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The paintings of Jennifer Smith are influenced by representations of the female 
body, both historical and contemporary. By painting women, as a woman herself, 
she reflects on how their bodies are being and have been perceived. Art history has 
been dominated by the male gaze for centuries – an objectifying, often sexualized 
way of looking at a woman’s body by heterosexual men. Conditioned by this age-old 
convention, we are still familiar with a nude that is submissive in her nakedness and 
designed through a male gaze.

Male, female or non-binary gazes; all have their undeniable implications of how 
we experience looking at a work of art. But what happens when the women in the 
painting take a more active role? What if the painted women actively and consciously 
choose to reclaim their bodies, their power, and their sexuality? ‘For the longest 
time, we accepted the seductive depiction of women and their bodies. But now, when 
women take matters into their own hand and celebrate their femininity, many people 
get quite uncomfortable. The lines between what’s accepted and what’s not blur all the 
time,’ says Smith. By explicitly painting these nude figures, she uses the body as a site 
for self-exploration and empowerment. 



Her paintings bear similarities with the art historical inspirations that she chooses 
for her subject matter. By painting in a visceral and expressive way, using acrylic 
paint and ink, Smith can best capture the different emotions and experiences of both 
herself and the women she paints. Her work therefore shares a comparison to early 
twentieth-century expressionism and other avant-garde styles. She works in series, 
which allows her to create paintings with similar elements and subjects. 

In addition to looking back at art history, Smith turns to modern-day popular 
culture for inspiration, taking references from fashion, music videos and movies. She 
combines these pop-references with symbolism from for instance Greek mythology. 
As we talk about her paintings, I see similarities between one of the painted figure’s 
poses and a female rapper in a very similar pose on an album cover, squatting down 
with her back to the viewer and provocatively looking over her shoulder into the 
viewer’s direction. 

The women that Smith painted are reclaiming their sexuality by taking control over 
how they are being perceived: not submissive to anything but their own intentions. To 
Smith, this raises questions about the relation between viewer, model and artist. She 
challenges us to consider our part as active, voyeuristic participants. How does the 
reinstated empowerment of the painted women make us feel? Does it in return give us 
strength, or does it make us uncomfortable, and why?



The work The Dance of Life is part of the series Multiples, in which Smith for the first time 
depicts multiple women in one work. We see four women, being abstracted to plains of colour 
and lines that make them difficult to distinguish from each other. In both a literal and figurative 
way, they are supporting each other: the feet of the bottom right figure who is standing on his 
head support the body of the blue woman. The woman in blue almost seems to be falling, but 
also may come in to support the pink woman sitting in the front, like she wants to shield her 
from whatever is pulling at her. She is the most immediately recognisable of the four, but also 
appears to be the most fragile. She is fully exposed, being pulled at by arms without a body, 
trying to hold her stability by sitting on another woman’s back.



Jennifer Smith, The Dance of Life, 2020. Acrylic on canvas, 160 x 195cm.
 
Sandro Botticelli, The Birth of Venus, ca. 1486. Tempera on canvas, 172,5 x 278,5 cm, Uffizi 
Gallery Florence.



Jennifer Smith, Moving Through  
the Upside Down, 2020. Oil, acrylic, 
ink and crayon on canvas, 65x60cm.

Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Reclining 
Nude in Front of Mirror, 1909-1910. 
Oil on canvas, 83 x 95 cm, Brücke- 
Museum Berlin.



In this work, the references to expressionism 
are the most direct. Smith, whose embedding in 
canonical art history is evident, chose the same 
monochrome plains filled by quick brushstrokes 
to build a composition with colour. The work 
echoes the likes of Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, 
Franz Marc, Wassily Kandinsky and their other 
early twentieth-century male contemporaries. 
An era still dominated by the male gaze, the 
representations of the women in the paintings 
were often still sexualised, superficial and 
shallow. 

Contorting bodies pile over each other make 
it difficult to distinguish whose face belongs 
to whose body. While its subject matter is still 
unmistakably figurative and recognisable, the 
style is almost completely abstract. Powerful 
brushstrokes make the contrasting outlines 
of the figures, that are being filled in with one 
colour, maybe a second to emphasise shading. 
What we see is not the most important thing to 
the painting: it is how it’s painted. There is a lot 
of physicality to the paints and inks that Smith 
uses: its textures become an inseparable part of 
the image. 



Greek goddesses offer a large pool of inspiration to Smith. In this work, she 
lets the goddesses Artemis and Nemesis guide her as her muses. Artemis, one 
of the twelve Olympians and goddess of the hunt, the wilderness, the moon 
and childbirth, is portrayed alongside Nemesis, goddess of justice, revenge 
and divine retribution. Artemis is sitting on the left, with a dog as her familiar 
by her side. She shields her face from us and covers it with her arm. Nemesis, 
on the other hand, sits next to her, looking boldly and directly at us. Her pose 
seems calm and still, but her face tells us differently. As the goddess of justice 
and revenge, who’s to tell what is currently going on in her mind? Who is 
on the receiving end of divine retribution? Is it us, the viewers whose gazes 
Nemesis catches? Or it is somebody else, who is absent from the painting? 

Pierre-Paul Prud’hon, Justice and Divine Vengeance Pursuing Crime, 1808. Oil on 
canvas, 33x41 cm, The J. Paul Getty Museum Los Angeles.



Jennifer Smith, Artemis and Nemesis, 2021. Acrylic and ink on 
canvas. 100x105cm.





In When the party is over, Smith introduces the male fi gure into a composition that 
was until that point only occupied by women. In the top right, two stylised but clearly 
recognisable sets of male genitalia point proudly toward the crouching woman with 
cat ears, arching her back to mimic the animal whose ears she also adorns. Here, the 
symbolic implications of cats, in reference to the female genitalia, are undeniable. She 
can even be seen as a tiger, ready to strike deadly whenever she is cornered. 
Th e six women in the painting all wear 
wings and sit in a fi eld of white lilies, a 
symbol of rebirth. Th eir body language 
is sexual but even more so powerful. 
Despite the presence of the two men in 
the top corner, it is not the men’s, but the 
women’s choice to sit like this. Th e women 
take control over how they are perceived, 
letting their reclaimed sexuality empower 
them. 

Jennifer Smith, When the party is over, 2021. Acrylic and ink on canvas, 100x100cm.

Nicki Minaj, cover of single ‘Anaconda’, 2014, Young Money Entertainment, 
Cash Money Records and Republic Records.



The bold title ‘your move, pussycat’ says just as much as the iconography of the painting 
itself. With the presence of the abstract figure to the far right, that we can only identify 
as male because of his unambiguous phallus, it’s almost impossible to read the sentence 
without subtext. With the symbol of the checkboard on the left of the painting, we can 
interpret it as if he has just moved his pieces in a game of complicated power play; the 
woman is up next, but only after the man has completed his turn. 
The choice to call the woman ‘pussycat’ can be considered undermining, as the woman’s 
genitalia are often called ‘pussy’. Addressing the woman like this reduces her to only her 
sexual purpose. The right of the two women in the painting, whose head is upside down 
and wears black wings, looks boldly to the viewer. It’s her turn now: she holds the power.



Jennifer Smith, Your move pussycat, 2021. Acrylic and ink on canvas.

Edouard Manet, Olympia, 1863. Oil on canvas, 130 x 190 cm, Musée d’Orsay, Paris. 





Facing Venus is curated by Tinimini Room’s Ralf Kokke and Casper Prager. It is 
Jennifer’s first solo show in the Netherlands. Kokke and Prager selected five paintings 
by Jennifer for the show during a studio visit in her studio near Giessenburg. 

Kokke: “I think there were ten unique solo shows stored in her studio, that’s how 
much there was to choose from. In the end, Casper, Jennifer and I made this 
selection of five works that tell her story in the best way possible. For the audience 
that already knows Jennifer’s work, the series is very recognizable; to those who will 
get to know her now, the selection is a perfect introduction.”

Jennifer Smith is initiator of CloverMill, a project-based studio and gallery space 
and residency open to visual artists, curators, art groups and art galleries. The studio 
and exhibition space are located on the grounds of an old water windmill in The 
Netherlands. The primary focus is on supporting the work of emerging to mid-
career female-indentifying artists and curators.

In April 2023, CloverMill and Tinimini Room are collaborating together to offer 
a work period at CloverMill and exhibition in Tinimini Room to two artists. This 
exhibition opens on 15 April 2023.

Text by Linda Köke
(c) 2023

All images of Jennifer Smith (c) the artist.
Images of other works (c) the museum and/or artists.




