NOT FINISHED YET
“I am painting what I want
in the way I want to paint it.”

B

etween 1944 and 1982, Eric Smith won
32 awards for his art, including three
Archibalds, two Sulmans, a Wynne and
six Blake Prizes. In 2003 he added a third
Sulman, but his last solo exhibition was in
1989, when he “retired”. And what sort of retirement
has that turned out to be? With his 90th birthday
coming up in August, he is painting seven days a week
and embarking on his first solo show for 20 years. Its
title is Not Finished Yet.
No, he admits, he couldn’t take credit for this
wittily accurate title, which is also headlining a
documentary about him. But it is an expression he
uses all the time as he works and works on his large
canvases to get the results he wants. Even when some
of his paintings had to be photographed ahead of his
new exhibition, he found it a wrench to declare them
ready for the camera.
As for the man himself, he is feisty, fit and
amusing, with a dry sense of humour. When I went to
interview him, he and Joy, his wife of 62 years, made
a great double act. While Joy tried not to make any
comments, sometimes she couldn’t help herself – and
the expressions on her face spoke when she didn’t.
Meanwhile, daughter Barbara, wielding a camera
behind me, also contributed despite her determined
silence. For instance, I could see her father’s eyes
reflect a sense of disbelief over my shoulder when
he said he painted for a couple of hours in the
afternoons.
Not true. Challenged, he confessed immediately.
Every day he gets Joy breakfast in bed and starts
work by 9am in the light, airy studio attached to the
house. He stops for morning and afternoon tea, and
lunch – times when he and Joy discuss the work he is
doing that day. Most days, he stops at 6pm. Though
you suspect there is a bit of “not finished yet” when
he does so.
The wonderful aspect of all this hard work is his
delight in doing it. “The last 20 years have been the
most meaningful of my art – to me. The enthusiasm
I have at the moment is very deep-seated. I am glad I
have lived to nearly 90. I am still able to think (I hope)
and haven’t lost any energy for painting.”
The difference is his freedom of expression in an
abstract style. He looks back over all those decades of
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portraits and realistic landscapes and declares: “It’s
a pity it hadn’t happened earlier. When I look back, I
changed subjects too often … sometimes technique as
well. I can’t understand it myself. I had the ability –
and why I changed subjects so much I don’t know.”
At the time of this conversation, he was about
to start a new series of pictures for his exhibition
opening at Paddington’s Global Gallery on May 6: “I
am articulating the structures more. The pictures will
be pretty simple but they will have a lot of vitality
with colour and marks that I make. I am enjoying the
painting so much. I have always enjoyed painting
but now I am painting the kind of pictures I know
are meaningful to me. Not necessarily meaningful
subjects, but putting on the paint, making that
reality … the textures and colours… I start with some
rectangles and respond to them.
“I am in the stage where I am painting what I want
to paint in the way I want to paint it. The subject finds
itself – it’s all moving in a direction that gives me a
lot of satisfaction. They are never that purely abstract.
They always have something about life in them that is
related to what you see and what you feel.”
Several times, Smith says he wishes he had
focused on painting this way a long time ago. And he
nearly did. In 1956, he was one of five artists involved
in a long remembered abstract exhibition in Sydney.
It was called Direction 1 and, as Barry Pearce, AGNSW
head curator of Australian art, noted in an article for
Art & Australia in 1986: “It is extraordinary that this
small project, brought to fruition at the Macquarie
Galleries … should have achieved such legendary
proportions. It had after all only the briefest exposure
(seven days), was critically misunderstood, and was a
complete financial failure (only Klippel sold a work).”
Thirty years later, Pearce put it to John Olsen
(one of the five with William Rose, John Passmore,
Robert Klippel and Smith) that the show might be
reconstituted for reassessment through its surviving
20 works. Olsen thought not. So Pearce invited each
artist to comment on their involvement. And here
was Smith, more than two decades later in his breezy
backyard, reading out what he had written in 1986:
“‘In the late 1950s in Sydney, something in the air
made me feel that I would be more expressive with
my painting than I had been to date. Perhaps the

turning point was my Blake Prize winning Scourged
Christ. Winning the Blake was exciting, but I best
remembered a blob of orange on the lilac background
of the picture, holding my attention. I realised that
shape and colour could be emotive and say things
without realism.’
“The abstract paintings came from that. Over the
years, commissions I had, particularly in Sydney,
were all of particular subjects – not paintings that just
grew, where I made a mark and responded to it. Some
of them … I don’t know why I painted those subjects.
Nevertheless, they were the years I had success with
competitions.”
He certainly did. The 1981 and 1982 Archibald
Prize winning portraits of his dealer and friend Rudy
Komon and composer Peter Sculthorpe (reproduced
in Look, December 08/January 09) made outstanding

contributions to the competition – as did his award
winners for the Sulman, Wynne and Blake.
“But the last 20 years have been the most
meaningful period of my painting – to me. They have
been fundamentally abstract pictures – and I haven’t
had an exhibition of them yet, but I am excited about
the one that is coming up.” He has abstracted his
thoughts like never before. While he recalls that,
even during his studies, he preferred not to paint a
landscape literally, there was a Eureka moment late
in his life.
“Joy plays cards – patience – on a black table
while we are watching television. [I can’t bear to
watch television – Joy. She gives it the occasional
glance – Eric.] And I had been looking at these red,
white and black cards on the table… Every night I
would think, why is that interesting to me? One night,

when we had some terrible pictures about the state of
the world, I thought, that’s it: red, white and black.
And I said to Joy, I know what those colours are now,
it’s the bleeding of the world. I felt I wanted to paint
something – and needed that abstract element to
make the start.
“So the work for the exhibition will include those
pictures. And then I love nature and I think, what are
we doing to this beautiful world? So a lot of pictures
I paint would be connected with my feelings about
nature itself. I don’t deliberately set out to paint a
landscape but it is very hard to avoid the sense of it.
“And Joy is absolutely fantastic with abstracts.
Every time she makes a comment about the work she
says she knows nothing about art. [I don’t – Joy. And I
say it’s your sensibilities that are acute – Eric.] She will
find all these images – which is fascinating. And it is

Eric Smith working on a pastel in his studio and an example of his recent
oils, a canvas measuring 147 x 185 cm.
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Two of Eric Smith’s current, intentionally
untitled oils, both of them painted on his
customary large size canvases, the work above
measuring 152 x 200 cm and below, 165 x 203
cm. © the artist. All photos by Val Anasco.
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not to say that is the image. She’s found another one. And maybe that’s why I love
painting abstracts – because you can find other meanings. I am not keen on giving
paintings titles: this allows people to find their own way through the picture.”
The importance of Joy in Eric’s life and work is inescapable. He recalls the
start of their relationship: “I met Joy … and in the end I met her enough to love
her … and we decided to get engaged … but I was still in the Army.” Eric comes
from Melbourne – “but I am in Sydney now because of the power of a woman’s
mind”. [But you like Sydney – Joy. Yes, I like Sydney now we are here – Eric.] Even
so, after he came out of the Army and married Joy in 1946, Smith did his five years
of art training at the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology – having begun
commercial art and painting studies at Brunswick Technical College in 1936. From
this start, he designed silverware, badges and dresses, taking up oil painting in
1938.
Despite his success in competitions and participation in dozens of group and
solo exhibitions, Smith never gave up his day job – though he did keep it to a
minimum. For five years he washed windows for David Jones, starting early and
finishing at 2pm, when he went home to paint. But for most of his career it was
part-time teaching at the University of NSW and St George Technical College. Could
it be that bringing up five children had something to do with that? Smiles all round.
There is great pride in the family – especially the “genius” eight-year-old whose
grandfather is convinced is already a great artist.
Winning the Helena Rubenstein Travelling Art Scholarship in 1962 gave Eric
a trip to the UK and Europe with Joy, seeing art on the walls that was even rare in
books at that time. He recalls that sense of discovery: “I had just been to see the
juicy paintings of the Impressionists and I went to see Mondrian’s paintings, which
have got a kind of rightness, an exciting tension about them. And I thought, this is
a new world. It was a revelation. Though I would never put him above Bonnard…”
Back home, while reviews of his work were complimentary, commentators
noted his lack of consistency in choosing subjects. There is almost a sense of relief
in critiques of an exhibition of animal paintings he did in 1980 – that here he
might have found himself a topic to pursue.
And yes, he recalls how much he enjoyed painting the animals – how he put
on more paint than usual as he created the texture of elephant hide. And no, he
didn’t do the grand tour of African game parks, he went to Taronga Zoo. Though
even there he had problems with the particular elephant he wanted to paint: the
first day it was in a small enclosure being fed, the second it was mostly out of sight
in a cavern, and on his third visit it had been trucked out to the bigger pastures of
Dubbo’s zoo. Such is life. He turned to photographs instead.
“Yet when I look back now, why in the hell didn’t I start putting paint on
the canvas and not worrying about whether the configuration was an elephant
or a giraffe… I really do find it strange that I found it hard in those years to
find a subject. I don’t know why I wasn’t sharp enough to know that I was an
abstractionist.
“Since then I have destroyed a lot of paintings. Now I am happier painting and I
feel this next show is very important because I can’t look back on the other shows –
there were good paintings amongst them but the direction was not exciting to me.
[He is just too hard on himself. It’s ridiculous – Joy.] But now I’m totally immersed in
what I am doing.”
And not finished yet.

JILL SYKES

CHINA: EMPIRE
REVOLUTION, RENEWAL
AND BEYOND
With 5000 years of recorded
history, 60 years of revolution and
reform, and one-fifth of the world’s
population, China is a country of
past, present, and futuristic ideals;
of authentic palaces and palacesas-theme parks, of Great Walls,
marvellous art, and delightful
food. In the last 100 years China’s
history is scattered with periods of
imperial rule, republican revolution,
foreign invasion, communist
revolution, repression and reform.
This 21 day tour covers five cities:
Beijing, Xi’an, Guilin, Shanghai
and Hangzhou and includes
visits to historic, religious, scenic
and cultural sites of significance
spanning classical times to the

postmodern. Linda Jaivin will
deliver talks on such diverse
subjects as facial makeup regimes
of the Tang Dynasty, the Cultural
Revolution and its cultural legacy,
and Chinese art, literature and film.

Tour leader LINDA JAIVIN
Linda Jaivin is fluent in Mandarin,
a translator, and an internationally
published author of five novels.
She is a specialist writer on
Chinese culture. Her China
memoir/biography of a Chinese
dissident The Monkey and
the Dragon (Text, 2001) was
named a ‘notable’ entry by the
judges of the Kiriyama Pacific
Rim Prize. She is a popular
speaker in the Art Gallery NSW’
Art After Hours program
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