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Material is an exhibition about the conversion from the material to the digital, from the digital to the 
material, and about the spaces in between. It focuses on the borders between the computer and the 
hand, personal subjectivity and digital systems, the cloud and the print-out, the fixity of material 
decision-making and the limitless potential of networked information. Rooted in the histories of 
appropriation, collage, and printing technologies, the exhibition poetically interrogates our current-
day relationship to materiality.


The show has four components: Layouts, a series of paintings made using digitally cut vinyl; Paper 
Piles, sculptures made from stacks of paper; Mockups, layered digital prints; and MBS Material, a 
streaming found-footage video.


Operating in a space among painting, collage, drawing, and page design, the Layouts continue the 
artist’s use of a vinyl cutter, a machine that cuts digital shapes from sheets of adhesive colored vinyl, 
as a tool of artistic production. Primarily used by home DIY crafters and the sign-making industry, it 
is an inexpensive alternative to screen-printing, a low-tech digital format that the artist has taken on 
as a personal craft.


The works are made from combining discrete marks in a series of layers in a process akin to collage 
or screen printing. The marks reference various registers of printed material such as photocopied 
punk zines, avant-garde publications, clip art, and PDFs distributed online. They carry the traces of 
various processes and reproductive technologies, including scanning, image compression, and 
digital photography, all flattened to outlines and silhouettes.


Paper Piles comprises stacks of office paper that have been transformed into a series of sculptures. 
Each stack has been re-wrapped in custom printed paper wrapping adorned with patterns of icons 
that reference the life and utility of printer paper.


Bell-Smith’s Mockups take as their starting point the digital image templates of the same name used 
in design and the creative industries. Distributed on the Internet, they envisage how a digital image 
might look when printed, whether, for instance, as a magazine, brochure, or flyer. In Bell-Smith’s 
work, such files are stripped of their content, leaving only a paper form rendered in black and white, 
as edges, folds, or shadows. They are scaled, layered, and paired with other digital marks, and then 
printed on transparent acetate and layered on colored paper.


MBS Material is a streaming video that continues the artist’s exploration of the visual systems of 
design and advertising. The work is presented in the gallery as a streaming video via a custom built 
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website that exists, not unlike Netflix or Hulu, "in the cloud” only, opening up questions of 
immateriality, fixity, ownership, and network dependence.


In 2014, Google developed a design “language" known as Material Design that was open to the 
public via a set of online resources and tutorials. It encompasses a set of strict rules on how to 
design user interfaces in screen-based media, purportedly to ensure a uniform and seamless digital 
experience for the computer user as they move from one application to the next. The artist has taken 
a series of these tutorial videos and re-edited them in the tradition of a found footage video. Both 
liberating and critiquing its source material, the work’s precise editing foregrounds repetition and 
geometric movement, creating a formal link to early 20th-century experimental animation and Post-
war Structuralist film-making.


Michael Bell-Smith (East Corinth, ME, 1978) lives and works in Brooklyn, NY. He holds a BA in 
Semiotics from Brown University, Providence, RI, and an MFA from Bard College, Annandale-on-
Hudson, NY.


Selected exhibitions include: Material, Foxy Production, New York (solo); Web 2.0. Organized by Paul 
Slocum and Thierry Tilquin, Senne, Brussels (2017); Tell Me What I Mean, To____Bridges____, Bronx, 
NY (2016); Greater New York, MoMA PS1, Queens, NY (2015-2016); Sound Spill, Zabludowicz Art 
Projects, New York, NY; Spectacle: The Music Video, Museum of the Moving Image, Queens, NY; 
(both 2013); Is This Thing On? Contemporary Arts Center, Cincinnati, OH; ICA MECA, Portland, ME 
(solo) (both 2012); Hiroshima MOCA, Japan (solo project); The Cinema Effect: Illusion, Reality, and 
the Moving Image: Part I – Dreams, Caixaforum, Madrid and Barcelona, Spain (both 2011); Abandon 
Normal Devices, FACT, Liverpool, UK (2009); The Liverpool Biennial, Liverpool, UK; Montage: 
Unmonumental, The New Museum, New York, NY; Blown Away, Krannert Art Museum, University of 
Illinois, Urbana, IL (all 2008); The Singles Collection, SFMoMA, San Francisco, CA; Playback, Musée 
dʼArt Moderne de la Ville de Paris, Paris, France; Reality Bytes, Dallas Center for Contemporary Art, 
Dallas, TX ( all 2007); and Butch Queen Realness with a Twist in Pastel Colors Video Show, Tate 
Liverpool, UK (2005).
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