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LEON POLK SMITH LARGE PAINTINGS 1979-1981 

Early 20th century abatract art tenclad to be at the acale of 
compact eaMI palntlnga, amaUer than many of the repre11nta· 
tlonal work• of the time, auch •• Mat1111'1 Joy of Lii• or Th• 
Dine•. The waya ·1n which abatract art could expand were by 
Identification with decorative art, either In the form of set• ot 
panela, llke Kandinsky's Seeton• or In terms of architectural 
prOjectt. It la a fact that big painting• often heve a clarity •• 
well aa a clout aometlmee mlaalng from amauer canva .... II wu 
not until Abotracl Expreaalonl1m thet abotract art achieved o 
conalatently large acala, whlle retaining the partonal lnlllatlvu 
thel we aaaoclate with - painting. 
~ Polk Smith'• new painting• are on an heroic tcalo: In 

the pt-t exlllblllon four of them eta In the nelghbomood of 
fifteen IMI long, one rMChlng eighteen, and -•I are around 
ten fMt high. HI• acale II cloee to that of Jackton Pollock'• 
large palntlnga, bul the Incl.,.. contoura and the _,,. .. of 
1urface are more Ilka -tric ar1. He "'' ,_.., the maater 
of thlt mode 10< many yeara, Plet -Ian. We aHoclate 
Mondrian with the right angle and Iha primary colort, of which 
there are no tracn In Smith'• art. What he aaw In Mondrian'• 
art WH the "dlacovery of the lntercl\angeeblllty o f form and 
apace", 11 he put It. (At the Nme Ume he aimed to "release 
Mondrian from the rectangle".) 

Thia corresponds In Smith's w~ to the Haml111 Interface 
ol colora. The bOundarles are exactly placed and clearly rendered, 
but subtle decisions about hue end v1·1u1 pr*Vtnt tM bound1r111 
from disrupting the surf1ce. Hence th•r• 1r1 no for90roundl 
b•ckground exchanges to brea.k the hotl1tlc atructure of the work. 
Five of the painting• In lhl a exhibition belong to Smith's F0<m
Spaca aerie•, a term that empl\ul .. 1 hi• dl1lre f0< an art that 
gen,e,rates Interchangeable elements. Form and apace are almllar 
to f0<eground and background, object and void. Ari eerfler group 
ofpalntlngswascalledCorrespondence, •WOfd thatalaoatr..,.. 
tl\a painting H a unified aurface. Meaning le ernbedclad In the 
equtvatenoe of paired colors. Thi paintings act a1 .mblema of 
convergence and reciprocity, celebrallon and O<der. 

There are twq earlier paintings In the uhlblllon. COnslal· 
tat/on: Vlol•t·Red, 1969, which con1lete of thrM tilted olllpaaa, 
touching, one above the other, carries a contlnuoua llnt , with the 
division between the two colore along the center. It la an lmaoe 
of three as one or one In three. Conetellatlon la the name Smith 

--



ga .. a group of WO<t<a In which large color-lorma aro ahared 
bet--•l canva-. In Conat.ilatlon, 1, 1973, 11le<o are 
al• elllp-. the amallfll at the toP, the lar-t at the bottom 
anangod In a curve dictated by the partial outtlM or a grNt clrc l• 
that unltH 1he gradated canva-. Again we ha .. an Image ol 
the ona end many. In the leter George WHhlngton BrkJge, 2, 
1979. gr .. t 1rc1 IWHP acrot• ti'"" circular canvaHs that con. 
taln them only pertlelly, Implying lorms that continue beyond 
the can\llMI. Htrt le 1nother aspect of Smith'• faacfnatlon 
with Mondri an. Tht wl ah to Imply such extenslone Is ctntr1I 
to Mondrian who conaldtred that the llnea In hit pictures were, 
10 to aay, MCtlona of a unlveraal longitude and latitude. In 
Smith there la a brllllant Interplay between the forms 11 vectora, 
aempled In 1h• w0f1< ol ert, end the finite composure ol tech 
WO<!< H en object In the only trodltlonally·proportloned rectln· 
gular painting ,,...., ~n Whlto, t980, the Implication ol ••t•n· 
alont beyond the plctur-ge la strong. A large whlto lorm 
tilted el en englo lmpllfl continuation out to one .~. oven H 
we odmlra the equlvelonclea ol the two colora contelnod In the 
painting. 

In oddltlon to ep.n Whl lo 1,,...o la ono otl'IOf canvea with lour 
equal c:orno.., 1he ffe<l·V-t Diamond, 1980, ten by ten leet: It la 
the painted Internal eq...,., 1he violet ona, which It parellel to 
the floor; 1he canvu la 1umod 10 malto • dlemond. Thia It • form 
1ha1 Mondrian u-. !hough not In tonna of pure color roletlon
ahlpa H Smith - · (Thero la • Justly caletl<eted artlclo on theae 
tlppad Mondrlena by 1he dlatlngulahod Swlu aba1rect ertltl 
Mex Biii, lncldentelly.) All the other painting• conotllult a 
brllllent array of the rnourcee of the 1haped can\l&I, a form ot 
which Smith w11 a plonMr In the 19!0'1. The eh•s>e<S c1nv11, 
u the term lmpllH, la euontlally a painting but not In the 
cu1tom1ry rect•nou11r format. 

Smith r~ntly h11 uHd tondos and elllpaes as well 11 forms 
n-ly Invented tor epeclllo, wor1<a. The all-black Form Spac., 3, 
1980, for ln1tanc. ha1 1 gr .. t central notch, the sides of which 
Juat touch et the baH. In Form Spece, 4, there are two blue grHn 
formt a.parated by a central channel. In another work In the 
Mri9a, Br/ond lht Blue, two canvases, subtly different from 
one another, aht,rt one point of contact ln lheir fifteen running 
feel. The well It ectlvated by ouch l lvtly parametera and by the 
ahapaly contouring; 1he outer odgt or a shaped canvaa 11 o llen 
the equlv•lent ot drawing. Thue a shaped canvas occuple11pac.e 
wf1h -thing of the llterel maaa or sculp1ure dffplte the 
palnterty color that It c,arrlt 1. This appropriation of .culptural 
apace, combined with the fusion end llluafon of color, 1urna out 
to be an exhllar1Ung extension of painting, as Smith proves 
In his new work. 

Artl1t1 ire eontlnually exceeding or diverging from what 



o..,~ WHhlngton Brld,,. 12, 19711. 



Beyond the Blue, 1981. 





----1n1••-a-'po1ntoftllefact 

--.-o11 paint ---·- - .,.-111e denally of oll ....... - lie - up_, - " .. 'I ... a 
- .. lie ..... Aorytlc .,.int. """""-.y - - - flat, 
- In a dan'o-1 S ....... ol - ·· Tiiie - lfUe of -h at Ille -. bul al Ille ,_ ,..,111,.. .. In fact ~le 

on carwaa. Tiie paint le - - - H .- to ba, but -
appl ... It - a IOlldlty tllet le not -- a t all. Fonn 
Sj>e ... 4, ,..,, .... a lllOftllly - *''" .. do Ille oolemn ...,..,n ___ ,.1,1m. Wllatlwrot•-notwrono 
11 Ille time, bul " II lmpo<tant - dlecuaafng WOflc·lll-P<OOf'MI 
to lcMp up wtth an art111•1 1hlfle In practice. Ao Smith'• ocale 
lnc.....i II - logloal to UN aciyllc rather than Oll paint, 
g9- Ille fact that Illa -. a,. ._11y i-color without tonal 
variation. H-hi '81aln1 a IOlldllj of paint - In Iha new 
-.11>at 11 oontlnuad ftOm Iha precNdlng medium. At any rote 
hi la an extraordlnaiy colortot, uafng two - or - lmeo 
a olngle - · bul lnnundallng Ille opoctator'o .,.. 

LJIWllEHCEALLOWAY 



From th• Fotm Sp• .. Seti•• "Fotm Sp• .. #4", llHIO. 



CHECKLIST 

1. ConltetlaOon: Violet·"*' 111811 157 )( 55 

2. ConltellatlOn: 11 1973 10714 )( 80 

3. George Waahlnglon Bridge 12 1979 80 )( 220 

4. 81u•Grffn Horlz.ontal 1979 25 )( 180 

5. O~nWhlle 1980 llO )( 120 

8. Red·Vlolet Diamond 1980 120 )( 120 

7. From t he Form Space S.rlN 1980 llO )( 180 
"Form St>•c• 13'" 

8. From Ille F0tm Spa~ SetlN 1980 73>< 118 
"F0tm Space 14" 

9. Fr0tn the F0tm Spac. SetlN 1980 120 )( 180 
11An·angement In 8lack and Aecl'' 

10. FrOtn Ille FOfm Space SetlN 111111 100 )( 180 
"Ananoement In Black and Grey n'' 

11 . Bayond the Blue 1981 98 )( 186 

All worts.,. •cryllc on canvas. 
O/mene/on In Inch.,: h.irJht ,,,-, wkfth. 



Open Whitt, IQl!O. 
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