thus
serving the purpose of visual identification, on the one hand, and functioning as a façade
for disguise and self-expression on the other. Photography, owing to the widespread belief
in its accuracy, is commonly associated with the ability to apprehend things and people,
and classify them into specimens and types. It is in this context that one of the early
inventors of the stereoscope, Oliver Wendell Holmes, proposed in 1859 to flay every
surface of the world with the aid of the camera, just as men would hunt cattle for their
beautiful skins in South America.1

This understanding of photography, however, comes with the caveat that its supposed
truthfulness can only be skin deep. In other words, skin is also a veil on which ideas and
aspirations are projected to take advantage of that presumed link between appearance and
inner truth. Thus, for the nineteenth-century abolitionist Frederick Douglass, photogra-
phy was a tool to actively externalize one’s selfhood into visible form. From this per-
spective, taking respectable pictures of oneself is not very different from painting desirable
clothing directly on the skin, as Douglass noted about a “savage” tribe.2 Identification
and/or expression—the two conflicting takes on photography’s kinship to skin—are
rivetingly explored in the exhibition of the work of Paul Anthony Smith currently at
Blaffer Art Museum at the University of Houston.

Paul Anthony Smith: Standing In is the latest survey of the artist’s burgeoning career
and is comprised of thirty-one works made between 2012 and 2022 . Currently based in
Brooklyn, New York, Smith was born and raised in Jamaica and moved to Miami,
Florida, at the age of nine. The current exhibition summarizes a decade of his practice
as a professional artist following his graduation from the Kansas City Art Institute in
Missouri, where he studied ceramics. Perhaps for this reason, the exhibition is full of

1 . Oliver Wendell Holmes, “The Stereoscope and the Stereograph,” Atlantic Monthly 3 , no. 20 (June
1859), 748 .

2 . Frederick Douglass, “Pictures and Progress” (c. 1865), in John Stauffer, Zoe Trodd, and Celeste-Marie
Bernier, Picturing Frederick Douglass: An Illustrated Biography of the Nineteenth-Century’s Most Photographed
American (New York: Liveright, 2015), 168 .
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dynamic tension between relentless introspection and the ambition to expand. The works
showcase daring experiments geared toward technical diversification, which avoid being
superficial thanks to the artist’s thought-provoking engagement with the issues of iden-
tity, immigration, and diaspora.

Smith’s main medium is photography, although it quickly becomes clear that he aims
to challenge its specificity. In many instances, he treats photography as an essentially
popular and democratic technology by utilizing images that are quotidian or copied from
magazines and other illustrated pages, and the medium’s reproducibility allows him to
transfer, enlarge, and serialize these images onto different surfaces. But then, he con-
stantly draws inspiration from other genres of fine arts in order to transform each of his
creations into a unique, one-off artwork. This is achieved by the mélange of photography
with painting, sculpture, textiles, and perhaps most importantly the technique of
“picotage.” Here, a further explanation of picotage might be useful, as it has become the
artist’s trademark.

Picotage is originally a printing technique used for textile manufacturing beginning in
the late eighteenth century in Europe. Short pins made of brass wire were hammered into
woodblock—like a bristle brush—to form stipple patterns for rendering shadows, a gritty
background, and contours of floral and foliage details.3 Smith has appropriated this
technique in a unique manner, by repurposing a ceramist’s tool for piercing and lifting
small spots on photographic prints to add a shallow blanket of protrusions on top. The
result emulates fish scales rubbed the wrong way, which still show the original photo-
graphs from one side, but obscure it from the other side, similar to a lenticular postcard.
Combined with the shimmering finish of the prints themselves, the picotage technique
solicits a phenomenological experience from the viewer, who cannot help but move
around the frames as if playing hide and seek with the image. Throughout the exhibition,
the method of picotage functions as the driving force behind the game of revelation and
concealment, which is intensified when joined by different textures of oil and spray paint,
for example.

The exhibition is roughly divided into five large and small rooms and corridors, the
arrangement of which do not follow a chronological order. Instead, Steven Matijcio,
Jane Dale Owen Director and Chief Curator of the museum, organized the spaces to
foreground important shifts in Smith’s work, tracing the evolvement of the picotage
technique across various stages. While walking through the display, viewers witness
how the artist changed the base material for his picotage works from found images to
his own photographs; how his works grew in dimension from palm-size prints to
canvases stretched from floor to ceiling; how the themes of immigration and diaspora
were introduced by the motifs of walls, fences, and landscape; and how the picotage

3 . Edwin A. Barber, “Printed Textiles,” Bulletin of the Pennsylvania Museum 9 , no. 34 (April 1911): 28 ; Hanna
E.H. Martinsen, “Fashionable Chemistry: The History of Printing Cotton in France in the Second Half of the
Eighteenth and First Decades of the Nineteenth Century,” Ph.D. dissertation, University of Toronto, 2015 , 163 ,
318 , https://tspace.library.utoronto.ca/handle/1807/82430 .
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marks started to form a layer of image that would exist almost independently from the
base photographs.

The earliest application of Smith’s picotage technique is shown in Systems of Hierarchy
(2012), a work featuring four found photographic images. Here, the repeated jabbing
creates rough granite-like patterns that engulf historic figures, including Haile Selassie I,
the revered Emperor of Ethiopia who inspired the Rastafari movement in Jamaica, as well
as politicians involved in the Congo Crisis of the 1960s including Joseph Kasa-Vubu,
Joseph-Désiré Mobutu, and Moı̈se Tshombe. It is telling that the found images show

Ras (2013) by Paul Anthony Smith; courtesy Nerman Museum of Contemporary Art,
Johnson County Community College, Overland Park, Kansas; gift of the H Tony and
Marti Oppenheimer Foundation.
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military uniforms and ethnic garments that are meant to display certain identities on the
exterior. At the same time, Smith has covered every figure’s face with picotaged balaclava,
making them anonymous and protected. The historical reference continues in Ras
(2013), where the face of Ras Makonnen Woldemikael (Selassie’s father) is covered with
a picotaged Ngady aMwaash, a type of mask worn during masquerade ceremonies by
Kuba people in southeastern Congo. The ornate geometric details of the mask completely
disguise the figure’s identity to the extent of misrepresenting Ras’s Ethiopian origin.

“Irritated” is perhaps the correct term to describe the surface of these earlier works, in
which white pulp fibers are exposed in irregular lumps like skin rashes. This formlessness
propelled Smith to use colored pencils for clarifying contours and patterns in Ras, for
example. He would later solve this problem by mounting inkjet prints on museum board,
rather than performing picotage directly on photographs printed on paper. This means
that every pinch would reveal the bright white, foamy flesh of the thick board, so as to
realize the graphic potentials of picotage as an imaging technology. A good example is the
bosselated layer of brick block patterns in the BB series (2016), where the picotage
strokes literally put up a wall that prevents the viewers from recognizing already blurred
figures in the photographs. Fascinatingly enough, however, this barrier is in and of itself
a low-relief picture that amuses our visual and tactile senses.

The improvement of graphic qualities continues in the selection of large silkscreened
canvases made in 2015 and 2017 as part of the series Grey Area (2015–17). Despite the
absence of plucking, the exaggerated grains of halftone patterns in this series suggest a link
to the original purpose of picotage in the textile industry for visualizing a range of shades
with monotonous specks. This would eventually lead to the application of picotage for
rendering a gradual change of tonality on garments and skins in Smith’s later works,
made after 2020 . Such a prioritization of visuality also benefits from the expansive size of
the canvases in Grey Area, which reminds me of the silkscreen or image transfer paintings
by Andy Warhol and Robert Rauschenberg. Similarly, Smith enlarges, rotates, and over-
laps different photographic images in Grey Area, in compliance with Leo Steinberg’s
notion of the “flatbed picture plane”—the pictorial space reimagined as a horizontal
surface for assembling information.4 Some of the comprehensible images in this series
show people photographed at the funeral of the artist’s uncle in Jamaica. Here, the
photographs are not considered as the objective documentation of reality, but as a means
for picture-making and visualization. As a consequence, the autobiographical impetus of
Smith’s practice finds its visual form only in an abstract and jumbled fashion, emulating
the confused accumulation of faded memories.

Smith pushes his experiment one step further in So What (2016), where he accom-
plishes sophisticated control over the alignment of individual picotage marks. By manip-
ulating the direction of the punctures, he halves the rectangular block motif into
triangular wedges, reminiscent of the flags of Afro-Caribbean nations including Jamaica
and the Democratic Republic of Congo. Depending on the viewer’s position, the

4 . Leo Steinberg, Other Criteria: Confrontations with Twentieth-Century Art (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1972), 82–91 .
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So What (2016) by Paul Anthony Smith; courtesy the artist and Jack
Shainman Gallery, New York.
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picotaged triangles hide or reveal certain parts of a carnival dancer and her feathered
costume photographed by Smith at the West Indian Day Parade in Brooklyn.

As such, the image composed of the picotage dots interferes with the photograph’s
content in a meaningful way: the dancer’s connection to her Caribbean heritage simul-
taneously defines and confuses her visibility and, by extension, her identity here and now.
This is perhaps the most poignant materialization of Smith’s picotage technique and
its ontological effect, for it perfectly visualizes what I would call the diasporan mode
of living.

Upon leaving the native soil, a person suddenly becomes an outsider to one’s own
culture and people, and this feeling of alienation is never fully compensated by the
adopted country. This feeling of not quite belonging anywhere is one every immigrant
knows by heart. In a way, being an immigrant means becoming half present and half
absent at once, like a translucent ghost who incessantly oscillates between states of
disappearance and reappearance. It is telling that Smith visualizes this understanding
by revisiting his earlier photographs of Jamaican people in the Walk Bout series
(2013–20). In these small retouched photographs, Jamaican passers-by are covered from
head to toe with white picotage speckles, which disrupt their identities so effectively that
the figures resemble glitches or static noise against the anonymous dark background.

The tantalizing game of transparency and opacity gets much more complicated in
Smith’s large picotage works created after 2020 . There, photographic prints provide
recognizable images with a reflective sheen, which is interrupted by the neatly repeated

Dog an Duppy Drink Rum (2020–21) by Paul Anthony Smith; courtesy the artist and Jack
Shainman Gallery, New York.
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waves of picotage scars that look almost mechanical. These are joined by the brushstrokes
of oil paint that reassert the artist’s gestures, while spray paint once again conceals
everything behind its velvety coating. All of these elements can be found in Dog an
Duppy Drink Rum (2020–21), which is one of the most memorable pieces in the show.
The work seems peculiar not only for the artificiality of the figures whose shadows are
retouched to appear as flattened cardboard cutouts; it also stands out due to the inclusion
of a human form spray-painted in black, whose presence is made known through the total
lack of visual content and shimmer, ironically.

It is not difficult to connect this anthropomorphic entity to death and specters, given
the word “duppy” in the title—a haunting, often malevolent spirit in West Indian
folklore—or the fact that the photograph was taken during Dead Yard, an extended
celebration of life in the Caribbean funerary tradition. One may extend this interpreta-
tion to the series of murders that expanded the Black Lives Matter movement to a global
scale in 2020 .5 As an embodiment of mortality, this shadowy figure seems to reference
what Roland Barthes once identified as the ultimate message of all photographs: this
person is going to die and so am I. According to Barthes, the photograph “pricks” the
viewer upon realizing the inevitability of that catastrophe, and he names that “sting,
speck, cut, little hole” the photograph’s “punctum.”6 This theoretical context unveils
a surprising connotation of Smith’s technique, as “picotage” has its etymological origin in
“piquer” or “to prick,” which is the precise word used by Barthes. And yet, unlike the
passive position of Barthes as a critic, Smith the artist reclaims an active role by adorning
his photographs with scars. His picotage stabs can be compared to the sacrificial markings
inflicted on the skin in many African cultures or the blades and nails pierced into the
power figure of a Nkisi Nkondi by Kongo people for carrying out justice and protection.
The arduous act of picking at the photographs has almost talismanic implications,
whether undoing the racist biases built into the photographic technology or providing
the photographed subjects with body armor and disguise. These are the practices of
embellishment and expression, in defiance of being apprehended and labeled, to refer
back to the two views of photography presented earlier. It is in this context that, whereas
Barthes’s “punctum” reminds of death, Smith’s picotage spurs the energy of life. n

ANTON LEE is an art historian specializing in the history and theory of photography and is currently a visiting
assistant professor at the University of Houston.

5 . Angela Vuilla, “Paul Anthony Smith Reanimates the Dead in Resonant New Series of Photographs,” Artnews,
March 15 , 2021 , www.artnews.com/art-news/artists/paul-anthony-smith-jack-shaiman-tradewinds-exhibition-
1234586141 .

6 . Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Hill and
Wang, 1981), 27 , 96 .
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I’m originally from Jamaica, and growing up, I became fascinated by 
the comics in the evening newspapers that would be distributed 
throughout the community. I remember seeing a lot of Flintstones 
drawings. I would copy them and draw around them and scratch them 
out. I was around 4 or 5 or 6. I still keep my second-grade sketchbooks 
with me. In third grade, I discovered clay. I understood how it worked 
because my aunts used to make soup and they’d use flour dough to 
patch the pots when they cracked — they roasted the dough over the 
flame so it became this hard callus that kept the liquid from spewing 
out. Fast-forward a few years to when I moved to America — I always 
thought if I did that I’d try to become a full-time artist. I went to an 
arts magnet school in Miami called New World School of the Arts. 
Before that, I was in another magnet art program in middle school. All 
of these little things helped to propel me to the next stage. 
 

 



 

The New York Times Style Magazine | July 6, 2022 

 
 
In high school, I decided to attend college in the Midwest because I 
wanted to know what America was really all about. I’d applied to 
schools such as Pratt, RISD, S.A.I.C., Cleveland Institute of Art. I don’t 
think I applied to Cooper Union. But the place that really appealed to 
me was the Kansas City Art Institute [in Missouri] because it was in a 
quieter place and I liked the country atmosphere. While there, I 
decided to study painting, but I didn’t like what I saw coming from the 
painting department, so I ended up majoring in ceramics. I was 
attracted to the scale of the kilns because of their relationship to ovens 
and cooking. I thought, “Oh, I can use these large ovens to cook.” So 
that led to me doing these large ceramic sculptures for those few years 
at school. 
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The	thing	about	art	school	is	that	it’s	kind	of	like	you’re	going	to	a	technical	school.	It	
creates	skills	and	you	learn	how	to	use	tools	—	you	learn	how	to	make	things	from	
scratch,	and	you	learn	how	to	communicate	to	figure	out	what	you	want. 

What’s funny about that is, I personally feel now as an artist that I need a lot of time 
alone. I don’t really have any mentors and I’m kind of a recluse. I just try to stay in the 
studio as much as I can. But learning to communicate is still important. 

What was special for me, too, was that there were museums on both sides of the school 
— the Kemper Museum of Contemporary Art, where I currently have a show, and the 
Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, which offered internships and summer jobs. For me, it 
was always about learning to survive, and I always had a lot of jobs while doing a paid 
internship or a work-study. Because I had skills, I found places to fit myself in. I hear a 
lot of people say they don’t see themselves in a certain environment, but as a Black 
person living in Kansas City who knew nothing about America other than what I’d been 
told, I decided to have blinders on and be open and accept what I was offered. I left 
Kansas City having worked at all the museums there. So I think college is important if 
you want to learn specific skills. But later I prioritized making art — I didn’t go into an 
M.F.A. program after I got my bachelor’s degree, because I really wanted to think about  



 

The New York Times Style Magazine | July 6, 2022 

 

what I was doing. That’s when I made a U-turn — I stopped taking assignments, decided 
to make use of what I had learned, went home to Jamaica for a while and began making 
work about the Caribbean, a marginalized place, but a place of opportunity nonetheless. 
And that’s what a lot of my work still deals with: Caribbean ecosystems, their issues, 
what’s beautiful. School taught me to write down my dreams and attack them, that they 
turn to dust if you don’t. 

 



 
 

March 15, 2021 
By Angelica Villa 

 

Paul Anthony Smith Reanimates the Dead In 
Resonant New Series of Photographs 

 

 
 

Paul Anthony Smith, Dog an Duppy Drink Rum, 2020-21. JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY. 
 
In Paul Anthony Smith’s work, people of Caribbean descent congregate against shimmering surfaces. 
Deploying his signature picotage technique, which involves distressing his photographs’ prints so that 
they shine, the figures in his photographs seem both present and not, almost like ghostly specters. 
 
Made over the past year, Smith’s latest body of work, on view at Jack Shainman Gallery in New York 
through April 3, reflects not only on the ongoing pandemic and the global protests sparked this past 
summer after the police killing of George Floyd but also on the death of two family members. His images 
become mediations on the rituals of death and mourning, both in private spaces and the public sphere. 
 
Smith’s photo-based works such as these are highly specific—they are deeply embedded within local 
traditions. Even so, he leaves the people who appear before his lens anonymous. “They’re part of my 
lived experience of being behind a camera,” Smith said in an interview. “They’re connected to me.” His 
images become “fragmented parts of my life,” and viewers are left to uncover the stories surrounding 
them. 
 
To make his latest works, Smith relied on a ceramic tool, which he used to puncture the surface of 
photographic paper. When light hits his images, the paper appears to gleam, turning daytime and 
nighttime scenes—each populated by images of community members of Port Antonio, Jamaica and 
relatives gathering for a funeral—luminous. 

https://www.artnews.com/t/paul-anthony-smith/
https://www.artnews.com/t/jack-shainman/


 
 

Paul Anthony Smith, “Tradewinds” installation at Jack Shainman, New York, February 2021. JACK SHAINMAN. 
 

Born in Jamaica, Smith moved to Miami as an adolescent, and later pursued a BFA at the Kansas City 
Art Institute, where he studied ceramics. His chosen medium these days, however, is something much 
different: photography. Having shown his work at the Dan Cameron–organized Open Spaces biennial in 
Kansas City in 2018, he was added to Jack Shainman’s roster soon after, and had his first show there in 
2019. He has been on the rise ever since, and he said he considers his latest work “an extension of my 
life.” 
 
Smith, who is now based in Brooklyn, documented trips to Jamaica, Trinidad, and London over the past 
year. The artist selected the images he used from hundreds of pictures, and each bears out specific 
references to local culture. Untitled (Dead Yard), from 2020, for example, refers a the Caribbean funerary 
tradition known as the ninth night, which involves a days-long wake that usually begins once the sun goes 
down, with guests arriving around 10 p.m. (Its name refers to the point when the dead depart the living 
forever.) On these occasions, Smith said, graveyards are lively despite the morbid circumstances. 
 
In the image taken in a Jamaican port city, a funeral-goer stands against a picotaged fence with a sound 
system behind him, his arms stretched open, in a gesture that recalls a warm welcome or a crucifix, 
according to Smith. His goal had been to portray the range of emotions that accompany death on the 
ninth night. “One’s life doesn’t end there—it goes on,” he said. “The only thing is, you’re not present for 
that party.” 
 

 
 

Paul Anthony Smith, Untitled, 2020-21. JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY. 
 

Before the pandemic hit in March 2020, Smith also planned to visit various other Caribbean islands to 
survey their scenes. But, with travel restrictions in place, he was instead forced to work with the images 
he already had. He made the final images using 35mm film, scanning the contact prints and collaging the 
digital version, to manipulate the original “in a way I think they should be composed,” he said, so as to 
“break [the figures] down and disguise them.” 



 
Throughout the new project, Smith was preoccupied by thoughts of departing by boat and traveling 
between Caribbean locales. In his mind, aspects of his family history, like his parents’ time working on 
cruise ships, mingled with musings on postcolonial Caribbean life. (The exhibition’s title, “Tradewinds,” 
alludes to the routes used by trade ships that enabled colonial expansion into the Americas.) He also 
considers the economic factors affecting networks of people living between the two regions, which often 
result in communities reliant on income from family members in the U.S. An immigrant and a U.S. citizen, 
Smith said, “I am still thinking about how I fit in both places. All these male figures are sort of an exterior 
[version] of me.” 
 
Postcolonial thinkers like Stuart Hall and Frantz Fanon have become key in Smith’s process. “You never 
really feel fully one thing or the other,” Smith said. “Baldwin felt most American when he was in France; 
with Fanon, he realized how much of a Martinican he was when he was overseas. There are these little 
nuances of recognizing that someone is not from a place. How you talk, how fast you move, how you 
stand up. If you look too put together. There are just various nuances that I experience back home that I 
find strange, because as much as I think that I am from there and these are my people, there is always 
something that gets called out.” 
 
Ghosts were also on Smith’s mind during the making of the series. According to the funerary tradition of 
the ninth night, the spirit of the dead is said to pass during the ceremony. Another image, titled Dog and 
Duppy Drink Rum (2020–21), depicts 10 men standing together for what feels like a group portrait. (In 
Caribbean folklore, a duppy is a malevolent spirit.) At the far left, there is a nearly undetectable 
silhouetted figure standing in the background, a dog crossing between his legs. That ghostly figure, Smith 
said, is a reference to “loss and the absence of various people”—and the artist sees an uncomfortable 
parallel for this in the fact that those pictured will not see the images from the New York show. “Here I am, 
making these works for the white cube space with these Black people, but I’m not showing them the 
work,” he said. 
 

 
 

Paul Anthony Smith, Untitled, 2020-2021. JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY. 
 

The bulk of Smith’s latest works feature male subjects, and Smith said he felt compelled to focus on them 
because of the dominance of U.S. media coverage of violence against Black men. Looked at in this 
context, even Smith’s images featuring “day-to-day” imagery, as he put it, take on a darker context. An 
untitled portrait of a friend, depicted in an armchair facing the camera, shows the sitter pre-pandemic. 
Since then, that unnamed man contracted Covid-19, fell into a coma, and has since recovered. 
 
Smith describes subjects such as that friend as “stand-ins,” even though he often knows them well. “I use 
them as placeholders.” The works’ subjects function as “props for others to understand,” he explained, 
adding, “When you are using a camera, it’s somewhat autobiographical. I am behind it, and this is like my 
biography being distilled.” 
 
And as he took the pictures and later picked over the works with a ceramic tool on their prints, he found 
himself reconsidering death itself. He thought of the police killings of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, 



and how their images were circulated so widely. “That is what we’re living with this year. There are a lot of 
images that get carried around of dead people,” Smith said, in a statement that could also apply to his 
own work. “They become icons in a way.” 
 



 
 

March 2, 2021 
By Ravi Ghosh  

 

Paul Anthony Smith Picks Away at Photos to Reveal 
the Inner Lives of His Subjects 

“I’m using various patterns of disguise.” In Tradewinds, the Jamaica-
born artist uses a picotage technique to trace migration beyond the 

labels of colonialism.  
 

 
 

Islands #4, 2020-1. © Paul Anthony Smith. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery. 
 
During the age of transatlantic slavery, trade winds allowed sailors to cross the oceans with greater 
efficiency at different times of the year. Travel from Europe or Africa to the Americas benefited from these 
seasonal winds, creating systems of westwards movement either side of the equator, and forever 
entwining the practice of slavery with Earth’s meteorology.  
 
Migration—both forced and unforced—has been a major influence for Paul Anthony Smith, whose latest 
exhibition of photography-based works borrows its title from these natural cycles. Smith’s practice seeks 
to reconcile the differences between populations, cultures, landscapes and languages that have been 
displaced or partitioned by colonialism. He casts his lens from east to west Jamaica; Aruba to Barbados; 
and on the Caribbean diasporas of London and New York. He retraces historic patterns of movement, but 
empowers his subjects to exist beyond these colonial labels. 
 

 
 



 
 

Paul Anthony Smith, Dog an Duppy Drink Rum, 2020-1. © Paul Anthony Smith. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery. 
 

“I think about these people that I show occupying spaces and being themselves and being explorers and 
travellers,” Jamaica-born Smith tells me from New York City. He shoots subjects in a range of casual 
settings—their familiar, homely environments representing a milestone in each of their journeys, rather 
than a fixed stasis. The exhibition emerged from his own journeys in 2019. While visiting London for 
Notting Hill Carnival, Smith was informed of the death of a relative in Jamaica and returned to partake in 
the traditional Dead Yard commemorations—an extended wake-style celebration involving dance, games 
and large feasts. “While that was happening I was thinking a lot about fatherhood and manhood,” Smith 
says. “What does it mean to be a man from the Caribbean and to be a provider?” 
 
Later that year he returned to the UK especially to see a solo show by abstract painter Mark Bradford at 
Hauser & Wirth in London. Smith’s work shares a textural idiom with Bradford’s vast, Rauschenberg-
inspired canvases in that both layer their surfaces. But where Bradford builds outwards using paper, 
Smith uses a picotage technique to pick and partially remove tiny sections of the prints to create a dotted, 
almost disappearing effect. “The scales mean that there’s a lenticular quality to how the image works, 
because when you walk in front of it, it kind of shifts,” Smith explains. Exposing the board beneath the 
print in a single direction allows the images to almost protrude towards the viewer, while simultaneously 
appearing flattened from other angles.  
 

 
 

Paul Anthony Smith, Untitled [details] (left; centre-left; centre-right); Dog an Duppy Drink Rum [detail] (right), 2020-1. © 
Paul Anthony Smith. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery. 

 
We discuss the acclaim afforded to the works of Titus Kaphar over the past year, which take this idea of 
creative subtraction to its extreme by completely cutting subjects from the canvas. Is Smith’s technique 
akin to this—or does he view surface manipulation as a kind of addition? “In this show, I’m revealing a bit 
more to the audience than I usually do,” Smith says of his sparser picotage in Tradewinds. Whereas his 
previous exhibitions have focused specifically on the Windrush era and modernism, the latest Jack 
Shainman show is more domestic and intimate. “I’m giving you a bit more insight into who I am rather 
than picking away at my subjects as much. I’m using various patterns of disguise.” 



 
 

Paul Anthony Smith, Untitled (Dead Yard), 2020. © Paul Anthony Smith. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery. 
 

This impetus has allowed Smith to synthesise this cultural moment—one in which Black death is 
ubiquitous—into these new works. The result is a mixture of memory, commemoration and quiet 
contemplation, away from the carnival and music-oriented impulses of previous exhibitions like Junction 
(2019). In Untitled (Dead Yard), a man walks down a nighttime street, arms outstretched and wearing an 
unknowing smile. Smith’s picotage resembles a superimposed metal gate around him, which seems to lift 
the subject from his quotidian surroundings. “I was trying to be a bit more vulnerable with my subjects and 
show more human nature,” Smith explains. “These calm candid shots rather than the more performative 
aspects of Junction, which was about music.” 
 

 
 

Both: Untitled, 2020-1. © Paul Anthony Smith. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery. 
 

Although not addressing the pandemic and 2020’s racial justice movements in a photojournalistic sense, 
Smith views his Black and diaspora subjects as part of wider historical moments, despite focusing on this 
vulnerability—and the ritual and communities which enable it. Two untitled shots show the simple 
closeness of a friendly gathering: shared drinks, brightly painted nails and open shirts for the thick 
Caribbean air. “We come on earth for such a short time, and we are celebrated a few times in our lives,” 
Smith reflects. “I think death is much closer to us than we think—but there’s something amazing about it.” 
 

 
 



 



�e Fabric of Memory

By �e Paris Review  March �, ����

In Paul Anthony Smith’s Untitled (Dead Yard), a �gure stands with arms outstretched in the midst of a haze of ghostly
breeze-blocks. �e physical appears to commune with the spiritual; unreality encroaches on the real. It’s a startling e�ect, one
that persists throughout Smith’s second solo show with Jack Shainman Gallery, “Tradewinds” (on view through April �).
Using a needled wooden tool, Smith painstakingly works over his photographic prints, puncturing the surface and chipping
away at the ink. Each stipple, each architectural �ourish laces the images with the fabric of memory. �is is not reality; this is
the world in recollection, the white noise of time and distance always threatening to drown out the past. A selection of images
�om “Tradewinds” appears below.
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KJET PRINT,  MOUNTED ON MUSEUM BOARD AND SINTRA,  40P
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PAUL ANTHONY SMITH,  DOG AN DUPPY DRINK RUM ,  2020–2021,  UNIQUE PICOTAGE,  SPRAY PAINT,  AND ACRYLIC PAINT ON INKJET PRINT, MOUNTED ON MUSEUM

BOARD AND SINTRA,  72 X  104″ .  © PAUL ANTHONY SMITH.  COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY,  NEW YORK.
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PAUL ANTHONY SMITH,  ISLANDS #3 ,  2020–2021,  UNIQUE PICOTAGE WITH SPRAY PAINT ON INKJET PRINT,  MOUNTED ON MUSEUM BOARD AND SINTRA,  60 X 40″ .

© PAUL ANTHONY SMITH.  COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY,  NEW YORK.

PAUL ANTHONY SMITH,  UNTITLED ,  2020–2021,  UNIQUE PICOTAGE AND ACRYLIC PAINT ON INKJET PRINT,  MOUNTED ON MUSEUM BOARD AND SINTRA,  68 X 96″ .

© PAUL ANTHONY SMITH.  COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY,  NEW YORK.
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PAUL ANTHONY SMITH,  YAAD STAR ,  2020–2021,  UNIQUE PICOTAGE WITH SPRAY PAINT AND GOUACHE ON INKJET PRINT,  MOUNTED ON MUSEUM BOARD AND

SINTRA,  60 X 40″ .  © PAUL ANTHONY SMITH.  COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY,  NEW YORK.

PAUL ANTHONY SMITH,  UNTITLED ,  2020–2021,  UNIQUE PICOTAGE WITH SPRAY PAINT ON INKJET PRINT,  MOUNTED ON MUSEUM BOARD AND SINTRA,  40 X 60″ .

© PAUL ANTHONY SMITH.  COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY,  NEW YORK.
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PAUL ANTHONY SMITH,  UNTITLED ,  2020–2021,  UNIQUE PICOTAGE,  SPRAY PAINT,  AND ACRYLIC PAINT ON INKJET PRINT, MOUNTED ON MUSEUM BOARD AND
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March 22, 2021 
By Pearl Fontaine 

 

Paul Anthony Smith Muses on Life, Death, and 
Existence in “Tradewinds” 

 

 
 

Portrait of Paul Anthony Smith by Atisha Paulson. 
 

Paul Anthony Smith’s exhibition, “Tradewinds,” is on view through April 3 at Jack Shainman 
Gallery. The new work explores his Caribbean lineage and the roles of legacy, cartography, and 
geography in determining the footprint we leave on the world. Featuring the artist’s signature, 
photographic picotages, “Tradewinds” marks a shift in Smith’s practice, as he moves away from 
prominent imagery once typically incorporated in his work. 
 
Peaked by his personal history and the weight of the global events of the last year—specifically the 
pandemic and deaths of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor—Smith poses questions in the images on 
view surrounding life and death, like “Why are people suddenly treated as more significant after they’ve 
left this earth?” The artist uses imagery familiar to his life and heritage as a channel through which he 
searches for ways to actively see humanity as it happens around us, diving into the Caribbean culture. 
 
Whitewall heard from the artist about the making of “Tradewinds.” 
 
WHITEWALL: What was the starting point for “Tradewinds”? How did you come to the title? 
 
PAUL ANTHONY SMITH: After traveling to London and attending the Nothing Hill Carnival in 2019, I 
began thinking of the complexities of Caribbean migrations and about the Caribbean passengers who 
sailed to London on the HMT Empire Windrush during the 1950s. This history prompted me to travel to a 
few Caribbean nations in 2020, shortly before the covid-19 lockdown. 
 
 

https://jackshainman.com/exhibitions/paul_anthony_smith_tradewinds
https://whitewall.art/art/paul-anthony-smith-presents-junction-picotage


 
 

Paul Anthony Smith, "Untitled," 2020 -21, unique picotage, spray paint and acrylic paint on inkjet print, mounted on museum board 
and sintra, 72 x 96 inches; © Paul Anthony Smith, courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. 

 
WW: Tell us about exploring themes of life, death, and the reality of our existence in works 
like Untitled (Dead Yard). Why were you drawn to these topics? 
 
PAS: During the time that I made Dead Yard, I was also making paintings in the studio and was 
specifically working on a portrait of a Black police officer vaguely standing on a corner. This was reflecting 
on police officers in my neighborhood of Bed-Stuy, Brooklyn standing on corners as a nightly visual 
presence, but also thinking of how much their presence symbolizes death throughout the American 
landscape and how death is a part of life. 
 
I’m always interested in celebrations of life and how Black death by police brutality has traumatized Black 
America. Death is also an omnipresence celebrated in Caribbean traditions. 
 
It’s my awareness of these two topics juxtaposed, which I wanted to highlight in Dead Yard. 
 
 

 
 

Installation view of Paul Anthony Smith's "Tradewinds," © Paul Anthony Smith, courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, 
New York. 

 
WW: You’ve used these works to pose questions on why the deaths of George Floyd and Breonna 
Taylor suddenly made their lives viewed as more significant. With this in consideration, what 
steps are you taking to acknowledge and celebrate the humanity around you?  
 
PAS: I think I’ve been a lot closer to friends and family in the last year than before. I had many 
introspective moments over the past year where I’ve picked up the phone and made an effort to reach out 
to those close to me, either with a text or a call. I found myself being more vulnerable as 2020 progressed 
and it dawned on me that people including George Floyd and Breonna Taylor did not imagine their lives 
ending in such tragedy, or that their names would take on such a worldly presence. We now uplift and 
celebrate their names to make change. 



WW: In your experience, what aspects of Caribbean culture personifies this idea of actively seeing 
humanity? How did you incorporate these solutions or actions into the works on view? 
 
PAS: I think with “Tradewinds,” 
 
I gave more than I usually do. I depicted friends and family living a normal life and how they functioned in 
a dominantly Black nation. I think if more Black people were living their normal lives in American society, 
we would see more humanity than what is often portrayed of us. Think of how differently society would be 
if the incarceration rate of Black and brown people reflected the 13% of the population that they represent 
in the United States. 
 
WW: A few motifs often included in your picotages (like breeze blocks and brick walls) aren’t seen 
in these works on view. Can you tell us how you ended up moving away from this type of imagery 
and opting for settings that appear to occur more naturally? 
 
PAS: The work naturally progressed from the breeze blocks to more intimate portraits. While I’ve 
continued to make some picotage works in these patterns, I made an effort with this new series to 
highlight the Caribbean islands and various distinctive architectural elements used in those trade wind 
locations. As a maker, I chose what elements I wanted to highlight, so how I approached picotage 
evolved. I also find it hard to see the work while it’s being produced in the studio.   
 

 
 

Paul Anthony Smith, "Untitled," 2020 -21, unique picotage with spray paint on inkjet print, mounted on museum board and sintra  
60 x 40 inches; © Paul Anthony Smith, courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. 

 
WW: Something else you’ve considered in “Tradewinds” is the roles cartography, geography, and 
family have on our fate. How would you say these predetermined elements have affected your life 
trajectory and artistic practice? 
 
PAS: I don’t think I would have existed if it weren’t for fate, the way in which life has progressed. There 
are many stories I’ve heard from my parents of what life was like before my existence. These stories have 
played into what I create and how it’s seen. In a way, it’s an escape to retrace my ancestral steps. I often 
ask myself, what is the purpose of life? 
 
WW: You use tools from your ceramics training to alter your pigment prints, distorting the texture 
and perception of depth. Can you describe the process of creating one of your picotages and how 
you began incorporating these techniques? 



PAS: I first began this process about nine years ago. While working on a few small ceramic sculptures, I 
intentionally began scratching away at a drawing on a pigment print with a needle. The scratches began 
jagged and later organized pics. The current works are far from where I began with a flimsy needle tool, 
appearing much stronger and thicker in diameter through my use of a chisel-like tool. 
 

 

 
 

Paul Anthony Smith, "Breeze off yu soul," 2020-21, unique picotage with spray paint on inkjet print, mounted on museum board and 
sintra, 40 x 54 inches; © Paul Anthony Smith, courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. 

 
 



 
 

March 15, 2021 
By Angelica Villa 

 

Paul Anthony Smith Reanimates the Dead In 
Resonant New Series of Photographs 

 

 
 

Paul Anthony Smith, Dog an Duppy Drink Rum, 2020-21. JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY. 
 
In Paul Anthony Smith’s work, people of Caribbean descent congregate against shimmering surfaces. 
Deploying his signature picotage technique, which involves distressing his photographs’ prints so that 
they shine, the figures in his photographs seem both present and not, almost like ghostly specters. 
 
Made over the past year, Smith’s latest body of work, on view at Jack Shainman Gallery in New York 
through April 3, reflects not only on the ongoing pandemic and the global protests sparked this past 
summer after the police killing of George Floyd but also on the death of two family members. His images 
become mediations on the rituals of death and mourning, both in private spaces and the public sphere. 
 
Smith’s photo-based works such as these are highly specific—they are deeply embedded within local 
traditions. Even so, he leaves the people who appear before his lens anonymous. “They’re part of my 
lived experience of being behind a camera,” Smith said in an interview. “They’re connected to me.” His 
images become “fragmented parts of my life,” and viewers are left to uncover the stories surrounding 
them. 
 
To make his latest works, Smith relied on a ceramic tool, which he used to puncture the surface of 
photographic paper. When light hits his images, the paper appears to gleam, turning daytime and 
nighttime scenes—each populated by images of community members of Port Antonio, Jamaica and 
relatives gathering for a funeral—luminous. 

https://www.artnews.com/t/paul-anthony-smith/
https://www.artnews.com/t/jack-shainman/


 
 

Paul Anthony Smith, “Tradewinds” installation at Jack Shainman, New York, February 2021. JACK SHAINMAN. 
 

Born in Jamaica, Smith moved to Miami as an adolescent, and later pursued a BFA at the Kansas City 
Art Institute, where he studied ceramics. His chosen medium these days, however, is something much 
different: photography. Having shown his work at the Dan Cameron–organized Open Spaces biennial in 
Kansas City in 2018, he was added to Jack Shainman’s roster soon after, and had his first show there in 
2019. He has been on the rise ever since, and he said he considers his latest work “an extension of my 
life.” 
 
Smith, who is now based in Brooklyn, documented trips to Jamaica, Trinidad, and London over the past 
year. The artist selected the images he used from hundreds of pictures, and each bears out specific 
references to local culture. Untitled (Dead Yard), from 2020, for example, refers a the Caribbean funerary 
tradition known as the ninth night, which involves a days-long wake that usually begins once the sun goes 
down, with guests arriving around 10 p.m. (Its name refers to the point when the dead depart the living 
forever.) On these occasions, Smith said, graveyards are lively despite the morbid circumstances. 
 
In the image taken in a Jamaican port city, a funeral-goer stands against a picotaged fence with a sound 
system behind him, his arms stretched open, in a gesture that recalls a warm welcome or a crucifix, 
according to Smith. His goal had been to portray the range of emotions that accompany death on the 
ninth night. “One’s life doesn’t end there—it goes on,” he said. “The only thing is, you’re not present for 
that party.” 
 

 
 

Paul Anthony Smith, Untitled, 2020-21. JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY. 
 

Before the pandemic hit in March 2020, Smith also planned to visit various other Caribbean islands to 
survey their scenes. But, with travel restrictions in place, he was instead forced to work with the images 
he already had. He made the final images using 35mm film, scanning the contact prints and collaging the 
digital version, to manipulate the original “in a way I think they should be composed,” he said, so as to 
“break [the figures] down and disguise them.” 



 
Throughout the new project, Smith was preoccupied by thoughts of departing by boat and traveling 
between Caribbean locales. In his mind, aspects of his family history, like his parents’ time working on 
cruise ships, mingled with musings on postcolonial Caribbean life. (The exhibition’s title, “Tradewinds,” 
alludes to the routes used by trade ships that enabled colonial expansion into the Americas.) He also 
considers the economic factors affecting networks of people living between the two regions, which often 
result in communities reliant on income from family members in the U.S. An immigrant and a U.S. citizen, 
Smith said, “I am still thinking about how I fit in both places. All these male figures are sort of an exterior 
[version] of me.” 
 
Postcolonial thinkers like Stuart Hall and Frantz Fanon have become key in Smith’s process. “You never 
really feel fully one thing or the other,” Smith said. “Baldwin felt most American when he was in France; 
with Fanon, he realized how much of a Martinican he was when he was overseas. There are these little 
nuances of recognizing that someone is not from a place. How you talk, how fast you move, how you 
stand up. If you look too put together. There are just various nuances that I experience back home that I 
find strange, because as much as I think that I am from there and these are my people, there is always 
something that gets called out.” 
 
Ghosts were also on Smith’s mind during the making of the series. According to the funerary tradition of 
the ninth night, the spirit of the dead is said to pass during the ceremony. Another image, titled Dog and 
Duppy Drink Rum (2020–21), depicts 10 men standing together for what feels like a group portrait. (In 
Caribbean folklore, a duppy is a malevolent spirit.) At the far left, there is a nearly undetectable 
silhouetted figure standing in the background, a dog crossing between his legs. That ghostly figure, Smith 
said, is a reference to “loss and the absence of various people”—and the artist sees an uncomfortable 
parallel for this in the fact that those pictured will not see the images from the New York show. “Here I am, 
making these works for the white cube space with these Black people, but I’m not showing them the 
work,” he said. 
 

 
 

Paul Anthony Smith, Untitled, 2020-2021. JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY. 
 

The bulk of Smith’s latest works feature male subjects, and Smith said he felt compelled to focus on them 
because of the dominance of U.S. media coverage of violence against Black men. Looked at in this 
context, even Smith’s images featuring “day-to-day” imagery, as he put it, take on a darker context. An 
untitled portrait of a friend, depicted in an armchair facing the camera, shows the sitter pre-pandemic. 
Since then, that unnamed man contracted Covid-19, fell into a coma, and has since recovered. 
 
Smith describes subjects such as that friend as “stand-ins,” even though he often knows them well. “I use 
them as placeholders.” The works’ subjects function as “props for others to understand,” he explained, 
adding, “When you are using a camera, it’s somewhat autobiographical. I am behind it, and this is like my 
biography being distilled.” 
 
And as he took the pictures and later picked over the works with a ceramic tool on their prints, he found 
himself reconsidering death itself. He thought of the police killings of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, 



and how their images were circulated so widely. “That is what we’re living with this year. There are a lot of 
images that get carried around of dead people,” Smith said, in a statement that could also apply to his 
own work. “They become icons in a way.” 
 



Paul Anthony Smith, Junction, 2018.
COURTESY THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN

Jack hainman Galler to Mount Firt Paul Anthon mith how in April 
Y Annie Armtrong (http://www.artnew.com/author/aarmtrong/) POSTD 03/08/19 2:47 PM

Next up at Jack Shainman in New York i a douleheader.

eginning April 4, oth of the dealer’ Chelea pace will hot “Junction,” a
olo how  Jamaican-orn, rookln-aed artit Paul Anthon Smith. It
will e hi firt outing with the galler, which he joined in Octoer.

The exhiition, which run through Ma 11, will offer a look at the pot-
colonial Cariean  wa of Smith’ ignature work in what he term
“picotage,” which involve him putting down tin dot atop photograph,
often of people, there contructing form that are reminicent of modernit
architecture and deign.

“ ‘Junction’ i the culmination of work exploring oth m own peronal
hitor, a well a our culture’ hifting notion of elonging,” Smith aid 
email. “Uing the ‘picotage’ proce in m print allow me to ditort the
urface of photograph, reulting in image that challenge the elief that a photograph mut tell ojective truth aout one’ pat.”

Lat ear, Smith appeared in the Open Space iennial that wa organized  Dan Cameron in Kana Cit, and he’ had olo how at 
Atlanta Contemporar, the Green Galler in Milwaukee, and Real Art Wa in Hartford, Connecticut. He i included in the touring
“Men of Change: Power. Triumph. Truth.” exhiition, organized  the Smithonian Intitution Traveling xhiition Service, which i 
currentl on view at the California African American Mueum.

“Paul’ practice defie an ea categorization, repreenting an uncompromiing portrait of the Cariean diapora,” Shainman told 
ARTnew. “In thi moment, where order have ecome oth loaded and reduced in our hared political dialogue, Paul’ work infue them 
with much needed complexit and grace.”

Copright 2019, Art Media ARTNWS, llc. 110 Greene Street, 2nd Fl., New York, N.Y. 10012. All right reerved.
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16 Artists to Look Out For at Art Basel, Untitled, and 
NADA in Miami 

See the buzzworthy talents to keep an eye on at this year’s fairs 
 

Galerie scoured the fairs during Miami’s Art Week to share which artists are having a major moment or on 
the cusp of achieving great things in 2019. Here, in no particular order, are 16 to look out for this week. 
 
ART BASEL MIAMI BEACH 
 

 
 

Paul Anthony Smith, To Be Titled #1, 2018.Photo: Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman 
 

Paul Anthony Smith 
Jack Shainman, New York  
 
Jamaica-born, New York-based Paul Anthony Smith creates stunning oil-on-canvas paintings and 
picotage images, which he produces by picking away at the surface of photographic prints. The technique 
of obscuring and altering the subject’s skin alludes to tribal masks and African rituals such as 
scarification. His work has recently been acquired by numerous public collections, including the Blanton 
Museum at the University of Texas, Austin, and been the subject of buzzworthy exhibitions including 
Atlanta Contemporary and the Philadelphia Photo Arts Center; he’s also been included in group shows at 
the New Museum, and the Studio Museum in Harlem. After just signing with Shainman, his very first 
exhibition with the gallery is slated for spring 2019. 
 





ARTFORIIM 
LO ANGL

Paul Anthon mith
LUI D JU LO ANGL 
2685 outh La Cienega lvd. 
eptemer 8 - Octoer 13 

Paul Anthon mith, King, 2018, unique picotage on 
inkjet print with pra paint mounted on mueum oard, 50 x 

39 4/5".

From a distance, Paul Anthony Smith’s “picotage” pieces, 
2012–, resemble movie stills interrupted by television 
static. Up close, they look like pictures dotted with tiny 
dabs of white paint. Smith creates these small, textured 
imperfections by carefully picking apart his mounted 
photographs with a ceramic needle, exposing their white 
undersides. These sculptural marks form layers of neatly 
patterned geometric shapes that mask some parts of his 
photographs, manipulating the pictures’ depths and 
conveying a sense of movement. Like old-fashioned 

lenticular billboards that display a different image depending on the viewing angle, Smith’s works require you to 
shift your position to read the whole picture.

Within the gaps of these crafted designs are glimpses of public spaces in Jamaica, Brooklyn, and Puerto Rico 
where black people are socializing, grieving, and being. In Kings , 2018, for example, a diamond picotage 
pattern weaves through a scene of two men drinking and smoking together outside. One of them, standing, 
begins to reach over the man sitting next to him. They’re both looking down toward something we cannot quite 
make out, but their gazes reach the space adjacent to the bent knee of someone else sitting beside them, whose 
body is otherwise cut out of the frame. The carved overlay serves as a fence, blocking you from encroaching 
upon a private moment or, perhaps, redacting the memory. These edits challenge the tendency to assume that a 
photograph necessarily represents reality while pointing out that there can be unknown complexities and 
intricacies in the story behind a picture.

Smith’s silk screen series “Gray Area,” 2014–, contains a similar style of manipulation, as he collages and 
reprints pictures, transforming them into entirely new images. Both series evoke the nostalgia of found, stained 
photographs, but Smith’s picotage pieces are less sentimental than constructive—they rearrange, invert, and 
obstruct memory and identity, revealing the malleability and frailness of both.

— Erica Rawles

All right reerved. artforum.com i a regitered trademark of Artforum International Magazine, New York, NY.

https://www.artforum.com/


At a Pair of Culver City Galleries, Three
Artists Flip the Script on Technique
SHANA NYS DAMBROT OCTOBER 3, 2018 10:43AM

Though Luis De Jesus and Tarrah Von Lintel technically share an address

in the Culver City gallery district, their operations are independent of

each other. However, this month these neighboring exhibitions are very

much in conversation. Unintended as this confluence is, in each of the

three artists having solo shows at 2685 S. La Cienega we see a version of

the same dynamic — a totally unexpected, materially subversive and

exceptionally analog, labor-intensive take on what would otherwise be

traditional mediums of photography and drawing.

At Luis De Jesus, Paul Anthony Smith demonstrates the “picotage”

method, by which photo-based mixed-media works are textured,

augmented and disrupted by a blizzard of impossibly tiny pinpricks,

which ruffle but do not pierce the surface of the paper. The effect is akin

to digital pixelation, but because it is also dimensional, as you move

around, the image, though still, seems to shift and change, in a kind of

analog lenticular, made with paper and a tiny ceramic implement.

Smith uses this arcane

technique not only for the

patterns’ considerable optical

effects but also because the

obscuring and splicing of

imagery it produces serves his

deeply personal, cultural

narrative of immigration,

invention and embracing a

multicultural identity. The

images he uses includes both

found his own photographs of

family and friends in the Afro-

Caribbean diasporic

communities of Jamaica,

Brooklyn and Puerto Rico. By

first capturing and composing,

then deconstructing and abstracting these portraits, Smith is enacting a

physical metaphor for their experiences.

Paul Anthony Smith, Customs and Clearance 2018
Courtesy Luis de Jesus























































�e Fabric of Memory

By �e Paris Review  March �, ����

In Paul Anthony Smith’s Untitled (Dead Yard), a �gure stands with arms outstretched in the midst of a haze of ghostly
breeze-blocks. �e physical appears to commune with the spiritual; unreality encroaches on the real. It’s a startling e�ect, one
that persists throughout Smith’s second solo show with Jack Shainman Gallery, “Tradewinds” (on view through April �).
Using a needled wooden tool, Smith painstakingly works over his photographic prints, puncturing the surface and chipping
away at the ink. Each stipple, each architectural �ourish laces the images with the fabric of memory. �is is not reality; this is
the world in recollection, the white noise of time and distance always threatening to drown out the past. A selection of images
�om “Tradewinds” appears below.
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KJET PRINT,  MOUNTED ON MUSEUM BOARD AND SINTRA,  40P
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PAUL ANTHONY SMITH,  DOG AN DUPPY DRINK RUM ,  2020–2021,  UNIQUE PICOTAGE,  SPRAY PAINT,  AND ACRYLIC PAINT ON INKJET PRINT, MOUNTED ON MUSEUM

BOARD AND SINTRA,  72 X  104″ .  © PAUL ANTHONY SMITH.  COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY,  NEW YORK.

Authors Podcast Video Newsletters Store

SUBSCRIBE

�e Daily �e Review About Donate

https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/pas20.020_crop_hr.jpg
https://www.theparisreview.org/
https://www.theparisreview.org/authors
https://www.theparisreview.org/podcast
https://www.theparisreview.org/video
http://eepurl.com/dkY3AH
https://store.theparisreview.org/
https://ssl.drgnetwork.com/ecom/TPR/app/live/subscriptions?org=TPR&publ=PR&key_code=ENAPRFX&type=S&gift_key=TESTFXG
https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/
https://www.theparisreview.org/back-issues
https://www.theparisreview.org/about/
https://www.theparisreview.org/donate-to-the-paris-review


LAST /  NEXT ARTICLE SHARE

SIGN IN

Authors Podcast Video Newsletters Store

SUBSCRIBE

�e Daily �e Review About Donate

https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/pas20.025_untitled7_hr.jpg
https://www.theparisreview.org/
https://www.theparisreview.org/authors
https://www.theparisreview.org/podcast
https://www.theparisreview.org/video
http://eepurl.com/dkY3AH
https://store.theparisreview.org/
https://ssl.drgnetwork.com/ecom/TPR/app/live/subscriptions?org=TPR&publ=PR&key_code=ENAPRFX&type=S&gift_key=TESTFXG
https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/
https://www.theparisreview.org/back-issues
https://www.theparisreview.org/about/
https://www.theparisreview.org/donate-to-the-paris-review


PAUL ANTHONY SMITH,  ISLANDS #3 ,  2020–2021,  UNIQUE PICOTAGE WITH SPRAY PAINT ON INKJET PRINT,  MOUNTED ON MUSEUM BOARD AND SINTRA,  60 X 40″ .

© PAUL ANTHONY SMITH.  COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY,  NEW YORK.

PAUL ANTHONY SMITH,  UNTITLED ,  2020–2021,  UNIQUE PICOTAGE AND ACRYLIC PAINT ON INKJET PRINT,  MOUNTED ON MUSEUM BOARD AND SINTRA,  68 X 96″ .

© PAUL ANTHONY SMITH.  COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY,  NEW YORK.
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PAUL ANTHONY SMITH,  YAAD STAR ,  2020–2021,  UNIQUE PICOTAGE WITH SPRAY PAINT AND GOUACHE ON INKJET PRINT,  MOUNTED ON MUSEUM BOARD AND

SINTRA,  60 X 40″ .  © PAUL ANTHONY SMITH.  COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY,  NEW YORK.

PAUL ANTHONY SMITH,  UNTITLED ,  2020–2021,  UNIQUE PICOTAGE WITH SPRAY PAINT ON INKJET PRINT,  MOUNTED ON MUSEUM BOARD AND SINTRA,  40 X 60″ .

© PAUL ANTHONY SMITH.  COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY,  NEW YORK.
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PAUL ANTHONY SMITH,  UNTITLED ,  2020–2021,  UNIQUE PICOTAGE,  SPRAY PAINT,  AND ACRYLIC PAINT ON INKJET PRINT, MOUNTED ON MUSEUM BOARD AND

SINTRA,  72 X  96″ .  © PAUL ANTHONY SMITH.  COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY,  NEW YORK.
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PAUL ANTHONY SMITH,  UNTITLED (DEAD YARD) ,  2020,  UNIQUE PICOTAGE ON INKJET PRINT WITH SPRAY PAINT,  MOUNTED ON MUSEUM BOARD AND SINTRA,  95 7/8

X 71  7/8″ .  © PAUL ANTHONY SMITH.  COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY,  NEW YORK.LAST /  NEXT ARTICLE SHARE
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March 2, 2021 
By Ravi Ghosh  

 

Paul Anthony Smith Picks Away at Photos to Reveal 
the Inner Lives of His Subjects 

“I’m using various patterns of disguise.” In Tradewinds, the Jamaica-
born artist uses a picotage technique to trace migration beyond the 

labels of colonialism.  
 

 
 

Islands #4, 2020-1. © Paul Anthony Smith. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery. 
 
During the age of transatlantic slavery, trade winds allowed sailors to cross the oceans with greater 
efficiency at different times of the year. Travel from Europe or Africa to the Americas benefited from these 
seasonal winds, creating systems of westwards movement either side of the equator, and forever 
entwining the practice of slavery with Earth’s meteorology.  
 
Migration—both forced and unforced—has been a major influence for Paul Anthony Smith, whose latest 
exhibition of photography-based works borrows its title from these natural cycles. Smith’s practice seeks 
to reconcile the differences between populations, cultures, landscapes and languages that have been 
displaced or partitioned by colonialism. He casts his lens from east to west Jamaica; Aruba to Barbados; 
and on the Caribbean diasporas of London and New York. He retraces historic patterns of movement, but 
empowers his subjects to exist beyond these colonial labels. 
 

 
 



 
 

Paul Anthony Smith, Dog an Duppy Drink Rum, 2020-1. © Paul Anthony Smith. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery. 
 

“I think about these people that I show occupying spaces and being themselves and being explorers and 
travellers,” Jamaica-born Smith tells me from New York City. He shoots subjects in a range of casual 
settings—their familiar, homely environments representing a milestone in each of their journeys, rather 
than a fixed stasis. The exhibition emerged from his own journeys in 2019. While visiting London for 
Notting Hill Carnival, Smith was informed of the death of a relative in Jamaica and returned to partake in 
the traditional Dead Yard commemorations—an extended wake-style celebration involving dance, games 
and large feasts. “While that was happening I was thinking a lot about fatherhood and manhood,” Smith 
says. “What does it mean to be a man from the Caribbean and to be a provider?” 
 
Later that year he returned to the UK especially to see a solo show by abstract painter Mark Bradford at 
Hauser & Wirth in London. Smith’s work shares a textural idiom with Bradford’s vast, Rauschenberg-
inspired canvases in that both layer their surfaces. But where Bradford builds outwards using paper, 
Smith uses a picotage technique to pick and partially remove tiny sections of the prints to create a dotted, 
almost disappearing effect. “The scales mean that there’s a lenticular quality to how the image works, 
because when you walk in front of it, it kind of shifts,” Smith explains. Exposing the board beneath the 
print in a single direction allows the images to almost protrude towards the viewer, while simultaneously 
appearing flattened from other angles.  
 

 
 

Paul Anthony Smith, Untitled [details] (left; centre-left; centre-right); Dog an Duppy Drink Rum [detail] (right), 2020-1. © 
Paul Anthony Smith. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery. 

 
We discuss the acclaim afforded to the works of Titus Kaphar over the past year, which take this idea of 
creative subtraction to its extreme by completely cutting subjects from the canvas. Is Smith’s technique 
akin to this—or does he view surface manipulation as a kind of addition? “In this show, I’m revealing a bit 
more to the audience than I usually do,” Smith says of his sparser picotage in Tradewinds. Whereas his 
previous exhibitions have focused specifically on the Windrush era and modernism, the latest Jack 
Shainman show is more domestic and intimate. “I’m giving you a bit more insight into who I am rather 
than picking away at my subjects as much. I’m using various patterns of disguise.” 



 
 

Paul Anthony Smith, Untitled (Dead Yard), 2020. © Paul Anthony Smith. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery. 
 

This impetus has allowed Smith to synthesise this cultural moment—one in which Black death is 
ubiquitous—into these new works. The result is a mixture of memory, commemoration and quiet 
contemplation, away from the carnival and music-oriented impulses of previous exhibitions like Junction 
(2019). In Untitled (Dead Yard), a man walks down a nighttime street, arms outstretched and wearing an 
unknowing smile. Smith’s picotage resembles a superimposed metal gate around him, which seems to lift 
the subject from his quotidian surroundings. “I was trying to be a bit more vulnerable with my subjects and 
show more human nature,” Smith explains. “These calm candid shots rather than the more performative 
aspects of Junction, which was about music.” 
 

 
 

Both: Untitled, 2020-1. © Paul Anthony Smith. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery. 
 

Although not addressing the pandemic and 2020’s racial justice movements in a photojournalistic sense, 
Smith views his Black and diaspora subjects as part of wider historical moments, despite focusing on this 
vulnerability—and the ritual and communities which enable it. Two untitled shots show the simple 
closeness of a friendly gathering: shared drinks, brightly painted nails and open shirts for the thick 
Caribbean air. “We come on earth for such a short time, and we are celebrated a few times in our lives,” 
Smith reflects. “I think death is much closer to us than we think—but there’s something amazing about it.” 
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