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Vincent Smith, 74, Painter Who Portrayed Black Life

By RONALD SMOTHERS

Vincemt Smith, an artist whose
wark depicted the riiythims and intri-
cacles of biack life in diverse styles,
from a hardedged, soclally con-
sclong expressionisny to riols of daz-
2ling colors and patterms, died last
Saturday in Manhattan, He was 74
and kived in Manhaltan.

The cause was lymphoms compli-
cated by paeumonia, said Cynihia
Smith, his wife.-

Mr. Smith, who had more than 35
one-man shows and participated in
more than 30 group exhibitions since
the early 18705, was among abjut &
dozen prominent members of the
Black Atis movement of the 1960's
and 70's. A figurative painter with an
olten subitle; social thrust, he placed
his subjects in a stylized way sgainst
geometric, textured and intricately
<olored backgrounds. He slood as an
expressionistic bridge between the
stark figures of Jacob Lawrence and
the Cubist and Abstraci swains rep-
Jresented by black artisis like Ro-
mare Bearden and Norman lewis,

Mr. Smith, a Brooklyn native, was
2 high school dropout who, family
members said, spent his time in
school sketching in his notebooks
rawher than lisieping 1o his teachers.
He was a railroad and postal worker,
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A luminous palette
influeniced by travels

to places ranging from
Maine to Africa.

travéled the cobniry riding the rails

as a hioho and served inthe Army, all

before hegioning 1o work seriously
25 a paimer in J953.
" Heeventually returned 10 school to
earn B college depree at 50. Bur it
wag his carly bilter and sweel expe-
riences as & black man ihat helped
shape his work, along with scveral
visits 10 Alrica and a series of lellow-
ships from Maine 10 Matyland.

The cumulative influence of these

" experiences were on view in his lasl

shoav, this fall al the Alexandre Gal-
lery in Manhattan.

In his veview in The New York
Times, Holland Couter noled Mr.
$mith’s vibran oranges and yellows,
which he said glowed “like light
through stained glass."”

*“The visual elfect is a litNe remi-
niscom of Rovanlt’s expressionisn,
but applied to a Social Realist arl

inflecied  with references to African
culture,” Mr. Colter wrate.

Texture also played a rol in Mr.
Smith's work. He ofien used sand
and pebhbles mixed with paint, said
Lowery Sims, executive divector of
the Swdio Museum in Harlem. Mr.
Smith also projected apolitical black
nalionalism and cultaral satienalism
that came oul ol the 60°s and 70°s. she
said.

In 1299 the Metropolitan Museum
of Art bought tbe first of three of his
paintings, said Gil Eimstein, his arl
dealer,

“He seid that a5 a boy and a young
mat he wes 10 the Met and never
saw paintings that looked bke him-
sell or bis Jife” Mr, Einstein said,
“This was imporisnt 10 him because
i1 10M how [far he had come as an
artist and as a representative of his
people.” -

Corring out of his Brownsvilie
nelghborkood in the mid-40°s, Mr.
Smith wandered the Bowery and
Greenwich Village, His wile recalled
1hal he was dravwn to Manhatian as
much by its romance as by his desire
to escape the gangs and violence in
his neighborhood.

Mr. Smith left his posial job io
paint full time in 1953 He studicd
from 1954 1o 1956 a1 the Brooklyn
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Museum Art School and laler at the
Skowhugam Scheal of Painling in
Maine, 1le was a recipiesu of a Jom
Hay Whitney Felfowship in 1959 and .
in the W's received travel fellow-
ships to study and paint in Adrica and
Exrepe.

o interviews with the arlist and
ar historian David C. Driskell, Mr.
Smith talked of bow his use of color
and its Juminosily follewed bis trav-
els. Alter going from the grays and
blacks of Brooklyn to the vibeant
greans of Skowhegan, he began Jand-
scape paintings. In Africa the sun-
lght's yellows and oranges struck
him ang became more prominent in
s work, "It just seeps in,” he said.

He also did illustrations for a Jine
of greoling cards apd for books on
jarz and the blues by his frieid Amoiri
Baraka, the poct. Manhattan subway
riders using the Wes1 116th Stree(
stavion of the No. 2 line walk past 1wo
murals he made as parl of the Meiro-
politan  Transportakion Awthority’s
Art En Route program. More of his
public art commission$ are at secial
service centers in the Bropx and
Harlemy and st Boys and Gins High
School in 1he Bodford-Stuyvesant
section of Brooklyn.
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