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Leslie Smith III by Naomi Safran-Hon
Abstract paintings that create an experience of empathy. 
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Leslie Smith III, Stemless Bouquet, 2025, oil on shaped canvas, 36 × 45.5 inches. Courtesy of the artist.
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I met Leslie Smith III in 2008 when he helped carry my paintings for my Yale School of Art
grad school interview. Later, he invited me to his studio. I still remember the feeling of
seeing those paintings; they were lingering between figuration and abstraction. They had
strong colors and bold shapes. When Leslie graduated the following year, we did a painting
exchange. I still wake up every morning and look at those shapes and colors. Leslie’s new
body of work, Gentle Thoughts (https://chart-gallery.com/exhibitions/74-leslie-smith-iii-
gentle-thoughts/), is currently on view at CHART Gallery. This conversation offered us the
opportunity to unpack the relationship between making and feeling. Together, we discussed
the ambition behind the shaped canvases and the desire to move the viewer to empathy
and connection. 

Naomi Safran-Hon

Can you talk about your process, specifically the construction of the shapes, the forms, and
the colors? Following your work over the years, I feel the paintings have shifted from
depicting forms and shapes to making them.

Leslie Smith III

My shapes start as drawings. I’m trying to reframe painting as a viewfinder, although it’s
gradually become more object-like out of necessity. I’ve always wanted to treat the image
and the object equally without establishing hierarchy.

NSH

To the point that now you don’t even paint the shape; you make the shape.

LS

They’ve become containers that hold information and prompt a reconsideration of figure
and ground. Initially, they acted as portals and used illusion and spatial ambiguity to create
space. Yet the surface remained a window. I realized I was more interested in creating the
portal, so I decided to make the portal itself.

NSH

It seems that in the new work you succeed. There’s no ground, only shapes.

LS

The wall functions as the ground until you focus on a specific form; then a more traditional
and intricate figure-ground relationship reemerges. In 2016, I started installing multiple
panels with gaps or voids that exposed the wall behind. The wall paintings became both
two- and three-dimensional, blurring the line between image and object. My recent works
merge these distinctions. They’re image-objects; they exist as a unified whole.
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NSH

It’s almost paradoxical. They’re so flat, yet there isn’t any flatness. The color makes the space
palpable.

LS

It keeps a painting alive and encourages long viewing, which is necessary if you want
people to invest emotionally.

NSH

Color draws out emotions in people. At first glance, this new body of work feels colorful,
but not really. The color is bright yet restrained.

LS

They’re brighter than anything I’ve made in a while.

NSH

Would you say Stemless Bouquet (2025) is colorful? It’s bright but also dark.

LS

It’s pretty dark, but the color is vibrant. The surface is pearlescent, so it shifts with light,
which connects it to the space around it. Color is one of the most effective emotional tools
in abstraction. But it has to be strategic. Using every color equally flattens everything; it
becomes neutral. So I use color as structure. It’s how I build emotion.

NSH

You’re doing with colors what you’re doing with shapes.

LS

There is a lot of parity there. I enjoy complex color identities that, over time, clearly
associate with a specific color. For example, I can see a painting and say, That’s a blue
painting, even if there’s little blue; but when used in a way that draws attention, it becomes
a blue painting.

7/27/26, 7:47 PM BOMB Magazine | Leslie Smith III by Naomi Safran-Hon

https://bombmagazine.org/articles/2025/12/08/leslie-smith-iii-by-naomi-safran-hon/ 4/15
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Leslie Smith III, Ancestral Meeting, 2025, oil on shaped canvas and sewn upholstery fabric, 36 × 45.5 inches.

Courtesy of the artist.

NSH

So what color is Ancestral Meeting (2025)?

LS

(laughter) It’s intentionally chromatically ambiguous. I think it’s a blue-green painting.

NSH

There are two red shapes that are painted very differently, as well as two blues, one of
which is dyed canvas, which is hard to tell apart.

LS

Yes. The reds exist to modify the greens and blues and complicate how they interact. Each
painting captures a specific spatial condition in a conversation between nested shapes and
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the outer boundary. I’ve taken some risks; some palettes shouldn’t work but do. I think risk
is important. Offering something unresolved is inviting; the viewer then has to complete it
with their perception.

NSH

This is a good way to segue into content. You are trying not to define the tensions in life.
What does the work address?

LS

It’s not that I’m avoiding definition; I just don’t start there. Experience is often the fuel for my
formal inquiry. When paint more directly references lived experiences, it becomes a form of
representation.

NSH

And you’re an abstract painter.

LS

Yes. Although abstract, the forms still gesture toward the body. There’s a tension between
presence and absence, the seen and the unseen. Sometimes, the most honest thing a
painting can do is admit to that tension. There’s a particular pressure, as a Black painter, to
make work that visibly carries identity and history. Instead, I’m interested in ambiguity and
the overlaps of selfhood that resist clarity. I’ve made paintings about visibility, about being
in spaces where I wasn’t expected or welcome. These newer works turn inward and look at
expectations around Black masculinity in more abstract, emotional terms.

NSH

You are resisting the possibility of stereotyping and subverting the expected form of Black
representation. Does that mean you’re responding more to how you view the world and less
to how you perceive the world is viewing you?

LS

Yes, those social pressures inevitably shape how I think about visibility and belonging. The
exhibition Gentle Thoughts, for instance, feels like an inward reconciliation. It is an attempt
to cultivate a new kind of freedom within the studio, one that confronts the paradox of
hypervisibility and invisibility described by W. E. B. Du Bois in his articulation of double
consciousness. The work has become what I need to make and what I want to see right now.
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Leslie Smith III, Night Scene From a Moving Train Window, 2025, oil on shaped canvas and sewn upholstery fabric,

36 ×45.5 inches. Courtesy of the artist. 

NSH

It is what you see, as with Night Scene From a Moving Train Window (2025). The titles feel
diaristic; they sound like personal entries.

LS

In a way, they are. They’re snapshots of reflection as a space to process chaos: personal,
political, and cultural. When everything feels unstable, I look for moments of refuge.

NSH

And the painting becomes that refuge.
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LS

They also become problems worth solving by giving structure to uncertainty. It’s how I slow
down.

NSH

Maybe the paintings offer that same space for the viewer as a place to hold discomfort until
it settles.

LS

Yes, I hope so. They are gentle thoughts. They aim to make challenging arrangements more
approachable; each painting provides a framework for presenting emotive complexities and
captures a specific situation, such as a relationship between nested shapes and the outer
shape or a divergent color space. I’m inviting the viewer into uncertainty, where each piece
helps us recognize its uniqueness without dismissing its complexity.

NSH

If the paintings are resolved, maybe they let the viewer feel that too.

LS

I hope so. These are the most meditative works I’ve made. They’re meant to slow people
down and create presence.

NSH

You’re asking a lot from the paintings.

LS

I’m asking what it means to be vulnerable in paint. How can color, shape, and rhythm
articulate something about lived experience without reducing it? I’m asking whether
abstraction can create empathy. Can I make an abstract painting that invites people to care?
I want the work to build awareness to help viewers become more present.

NSH

But you are still not defining it. Awareness about what?

LS

Awareness of oneself is enough. The act of slowing down to look is an act of empathy.
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Detail of Leslie Smith III, Night Scene From a Moving Train Window, 2025, oil on shaped canvas and sewn

upholstery fabric, 36 × 45.5 inches. Courtesy of the artist. 

NSH

How does the new work fit within that?

LS

Since my last solo exhibition, I’ve become more focused on painting and less on how it’s
made and constructed. In the past, I spent a lot of time building my technical and
conceptual toolbox. I feel this has allowed me to dedicate more attention to empathy as a
subject within these paintings.

NSH

You’re not worrying about the tools; instead, you’re making vessels of empathy.
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LS

Vessels of empathy, maybe. However, I’m curious how you interpret empathy’s relationship
with a painting like Night Scene From a Moving Train Window?

“It’s why art matters, because seeing is a form of caring.”
— Leslie Smith III

NSH

It’s like how reading a novel expands empathy. Looking out a train window, you witness
other lives moving alongside yours. That’s empathy: recognizing yourself in others.

LS

That’s beautifully put. It’s why art matters, because seeing is a form of caring.

NSH

How does this work in the show fit in, though? 

LS

Thematically, these paintings reflect feelings of being misplaced and isolated, or being
unseen, and how often these feelings are concealed but deeply felt and become
psychological burdens. It’s an exploration into the impostor phenomenon, particularly
relating to Black masculinity. In each painting, shapes are isolated yet interdependent. You
can focus on one and lose the rest, then zoom out to see the whole again. It’s about
individuality within connection.

NSH

The individual can be fine, but the whole might not function.

LS

Yes. They explore compatibility and empathy through form. Some are harmonious, like The
Stillness Between Breaths (2025). Others, like Midwestern Night’s Dream (2025), vibrate
with divergent energies. Together, they form a group of observations, with each painting a
meditation on coexistence.

Leslie Smith III: Gentle Thoughts (https://chart-gallery.com/exhibitions/74-leslie-smith-iii-
gentle-thoughts/) is on view at CHART Gallery in New York City until December 20. 

Support BOMB’s mission to deliver the artist’s voice.
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Naomi Safran-Hon is a painter based in Brooklyn, New York. Using nontraditional painting
techniques, she investigates her complex relationship with her home and the fractured
histories it contains. Safran-Hon earned a BA from Brandeis University and MFA from the
Yale School of Art. She exhibits nationally and internationally. She is a 2023 Joan Mitchell
fellow and teaches at Pratt Institute. 
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