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In the summer of 2016, Emily Noelle Lambert’s multi-disciplinary painting practice opened up: she eschewed the 
sculptural relief elements often bound to the edges and surfaces of her earlier canvases and loosened her typically 
dense gestures and layers. This exhibition, Bellow, brings together a body of work that demonstrates the highs and lows 
of Lambert’s recent experiences: an idyllic residency in Brittany, France, surrounded by the sea and an abundance of 
ancient, Medieval, and Renaissance history and architecture, coupled with the incendiary U.S. Presidential campaign, 
election, and inauguration. Bellow summons a layered series of contemporary political and art historical references, 
including an impassioned call to action, a steady beat to march forward to, and an apparatus for fueling fire. The exhibition 
explores clashing values and ideas, it acts as a personal look into Lambert’s parsing of the emotional rollercoaster of the 
last twelve months. 

As with all of Lambert’s practice, the works in Bellow demonstrate a deep engagement with the history of gesture, color, 
and mark making in Western painting, particularly in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, including with Henri Matisse 
(notably his recumbent nudes), the Impressionists, and Cubists. Unlike these canonical male painters, Lambert grounds 
her work in her own body - she does not make a gesture larger than her wing span - and adapts figuration to be more 
abstract and androgynous, yet less voyeuristic.1 In Watching the Waves (2016), a reclining figure, seen from behind and 
slightly above, occupies the height and breadth of the canvas; only a speck of landscape is visible beyond. Bold and 
surprising color choices are a hallmark of Lambert’s practice, therefore in this work the sky is lavender with pink and 
orange fluffy clouds and the water a richer purple. She swaths the head, legs, and arms in bright yellow and turquoise that 
appear as reflections of the sun and waves. Lambert depicts the body in motion rather than repose: the right arm bends 
at the elbow and extends backwards, its hand lands awkwardly above the head with fingers extended just beyond the 
edge of the canvas, and the right foot hovers atop the bent left knee. Watching the Waves recalls Matisse’s Large Reclining 
Nude (1935), in which the recumbent figure leans back, fingers and toes extended in opposite directions to reach off the 
edge of the picture plane.2 Matisse also depicts the right arm bent at the elbow and awkwardly landing behind the head, 
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1The swoop of Lambert’s gesture is most visible in her larger paintings, including Pink Time, Grabs Back, and Moving Through (all 2017). 
2Henri Matisse, Large Reclining Nude, 1935, oil on canvas, 26-1/8 x 36-3/4 inches. Baltimore Museum of Art, Baltimore, MD, The Cone Collection, formed by 
Dr. Claribel Cone and Miss Etta Cone of Baltimore, Maryland. 1950.258. 

digital image. The first work in this series is dense with patterned lines and dots in varying widths and lengths from which 
the face of a highly obscured figure emerges, appearing to squint over an object, akin to a character in a spy movie trying 
to hide while surreptitiously watching a scene. In the top left corner, hovering above and in front of the figure is a bright 
pink disembodied eye-shape, recalling a God’s Eye or Evil Eye, though its role as a symbol of protection or malevolence 
is ambiguous. In Eyes Up On Two, the image is “zoomed in” with just the eyes of the original figure now visible. Here, 

Emily Noelle Lambert
Watching the Waves, 2016
Acrylic on canvas
40 x 30 in./ 102 x 76 cm.

while the left leg hovers above the right, as if about to rest on the right 
knee. Unlike Lambert’s wave-watcher, Matisse’s nude looks directly 
at the viewer with hollow eyes. She is a simplified figure, only a few 
stark lines outline the body, yet unarguably female. Lambert’s subject 
is androgynous and gazes away from the viewer, perhaps ignorant 
of their scrutiny. The de-sexualized reclined posture, which makes 
several appearances in the artist’s recent work, including in Sun Bath 
(2016), Laying Down (2016), and On the Beach (2017), demonstrates 
Lambert’s commitment to reclaiming the figure.

Like her preferred turn of the century references, Lambert is a painter 
working in a moment of philosophical and medium-based crisis. Her 
predecessors examined the challenge of creating work in face of the 
expansion, improvement, and increased accessibility of photography; 
if a scene could be immediately and more-perfectly captured by a 
camera, what then was the function of painting? This anxiety led artists 
to mine the very idea of the medium and significantly contributed to 
its expansion in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.3 Today, artists 
face a similar crisis: digital images inundate social media feeds and 
inboxes, to the extent that many art viewers, buyers, critics, and 
myriad other art consumers only experience works in a digital state.  

Lambert contends with the digitization of the art world with a trilogy 
of small paintings. Eyes Up On One, Eyes Up On Two, and Eyes Up On 
Three (all 2017) humorously recall the zoom function available with a 

3For an exhaustive study of the relationship between photographers/photography and painters/paintings in the early years of the genre and its rapid 
growth, please see: Dominique de Font-Réaulx, Painting and Photography 1839 - 1914, (Paris: Flammarion, S.A., 2012). 



Lambert layered patterns in oranges, pinks, and greens more densely with bisecting black and grey lines to further cloud 
the image. Again a single, disembodied eye hovers, but this time in the bottom right corner of the canvas. Finally, Eyes Up 
On Three is further zoomed-in, and Lambert introduced thicker brush strokes in bright yellow to complicate the surface, 
giving the appearance that the figure’s nose is pressed against the surface of the painting as if it were glass rather than 
canvas. Although the “zoom” function recalls the practice of viewing images online, the title (Eyes Up On spoken aloud 
sounds like Eyes Upon), and the lingering disembodied eye point to a consideration of surveillance. In an age when digital 
devices can be hacked to listen to and watch private lives and the media is constantly awash in discussions of the legal 
extent of warrant-less wiretapping, Lambert’s combination of commentary on the digital distribution and consumption 
of images with the insidious nature of surveillance demonstrates the multiplicity of meanings layered into her semi-
abstract paintings. 

Left to Right: Eyes Up On One, Eyes Up On Two, and Eyes Up On Three, 2017. Acrylic and oil on canvas. 21 x 15 in / 53 x 38 cm each.

As we experience ever-more access to images online, digital denizens must contend with the reality that all searches 
are logged and data mined to provide resources for the algorithms that track, market, and predict the habits of users. 
Lambert’s paintings stand as welcome antidotes to these digital surfaces. Truly the mark of a resistant painting is the 
insistence it must be seen in person to be “understood.” In this digitally-dominated art world, the mere practice of making 
paintings fluctuates between a radical and anachronistic choice. Lambert is certainly not alone as she faces off against 
the onslaught of digital imagery, but her work is a stake in the ground among many that argue for the continued relevance 
of painting.

Although many of Lambert’s works may imply a narrative scene, her paintings function primarily as vessels for the 
viewer’s ideas and biases. It is hard not to read Lambert’s paintings in terms of the political context in which they 
were made, beginning with the 2016 election primaries, through Election Day, inauguration day, and completed in an 
atmosphere heavy with anxiety, outrage, fatigue, and disillusion. This is most visible in Lambert’s roiling painting, Grabs 
Back (2017), a swirling mass of bodies wavering between lovers in an impassioned embrace and a no-holds-barred fist 
fight. The dizzying landscape underscores the tumbling figures, and the sun appears to be both above and below them, 
as if the viewer is engaged in unbridled fury along with them rather than watching from afar. The title, Grabs Back, is a 
not-subtle reference to Donald Trump’s now-infamous 2005 comment, “You can do anything … Grab them by the pussy” 
and the immediate response found online and at protests proclaiming, “this pussy grabs back.” The title gives the viewer 
insight into the artist’s intentions and direction, despite the painting’s abstract nature. It also illuminates other works 
in the show with less openly-political titles and makes a convincing argument for considering abstract painting in its 
context, rather than solely focusing on formal elements. 

Lambert’s paintings underscore the belief that art and culture will be the battleground for our future; by creating 
paintings rich in art historical references and contemporary political commentary, Lambert celebrates and rewards 
intellectualism. She embeds in her paintings commentary on surveillance, the distraction of digital overload, our 
melodramatic political moment, and a sincere consideration for the figure. Lambert’s works translate complex ideas into 
sophisticated visual statements that reward close looking and patience, two traits that are and will continue to be critical 
skills to making sense of the world. 









Grabs Back, 2017

Acrylic on canvas

84 x 70 in/213 x 178 cm

Watching the Waves, 2016

Acrylic on canvas

40 x 30 in/ 102 x 76 cm



Pink Time, 2017

Acrylic on canvas

84 x 74 in/213 x 188 cm

Time Machine, 2016

Acrylic on canvas

80 x 73 in/203 x 185 cm



Laying Down, 2016

Acrylic on canvas

80 x 72 in/203 x 183 cm



Garden, 2016

Acrylic on canvas

40 x 30 in / 102 x 76 cm

Visionaire, 2016

Acrylic on canvas

70 x 58 in / 178 x 147 cm



Emily Noelle Lambert’s paintings and sculptures are vivid, gestural abstractions that demonstrate an instinctual 
relationship to formal elements such as line and color. They are resolutely handmade and based in the physical 
capabilities of the artist’s body – no single gesture is bigger than the swoop of the span of her arm. Tangle, a monumental, 
site-responsive painting, hugs the unusual curve of the lobby wall at 55 5th Avenue. The artist’s largest single-panel 
work to date, it is a compelling echo of the building’s architecture and swells as if to immerse the viewer in an enveloping 
environment of color. The painting’s physicality brings to mind historic works such as Matisse’s Cut Outs and Monet’s The 
Water Lilies series, recalling their monumentality and relationship to the exhibition space. The cluster of accompanying 
sculptures, composed of discarded pieces of found wood that Lambert brightly paints and patterns, extend the canvas 
off the wall and into the viewer’s space. It is a work you can lose yourself in, and will afford a moment of respite from the 
frenetic energy of 5th Avenue and the hectic pace of transition in the lobby.

Emily Noelle Lambert received her MFA from Hunter College, New York and her BA in Visual Art from Antioch College, 
Ohio. Lambert has had solo exhibitions with Denny Gallery, Lu Magnus in New York City, Regina Rex in Brooklyn, Priska 
Juschka Fine Art in New York City, IM ART Gallery in Seoul, South Korea, and Thomas Robertello Gallery in Chicago. 
Lambert has received prestigious artist residencies at the MacDowell Colony, Edward F. Albee Foundation, Alfred and 
Trafford Klots International Artist Residency in Léhon, France, Lower East Side Printshop, Yaddo, Byrdcliffe, and the 
Vermont Studio Center. Her work has been reviewed in Art in America, the Brooklyn Rail, and Hyperallergic.

Tangle was curated by Jennie Lamensdorf and sponsored by the Time Equities Inc. (TEI) Art-in-Buildings. TEI is committed 
to enriching the experience of our properties through the Art-in-Buildings Program, an innovative approach that brings 
contemporary art by emerging and mid-career artists to non-traditional exhibition spaces in the interest of promoting 
artists, expanding the audience for art, and creating a more interesting environment for our building occupants, residents, 
and their guests.

TANGLE
Emily Noelle Lambert

April 13 - October 1, 2017

55 Fifth Avenue - New York, New York

Opposite page: 

Installation view of Tangle by Emily Noelle Lambert, 2017. Art-in-Buildings, 55 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY.

Courtesy Time Equities Inc. Art-in-Buildings. Photography By: Sol Hashemi.



Installation views of Tangle by Emily Noelle Lambert, 2017. Art-in-Buildings, 55 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY.

Courtesy Time Equities Inc. Art-in-Buildings. Photography By: Sol Hashemi.
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