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A Conversation with

Shinique Smith

Shinique Smith’s sculpture, paintings, and collages reflect the
pelief that possessions reveal identity, create personas, and
confer power. She is a student of the social totems represented
by clothing and furnishings, observing how they perform along
a spectrum of duty, beginning with function and ending

as narrative. A determined bricoleur, she places a range of mass-
produced things—including clothing, household items, alumi
num fen-‘_u'(_], shoes, and furniture—in symbolic ensembles
that replace original meaning with a subversive new identity
that re-creates or resurrects memaories and perceptions



Left: Swanwing Besury, 7007, Clothang, foam, rope, and tadng, 60 & 22 & 22 in. Right: Bale Woriant Mo, 8017, 30049, Hand-dyed clothing, Labeic, binding, and
wiood, 183 ¥ 132 X 133 cm
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Kathleen whitney: What led to your inter
gst in using clothing as @ material ?
ghinigue Smith: My mather was a fashion
designer, and | spent a lot of time with her
i fabric stores She introduced me to the
world of couture and high fashion; the for-
mal qualities of the clothes had a big influ-
ence on me. Many years later, | wanted to
start using color and pattern in my work,
and | liked the ready made quality as well
5 the meaning of clothes
EW: How do you go about making work ?
g5 | save suff like cragy, and | also wse my
own clothes and shoes. | have collectons of
dothing, toys, shoes, and furmiture. | even
collect gift wrap and se-cream-cone wrap-
pers. | have chain-link doors and an elevator
gate, which | use like picture frames. Becawse
my work involves a lot of color and pattern,
| use paint and also dye and bleach the fab-
ric. I'm always taking something from one
piece and adding it to another. The work
Is bundled, tied, stitched, wadded, and
stuffied together, Things are held in place
by fabiric shreds or ribbons or rope; the fur
niture parts use harder connections like
screws and nails. With the chain-link pieces,
| just stuff clothes and whatever else I'm
using in the holes. In all of my pieces, the
clothing is compressed to some degree,
especially i the cubes
EW: Does the function of a piece of furniture
or ciofhing |ﬂ,|'i'u|?m'.;* what you oo with i£?
55: | vse materials that carry strong asso
ciations = suits, wedding gowns, sneakers
want the message of the garment to
come out, but | also want it to have a new
meaning. | use clothes because they are
maore than just their function, and they
are 50 personal
KW: Is your work driven by thematlic inter-
ests as well as process?
55: | always hawe a starting point—a shape
or @ concept =but then, | work sponta-
neausly. I'm always stepping back to see
how thlngx are progressing, and | stop at
the point where everything | put into an
object comes together in a resolved way
Everything | do has a consciousness about
it that relates to how we deal with posses-
sions and what happens because of those
relationships. There are many connections
n my work to cultures that use bundling
and tying for sparitual reasons

KW Sometimes the work seems abstract, sometimes figurotive. Do categories matter (o you?
£5: I'm working with a lot of abstraction, but | don’t set out 1o make something figurative
or non-figurative — everything depends on what |'m working with and what happens as

I go along. | want my work to be as open as possible. | have many pieces with furniture,
dolls, and stuffed animals in them; sometimes those elements become part of

a pattern of fabrics and colors, and sometimes they remain what they started out 1o be
| don’t believe in categories because they hold you back. I'm not avaiding reality, but
| want transcendence and transformation. | want the viewer to see something new,

EW: There seems [o be a strong political and sociol narrative running throwgh your wark
§5: I'm concerned with three different things in my work: making something that's beau-
tiful, commenting on the social relationship people have with their possessions, and
dealing with the politics of clothing. I'm not interested in irony; | want to have direct
access to the wiewer. Much of my work is politically motivated, but my intention is to
make that interest ambiguous and subtle. I'm especially interested in the idea of “sur-
plus value,” because the value of the worker’s labor and the value of the finished product
are way out of balance

KW: How is fashion relevant to your work?

5§5: The relationship that people have with their clothes is complicated. Clothes can give a
false identity, but they also represent a desire for self-expression. Sometimes the way people

Momificent, 2007. Clothing, climbing rope, stool, plastic, doll, ribbon, and carpet, 122 x 51 x 76 cm.
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