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Emily Mae Smith: Ex Libris 
by Lucia Love

History is saturated with byproducts of the male gaze, 

pooling over and eroding the cultural landscape. This is 

selectively troubling for anyone who finds their reflec-

tion missing in such a bog imbued with the hypnotic 

power to look like home. To negotiate a safe path, one 

must seek sure footing in the untrammeled landscapes 

of self-identified narrative. Travelers unconvinced by 

illusion are rewarded with entrance to a zone where 

experience gains value and weight—an oasis of 

reclamation.

The artist Emily Mae Smith is a resident of one 

such oasis. 

Working at the nexus of history and mythology, 

cartooning and canonized art, Smith methodically 

acts to co-opt the archetypes of a hegemonic past 

and recast them through the lens of humor. Since the 

advent of contemporary feminism, western culture has 

witnessed a sea change in regards to the visibility of 

practitioners creating art that challenges the position 

of the feminine, but relative to the entire timeline of 

the painting canon, women’s validated contribution still 

equates roughly to the “time of humans” compared to 

the “time of the dinosaurs.” This contention between 

canonized history and the experience of identities 

traditionally barred from institutional discourse has left 

the later with multiple fractured histories that resonate 

with each other, rather than existing in a vertical 

hierarchy of importance that denies subjectivity. It is 

because of this fracture that subjectivity has been 

recast as a powerful tool of illumination. The critic 

Barry Schwabsky picked up on Smith’s innate under-

standing of this relationship to history in his essay on 

her 2019 show Avalon at Perrotin gallery stating, “Smith 

has observed that almost all this art was made by men 

for the delectation of other men. Her determination, in 

accordance with the times, was to put her own percep-

tions and experience as a woman into the picture—and 

to have fun doing it.”1

Indeed Emily Mae Smith’s paintings exude a 

playful attitude towards processing the darker aspects 

of society. This is thanks in large part to cameos 

played by a harem of enchanted brooms which appear 

throughout the artist’s oeuvre. It took many years 

of visual experimentation with symbolism before 

discovering the narrative possibilities these brooms 

afforded Smith. When asked about her relationship with 

this specific element of her work in 2016, she detailed, 

“It started with my laboring in the art world, doing 
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random jobs to get by while making my work. I thought, 

‘I feel like the broom in The Sorcerer’s Apprentice.’”2 

Decidedly animated, these protagonists adopt charac-

teristics of archetypes as a way to reflexively address 

painting the human form. In the same interview she 

goes on to create an analogy, “With [the brooms], I can 

talk about the gaze, subjectivity, power, authorship, the 

phallic nature of art. You can say more difficult things 

with a character. The broom is my little Tom Thumb.”2 

As King Arthur encourages Tom Thumb to revel in his 

court, so does Smith coax her brooms into narrative 

gestures which range from languid and sensual, to 

aloof, to openly confrontational.

Over the past few years, Smith has decided to 

begin showing more drawings like the ones on display 

here in Ex Libris. Included in this show are some of 

the first ever conceptions of this now iconic character 

beginning with The Studio (Broom Superstar) (2014), 

where the figure makes its debut under a spotlight 

coming from words hovering above which read “The 

Studio.” This phrase is borrowed from a design 

magazine by the same title started by Charles and 

Emma Holme. Their impetus for creating the project 

was to break down barriers of language through the 

dissemination of visual culture, which adds a political 

message of goodwill embassy to the performance of 

this tiny Superstar drawing. The intimate scale and 

fresh effortless line quality of each sketch combines 

to form a humble blueprint for larger paintings. While 

these drawings are expressed with the utmost econ-

omy of gesture, it is to be noted that all of the major 

elements of composition are seen worked out before 

taking paint to canvas. Conceptual rigor is also present 

in each thumbnail as evidenced by the appropriation 

of Warhol’s Double Elvis, replaced by two brooms in 

the Drawing for Honest Espionage (2015)—proof that 

careful planning goes into the pose to create a seam-

less illusion of the broom’s entry into the canon.

In addition to scenes with full figures, Smith 

has also created a number of close up portraits of 

Drawing for Honest Espionage, 2015, pencil on paper, 
4.25 x 3 inches

Drawing for The Studio (Broom Superstar), 2014, pencil 
on paper, 2.5 x 2.5 inches
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Medusa, 2019, full bleed seven-color screenprint on Coventry rag paper, enamel, water-based, and glow-
in-the-dark inks, 24 x 18 inches



the avatar which she describes as psychologically 

existential as evidenced in work like Blow Up (Blue and 

Gold) (2016) where the figure begins defocusing. In her 

words, “They embody a crisis of seeing and being.”4 

Medusa (2015) is an iconic portrayal of one such close 

up anthropoid broom topped with a telltale coif of 

serpents, complete with eyes that glow in the dark. 

For the pantheistic world, dwellers on the threshold 

were often female, as evidenced by the cruel sphinx 

who makes her appearance in The Riddle (2017), a 

large scale reimagining of Ingres’ Oedipus Explaining 

the Riddle of The Sphinx where a broom stands in 

for Oedipus, effectively short-circuiting the misogyny 

inherent in ancient forms of heroism. Rescued from 

her particular status as hunting trophy for Perseus, 

Medusa has reincarnated in contemporary society 

as an emblem of the female gaze, penetrating with 

vengeance. And what could be better revenge than 

having the last laugh? In Emily Mae Smith’s version of 

the famous Gorgon, this eyeless expression becomes a 

humorous manifestation of what Hélène Cixous wrote 

in The Laugh of the Medusa—namely that, “Men say 

there are two unrepresentable things: death and the 

feminine sex. That is because they need femininity to 

be associated with death.”3

Romantic thought, as pioneered by Edmund 

Burke, decreed that the mortal terror and sensual glory 

of the sublime should forever be intrinsically linked 

Rogue Wave, 2016, oil on linen, 72 x 98 inches
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to the feminine principle. This symbolic alignment 

is often commemorated through evocations of the 

unfathomable sea. One of the artist’s major works titled 

Rogue Wave (2016) depicts another portrait of the 

broom, but this time as a giant reminiscent of Ceto, the 

goddess of uncontrollably dangerous waters—rising 

with cool resolve and even cooler sunglasses—seeing 

red through a cresting wave. The wave doesn’t shake 

this figure, for this element is under her jurisdiction. 

This same scale giant can be seen depicted in the 

study for The Bathers (2017) present in the collection 

displayed within Ex Libris, but this time the waters are 

calm enough for a group of mermaids to idle about, 

looking off at a distant iceberg. Other close up portraits 

included use the psychological element of perfectly 

reflective sunglasses to tip off the viewer as to the 

surroundings of the figure. This reflection is necessary, 

as it does not matter if there’s a hook dangling in the 

water, or an anchor plunging through; the broom shows 

no emotional response. As is often culturally lauded, 

these femme fatale figures maintain the perfect lips 

and hair. Regardless of what dangers may lurk in 

the waters they have taken up in, not a detail of their 

mask shall falter. Danger is not all they may encounter 

however! In a surprisingly lighthearted turn of subject 

matter, the brooms are also revealed to enjoy skinny 

dipping à la Bikini (2017), a bather at sunset taking off 

her top in a colorful sea like a girl gone wild.    

Emily Mae Smith doesn’t stop at explorations 

of the feminine in her work, but rather has developed 

an entirely unique framing device for commentary on 

the masculine. Utilizing a rectangular mouth with all 

geometrically identical rows of teeth exposed as a 

recurring narrative element, she introduces surrealist 

Chekhov’s Gun, 2017, three-color screenprint on Coventry 
rag paper, 24 x 18 inches

Tongues and Coins, 2014, prepared ground, watercolor, 
acrylic on linen, 14 x 11 inches



plays such as a gang of probing tongues looking as 

if they are desperately attempting to catch falling 

quarters on themselves, or a tongue that is rolled 

up like toilet paper, hanging ready to be used. In an 

interview with Charlotte Jansen, Smith notes, “I was 

studying Art Nouveau illustrations, and noticed how 

a frame device was often used to contextualize a 

narrative in those designs. I came up with the mouth/

teeth with mustache frame as a way to engender my 

paintings as ‘male.’ It was kind of a joke.”4 Though 

the surreal poetry of the disrupted logic within these 

mouths does read as a joke, the introduction of more 

sinister elements like the smoking gun suggests a 

conversation about accountability. The cloud of smoke 

from shots fired in Chekhov’s Gun (2017) has a pop 

art graphic quality in contrast to the Magritte inspired 

clear blue sky, but the absence of the shooter’s 

target (when the barrel of the gun is not pointed at 

the viewer) reminds us that there’s always more to 

discover outside of the image’s frame.    

While the cast of Smith’s creations proliferates, 

they continue to hold court in a myriad of historical 

modes, unbound by a style imposed by any one 

movement. Just as Angela Davis anticipates the obso-

lescence of housework in Women, Race, and Class, 

the brooms once considered automata of drudgery 

may now be seen luxuriating in the place of odalisques 

and creating their own art in their own various studio 

settings. They may also take turns appearing as lowly 

gleaners or mermaids out of water. It is the artist’s 

imagination that creates a rift in the prevailing logic, 

which keeps these characters appearing within any 

conceivable tableaux. And with each successive 

depiction of life’s possibilities we gain the stability of 

higher ground, and with that a history, mythology, and 

comedy of our own. 

Bathers Study I, 2017, watercolor on paper, 8 x 10 inches
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Lucia Love is a Brooklyn based painter and writer. Their narrative images, upcoming exhibits, 

and writing projects can be found at nothingisgoingtohappen.com, the existential ledger for all 

visual and literary endeavors. 
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