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ARC ONE is delighted to present the sacredness of something, the latest solo exhibition by New York-
based artist Sam Shmith. An opening reception will be held on Wednesday 22 May, 6-8pm. 

One possible description of life in the era of digital capitalism is an unwitting, machine-driven conspiracy 
against the act of concentration. As ever smaller fractions of our attention become monetised, the competition 
for them increases in speed and aggression. And as ever subtler means are employed to win those fractions 
from us, our capacity to even discern what it is we are paying attention to is frequently overwhelmed. In 
this onslaught of distraction, we either try to will our brains to operate at digital speeds or shut down and 
dissociate. Most of us do some of both. Lost in the space between these two reactions is the environment of 
mind that permits us to focus and to reflect and to feel.

One possible description of Sam Shmith’s artworks is as the distillation of a sustained effort, despite these 
forces, to focus and reflect. As such, they are a means for us to do the same. To slow our minds to the point of 
seeing rather than just looking. To neither consume in haste nor fall asleep, but instead be awake and open and 
newly alive to the old experience of wonder. This is no small accomplishment.

the sacredness of something... is a selection of large-format works on paper from the last three years of 
Shmith’s work. One imperfect way of categorising them is to distinguish between what we might call the

Sam Shmith, Untitled (figure, glass, landscape / consecutive), 2019, pigment print on paper, diptych, sheet: 168 x 110 cm, each, 168 x 220 cm, overall.



transit images and the scale images. The former, which 
constitute the plurality of this exhibit, are a kind of hybrid 
of landscape and figure. Passengers on what appear to be 
commuter trains are captured in reflections on the glass of the 
windows they sit opposite. While these figures are the centres of 
visual gravity, the place our eye is eventually drawn, their almost 
ghost-like figures are subsumed in the much larger field of the 
passing landscape seen out through the window of the moving 
train and the play of light it creates on the glass. Foreground, 
figure, and background are less defined spaces than the slightly 
blurred layering of all three in motion. The seemingly mundane 
subject of a commute is rendered existential.

The scale images, on the other hand, are of massive distant 
landscapes—a city from above, the sky, the stars—as seen 
through the minute detail of filters very close to the eye: the 
plastic of an airplane window or a simple sheet of glass. While 
there are no human figures in these works there is a strong sense 
of the implied human viewer, the person glimpsing vastness 
through the grain of the vanishingly small. The play here is 
precisely this shifting back and forth that the images produce in 
us between the scale of the infinite and the scale of that which 
is so close to us it is almost invisible. The pictures imply that 
there is a relationship, an interconnectedness between these 
two registers that we are habitually missing. And so instead of 
being conventional images of grand vistas that suggest wonder 
without the power any longer to produce it, these pictures 
manage to capture the mind itself in the process of looking. And 
this, almost miraculously, returns our wonder at the scale of the 
world back to us from beneath the clichés under which it has 
been buried. 

- Adam Haslett, Images of the Mind (excerpt), 2019

   
Sam Shmith (b. London, 1980) is an Australian artist based in Melbourne and New York. He has held seven 
solo exhibitions since graduating from RMIT, Melbourne in 2005. Shmith moved to New York in 2012, where he 
worked as studio director for the artist Adam Pendleton. 

Shmith has been curated into several group shows including Photography 130: 130 years of RMIT Photography 
(RMIT University Gallery, Melbourne, 2017); Gifted Artists (National Gallery of Australia, 2014); and Light 
Works (National Gallery of Victoria, 2012). His work has been acquired into several major collections including 
the National Gallery of Australia, the National Gallery of Victoria, Parliament House Art Collection, Canberra, 
Patrick Corrigan Collection, Murray Art Museum, Artbank, and Macquarie Group Collection, as well as private 
collections throughout Australia and the United Kingdom.

Shmith was the winner of the Macquarie Group Emerging Artist Prize and the Patrick Corrigan AM Acquisitive 
Award. His work was acquired by the Murray Art Museum in their National Photography Prize. Shmith has been 
a recipient of development grants through both the Australia Council for the Arts and Arts Victoria. He has 
been offered residency fellow positions at the Saltonstall Foundation for the Arts, New York and the BSA Ralph 
Woodford Residency, NSW. Shmith has been a finalist in several prestigious visual arts awards including the 
Josephine Ulrick & Win Schubert Photography Award, the William and Winifred Bowness Photography Prize, 
the Fleurieu Art Prize for Landscape, the Blake Prize for Religious and Spiritual Art, and the Albury Art Prize. 

_

The artist wishes to thank the Saltonstall Foundation for the Arts, New York and the BSA Ralph Woodford 
Residency, NSW for their support during the development of this exhibition. 
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Sam Shmith, Untitled (glass, sky), 2019, pigment print on paper, 
sheet: 230 x 150 cm.

For all enquiries, interviews and images please contact ARC ONE Gallery at 
mail@arc1gallery.com or (03) 9650 0589


