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Mark R. Smith and Maria T.D. Inocencio’s exhibition, Loss of Material Evidence, closed on
Sunday, December 9th. The works in the show successfully take on one of art’s highest
callings: to make visible the unspeakable, here an exploration of grief. The irony of course
is that this exhibition about loss also marks the end of an era for the Ronna and Eric
Hoffman Gallery of Contemporary Art at Lewis & Clark. Only a few days prior to the
closing of this exhibition, it was announced that the long-time gallery director and curator,
Linda Tesner, had been let go. So the end of the show coincides with the end of the gallery,
one loss merging with the other.

It would be a mistake, however, to let sadness over the loss of Tesner and concern over the
future fate of the Hoffman Gallery to overshadow the achievements of Smith and
Inocencio. The show was beautiful in concept and in execution. Inspired by the aging and
inevitable loss of the artists’ parents, the works in the show are a meditation on death and
the accumulation of things. The lament is tempered by a hopeful note of celebration of the
power of family and community. Grief is felt and processed and then, ultimately,
transformative.

Maria T.D. Inocencio and Mark R. Smith, “Time Tunnel” (2017).
Reclaimed textiles, thread, glue, canvas.
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An enormous abstract composition (roughly 9-by-16 feet) sets the tone for the show.
Vertical stripes of varied colors, interspersed with thin white lines flank a central
composition of nested, striped squares. The title, Time Tunnel, suggests some sort of
flashing tunnel time warp ushering the viewer into the gallery. Perhaps because of too
much time with art history books and not enough exposure to time-warp tunnels, I was
struck by the similarity to Frank Stella’s abstractions of the 1960s . Stella’s works were
products of High Modernism, abstraction that celebrated the materiality of paint; Stella
famously said about his works, “what you see is what you see.”

Smith and Inocencio reject this Modernist tautology; Time Tunnel isn’t an opportunity to
meditate on the paintness of paint but rather a call to consider what to do with the stuff
accumulated over a lifetime. Smith and Inocencio’s stripes are not paint at all but
reclaimed fabrics painstakingly deconstructed and then remade into symmetrical stripes.
Some of the fabric strips are only inches long but the stripes are so meticulously arranged
that the seams between pieces are barely visible. The style of the stripes and their fabric
types recall striped polo shirts, the collared garment of choice of many an erstwhile or
aspirational golfer. With Time Travel and many other works in the show, the stripes aren’t
a formal device but the answer to the question: what to do with a lifetime-supply of striped
shirts?

Several works in the show use these stripes née shirts. In Mother: The Farthest Ten Acres;
Father: Late Arrival; and Mother, Father: Long-Lived but Not Forever the stripes are
composed into arches, circles, and curves. A pair or trio of framed found photographs
interrupts the geometric patterning in these works, the photographs cut from Smith’s
parents’ hundreds of saved copies of National Geographic. In Objects and Aura, the
stripes are fashioned into small squares and used as a backdrop for a pair of figurines made
by the artists’ son at age 10. The figurines seem to be Smith’s acknowledgment that his own
saved treasures will inevitably become accumulated stuff that someone will clean out. In
Afterimage: The Night Sky, the stripes become circular constellations on the ceiling that
can be gazed up at from a brown recliner. The chair evokes both limited mobility and the
association between the sky and the afterlife.

Many of Inocencio’s works use repetition as a form of meditation in the processing grief
and loss. For the installation, Comforter—Beloved Embrace , Inocencio cut out copies of
photographs from family albums, one per day. She combined these photo cut-outs with
tracings of leaves that were collected on daily walks, traced, and then cut out. The 365
figures and more than 3000 leaves blanket the ceiling and trail down the walls so that the
viewer is enveloped in this space of memory. Remembering Every Day presents a large
grid of varied colors, but closer inspection reveals that each color is an associated with a
memory, one colored memory for each day for one year from the day her mother-in-law
died arranged as a pinwheel. Each square bears a date and a token description: hand towel,
attic tablecloth, fridge magnet. Stuff that becomes memories and those memories then
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Mark R. Smith, “Afterimage: The Night Sky” (2018).
Reclaimed textiles, plywood, metal tubing, stand-assist

chair.

reduced to a bare minimum—a word or phrase and color.
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Maria T.D. Inocencio, “Remembering Every Day” (2018). Paper,
gouache, Flashe, glue, colored pencil on wood panel

Fear of Falling is a tower of things, not things remade or memories extracted from things
but actual, physical things: a discarded strand of Christmas lights, reading glasses, a
colander, a plastic novelty goblet, and a ball of yarn among many others. The tower is
precariously balanced; the title references the instability of the structure and the mobility
issues that accompany aging. What to do with two of life’s inevitabilities: aging and a junk
drawer (or basement)? When is stuff a treasured memory and when is it just stuff?

A whole self-help industry has emerged to answer this question. Marie Kondo promises
that ridding ourselves of things will bring joy. Or if you’re starting later, you can always
Swedish death clean. Smith and Inocencio don’t offer a solution so much as camaraderie.
They aren’t chastising anyone for keeping a plastic novelty goblet or stacks upon stacks of
back issues of National Geographic, and they aren’t offering a solution or a way out.
Instead, they’re showing their way through, the sifting, remaking, and letting go. They
invite viewers to witness their grief and loss as a way to contemplate our own.
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Maria T.D. Inocencio and Mark R. 
Smith, “Fear of Falling” (2018) Found 

Objects and reclaimed textiles

High Modernism posited that formal aesthetic qualities were universal, that all people
could grasp the beauty in abstraction if they only made the effort. This assumption of the
universality of formalism has largely been
abandoned—the acknowledgment of plurality and
the fact that different visual traditions value
different qualities and personal experience affects
the way we see. What I find so appealing about this
show is that it uses abstraction to speak to a
different universal—not formal aesthetics but loss.

At the end of a tumultuous year in the Portland arts
community—the closing of the Art Gym at
Marylhurst (amid the closing of the university), the
end of Tesner’s position at Lewis & Clark, potential
changes on the horizon for OCAC and PNCA—it is
easy to focus on what we’ve lost or are afraid of
losing. In that vein, the December afternoon closing
of Loss of Material Evidence could have been a
dirge but it was not. The afternoon was dreary and
cold but the gallery was awash with warmth, art, and
community. There was a crowd. Smith and
Inocencio were apron-clad, giving a tutorial on how
to make Smith’s mother’s apple pie. Tesner was a
model of grace and generosity as she shared her
thoughts on the show and the larger endeavor of
curating. There were even gifts as the show’s
beautiful catalogs were given away. Against all odds,
loss was spun into something lovely.
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A Seat At The Table? Considering Soft Power: MK Guth and Mark Smith

"Only through art can we emerge from ourselves and know what another person
sees" -Marcel Proust

Proust is utterly wrong with that quote of course, but it is a sentiment of yearning
and perhaps a tad religious one at that. Instead, Art tends to be as subjective as
anything else... though visiting someone's home or having a meal together is a kind
of shared experience that is similar to looking at art or a performance together. In
fact, all meals are performances and there is a power in such communion. The point
being that art doesn't have any special authority, only that it has license to make
unexpected demands on those that experience it. Sometime between the time of
Lascaux and Titian though, art experiences became increasingly elitist and about
projecting power. This was the hard power of class authority or social station.

Which brings me to two current shows by veteran Portland artists, Mark Smith and
MK Guth.

Mark Smith's exhibition, Vestibules and Portraits, Laminates and Veneers at
Elizabeth Leach Gallery purposefully inverts the whole iconographic process by
using the domestic soft power materials as a veneer to a warholian iconographic
effect that is personalized, not some top down idol. Visually it also has its roots in
populist hippie era psychedelia, which was also trying to generate shared group
experiences.
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Mark Smith, End Table with The Beatles, Alyson and Leslie and the Reverend Sun
Yon Moon (2012)

In particular Smith's End Table with The Beatles, Alyson and Leslie and the
Reverend Sun Yon Moon takes pop icons, a religious leader and two people most
people do not know is served up as a kind of soft power altar. It isnt that different
from pinterest where users can arrange their visual interests in albums. The
difference here is that Smith formally unifies them via soft blanket materials (a
Greenbergian and hippie era formal trick) to make them both stranger and more
approachable. These soft elements feel like a object commentary on social medium,
which employs similar veneers to make the internet seem warmer fuzzier and more
relatable.
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Mark Smith Open Cameo

By turning the entire gallery into a table or shelf Smith's Open Cameo with a stand
does the same thing only by making the normally tiny frame and stand human sized
and devoid of faces (replaced with a void) it invites a kind of interaction (though its
placement in the corner somewhat squelches it). Many artists use soft materials
these days to evoke a domestic parlance but Smith has been doing quite a long
time exhibiting stadium plans vacuum packed with lost and found clothing over a
decade ago in the 2001 Oregon Biennial. Somehow, now that the domestic and soft
power is en vogue Smiths veneers have become bolder and more compelling,
particularly in the sculptural works. In the past traditional sculpture was relegated to
heavy materials like granite, marble, various metals or wood but in these cases the
soft veneer itself supersedes the supporting wood... cuing the viewer that it is their
own personal relationship to this soft material that is most important.
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Mark Smith, Book Stack (top to bottom) German Grammar, Family Sunday and
Betty Crocker (2012)

Smith's Book Stack (slyly recalling Judd's stacks) also wears its heart on its sleeve...
taking book covers (an autocratic visual form if there ever was one) and handicrafts
them into folk objects or heirlooms... which is a quite a reversal for the nostalgic
Betty Crocker cookbook or German Grammar. Somehow it feels personal but in fact
it is an engineered soft power experience.

Similarly, at the Art Gym MK Guth uses the overlay or veneer of shared experiences
(and a lot of gnarled knotty and highly figured wood) to create a somewhat less
poppy but still rather folksy experience. Her shelves also recall Judd's stacks. The
Proustian title for the show, "when nothing else subsists, smell and taste remain"
definitively places the objects themselves in the service of soft power concerns like
gathering people together.

Like any dinner party Guth creates socially engineered situations around tables or
shelves that like Clark or Abromovic that coalesce around her often wood centric
objects. Her Dinner for a Funereal with its handbook-like black embossed book
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cover, other books and black baited kitchen knife is perhaps the only terribly edgy
thing here but that is the point (bad pun). The point being, real life dramas can beat
any fiction.

Likewise situations like Dinner for Women or Curators seem to recreate scenarios
that take place all of the time. Curators have lunch with one another to compare
notes and coordinate... and sometimes the ladies find it novel to dis-invite the boys.
Often these informal soft power moments set important and lasting wheels in
motion. Is Guth trying to claim the dinner party? Well Portland is a food driven place
and we sure do like wood.

Pieces like Dinner for John Cage and Dinner for Women seem like can't miss
happenings. Besides, who can hate John Cage or Women and expect to be invited
to any dinner party?

My personal favorite is Dinner for Getting Lost. The stump looks like something from
Guth's yard and I can just picture the eventual location for the meal being in some
roadless area where the guests are only given a vague map and a machete but
only after being blindfolded and driven to an undisclosed wilderness. Directions like,
"turn right at the second badger and 30 degrees left at the fourth red squirrel,"
would ensure that the companion piece Dinner for a Search Party would have to be
made.

The point being that this show deals in suppositions as much as supper. Those who
don't get to be part of the Dinner for Curators or Dinner for Crying might feel
excluded because there is a supposition that what transpired was important. In fact
that is hardly ever the case, instead it is the familiarity and bonds of trust one
develops through the shared experience and proximity which become the true soft
power component that almost all human interaction/empathy traffics in. These
interactions become the foundation of relationships that then might lead to
something important. In fact all meals are performances and the allusions to Marcel
Proust in Guth's show are just a way of giving the meal as a palimpsest an
intellectual context. Still, I feel the fact that everyone has to eat trumps Proust's
influence.

In many ways Guth's exhibition is an exercise in relational aesthetics for the
Northwest crowd.... a people who love food, close clustered groups and wood. I
hope people see the kitsch in this choice because Guth clearly did with her campy
mushrooms and plates made out of wood... treating the whole affair as if the
Northwest was just one big Black Forrest Cuckoo Clock. It is a sly move since
making everything out of huge slabs of Douglas fir would have been more typically
Cascadian? Guth's objects themselves are just totemic props, a little like ceremonial
potlatch feast accoutrements. Smith's are a little more icon driven but both artists
felt a burning need to make book shelves, which is about the most Portland thing I
can think of.

One thing isn't open for debate though, both artists made use of shelves and
domestic style tables. It is an effective ploy to usurp the standard display cases of
museums, making the work more domestic and relatable.
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None of this channeling of power is new of course (Fritz Haeg plants gardens and
Harrell Fletcher made other people's wishes come true) but it does represent the art
world's increasing focus on reaching out to viewers. Even Mark Smith's work seems
to present art as a normalizing force rather than acting as a fountain of exceptional
and the odd. What does art gain from being so accommodating? ...well about as
much as it gains from being exceptionally specific, the two are sides of the same
experiential art coin.

It is the final weekend for MK Guth's exhibition at the Art Gym.

Mark Smith's exhibition runs till December 29th.

Posted by Jeff Jahn on December 06, 2012 at 13:17 | Comments (0)
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Mark R. Smith’s Paintings Exhibited in Governor’s Office  
Art work on View through September 15, 2010 

 
A collection of paintings by Portland, Oregon artist Mark R. Smith is on exhibit in the office of 
Governor Ted Kulongoski through September 15, 2010.    
 
 “In making this work, I was concerned with creating artworks that would read like 
contemporary folk tales much in the manner of older 19th century story quilts.” Mark Smith’s 
paintings convey the care and detail of quilts, with carefully placed and painted fabrics. Smith 
has mined differing cultural inspirations for his symbols over the years, including sporting 
culture and, more recently, highly organized social structures of humans and animals.   
 
His pieces use materials recycled from vernacular culture; stenciled shapes are cut directly from 
newspapers to create silhouetted, pictographic forms. The printed fabrics on which the shapes 
are painted were collected from Goodwill bins.  
 
Smith received a BFA from the Cooper Union in New York City and an MFA in painting from 
Portland State University.  His work has been exhibited widely, including The Art Gym, 
Portland Community College, Pacific Northwest College of Art, Fresh Trouble, curated by Jeff 
Jahn; The Drawing Center, New York; Hallie Ford Museum of Art, and Elizabeth Leach Gallery, 
Portland, where he is represented.  He is one of thirteen artists to receive a 2010 Artist 
Fellowship from the Arts Commission.  
 
Mark R. Smith’s work may be seen in the Office of the Governor, 2nd floor, Oregon State Capitol, 
900 Court Street in Salem, Mondays through Fridays from 8 am – 5 pm.  
 
The Art in the Governor’s Office Program honors selected Oregon artists with exhibitions in the 
reception area of the Governor’s Office in the State Capitol. An exhibit in the Governor’s  
Office is considered a lifetime honor. Artists whose work has been shown there include William 
Park, Mary Josephson, Gordon Gilkey, Sally Haley, Yuji Hiratsuka, Manuel Izquierdo, James 
Lavadour, Henk Pander and Margot Thompson.  



‐ ‐ ‐ ‐ ‐ ‐ ‐ ‐ ‐ 
 
The Oregon Arts Commission provides leadership, funding and arts programs through its 
grants, special initiatives and services. Nine commissioners, appointed by the Governor, 
determine arts needs and establish policies for public support of the arts. The Arts Commission 
became part of the Oregon Business Development Department in 1993 in recognition of the 
expanding role the arts play in the broader social, economic and educational arenas of Oregon 
communities. In 2003, the Oregon legislature moved the operations of the Oregon Cultural 
Trust to the Arts Commission, streamlining operations and making use of the Commission’s 
expertise in grant‐making, arts and cultural information and community cultural development.  
 
The Arts Commission is supported with general funds appropriated by the Oregon legislature, 
federal funds from the National Endowment for the Arts and funds from the Oregon Cultural 
Trust.  
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