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Between the Jacob Lawrence ret-
rospective that traveled the coun-
try last season and the Romare
Bearden survey now at the National
Gallery of Art inh Washington, this is
a good time to revisit the work of
Vincent Smith, a painteir who
learned much from both artists but
struck out in directions of his own.

Born in 1929 in Brooklyr, he was.

involved in the postwar New York
City jazz scene. A visit to the 1953
Cézanne exhibition at the Museum
of Modern Art persuaded him to
tarn -his energies to painting.” His

career has inchided mentoring by
Lawrence and Bearden, involve- .

ment in the Black Arts movement
of the 1960’s, tripstoAfrlcaanda
string of solo shows.

Mr. Smith is a figurative painter
of an abstracting and material-in-
tensive kind. He is generous with
pigment, often mixing it with sand;
and he makes subtle use of collage
elements. Many of his images are
pattern-based, made up of nested
rectangles and fields of . stippled
flecks and dots. His colors are won-
derful: rich orange, rose and yeliow
glowing out from darkness like light
through stained glass.

The visual effect is a little remi-
niscent.of Ronault’s expressionism,
but-applied to a Social Realist art
inflected with references to African
culture.- In “‘Coal Duck™ ‘(1972) a
mournful ‘man in an ‘ornamental
dashiki stands in front of a:brick-
red tenement wall, a masklike face

-peering from the window. behind

him. In “Before the Mayflower,”
from the same year, a Porky Pig
figure presides triumphantly over
cutout images of classical African
sculpture.

Both pictures generate, without
overplaying, a smoldermg eschato-
logical fervor. And this is true of
most - of the paintings in this
shrewdly .selected show, which
gives Mr. Smith’s career a styllstic
consistency- it has not really had
and makes a persuasive case for
the inclusion of his best work in any:

$erious - account of. postwar 20th-

century American art.
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