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Mary Smull: Selective Memory

THROUGH THE shrewdly concepiual
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pieces that make up the series Finishe
Works (2008=ongoing), Philade
hased artisi Mary “mull poses Prove-
alive questions about kabor, leisure, and
ang. Smull completes unfine
ished needlepoint projects others have
ibandoned, [taming her praciice un-
der the absardist wmbrella of the o
cicty For the Prevention of Unhnishe
Meedlepoing (SPLIN
of her own making whose goal is the
'.|'||q'r|':-.'-|'..|||' iriterminable task of elim
inating, “ths _!' shal phenomenon of un-
fimished needlepoing.” Because she uses
only white tapestry wool, Smull visually
preserves the labor of the original mak
€l —|'||,r unwitling, anonymous par

ner in production—wh ||q. also clearly

object
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-.|-_. wing her own contribution to the
“finished” phece. These unonmhodox ool-
labarative objects, while strociurally
cormplete, present fundamentally frag-
ed narratives

Smull began working with un-
finished I'||_-|_':| epoint while a gradu-
ate student in the Aber .5:"|:-.1r::1|:'||! il

Cranbrook Ad :.l':|=:- of Art in Bloom

eld Hills, M :llrl.s.n where she carmned
f MFA in 2004, after discovering a
cache of uncompleted projects filling
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her grandrmothers aitic. These canvases,
despite as an elective leisune
sctivity, becamie PRl reminders of
wiark to be done. Spurned |'| the sense
of discomion that these unfinished nee

dlepoint projects engendened, Smull be-
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gam to use them o explone practical and
il ._.m'.|'|!| wities related 1o mak-
ing—ane finishing—objects by hand
Although Smull finds some of her
unfinished canvases @ thrilt stores and
LI- irch bazaars, the majority are pur
chased online through eBay where they
are plentiful and largely inexpensive
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Some works have barely been =ticched
when they armive ai the artius srudio
found in phrases
ralable to exs

Only elusive hints,
such ps “euate sale,” are av
plain a projects |.|'.|I1n|-:.'|-r~;.’! stae. Sl
has never had contact with a needle-




JRCHIDIE & CFTRRATIE mutker ang 15 nod

always able to gather the dony of
the plece from ies seller. The vari-
ous possibilitkes for abandonment
thus become an endless source of
fascination, mnging from the pro
saic=boredom or disineresi—io
the rragic—illness ar desh. Smull
titles each fully sthiched needle
proint with miforeatsen thar makes
chear haw the piece came imo her
hands, with an cBay listing titke or
purchase location and & masseum-
ayle acoesaton number. Through
Uis organizational siructure, Smull
provides each object with a sec-
omd-origin story that rons parallel]
wilh, rather than USUIEHNg. its wn-
koo hirss

Ofd Woman (2008) and
Mar (2009} arrived as par « ]
e off unfinished gros point can-

vases. Colored threads :|'||::51|-r.'
with Smull’s white stitching, re-
semhbling a ghostly infestation on
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the old man'’s hand incomplene,
the mameless oniganal maker inad-
wertently drawse attention 1o bath
the literal absence of a hand and
the physical presence of smulls
owt. Smull motes about her hand-
work, 1 love siing there hlling in
white stitches. But | realize than |
wouldni enjoy com |'|I|.‘-|I'I.‘. these
necdlepoing kits the way they were
supposed 10 be finished. Making is
a complex, conditional act hased

on our individual anirudes about
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