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Rocks, concrete and iron
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Edith Collier and Rita Angus
all painted children at various

personal relationships, be they with nature or
with other people.” While Joseph Smither as
Lone Ranger 1973 is a wonderfully humorous
image of a young boy dressed up for serious
playtime in the garden, it also symbolises
how early in life males learn to demonstrate

a spirit of aggression. In a decade's time, the
painting seems to be saying, this boy could
be hurtling at great speed down a highway.
By characterising anger as fun, and make-
believe aggression as play, Smither reveals
how much his art is concerned with the
complexities of being human. Paintings such
as this show that Smither's acute observation
of individual character gives rise to a
fascination with narrative to propel the

‘story’ of his images.

Smither has always been a prolific artist,
maintaining a studio and a regular schedule
of work. Making art has been his job. He has
commented about his studio practice on a
number of occasions: ‘That is where | am
what | am.’ He attributes Elam School of Art
with teaching him one particularly constructive
lesson: ‘the discipline of the job, to work from
nine to four-thirty, is one of the most important
things | have learnt.’®

In 1983, Smither noted to Jim Barr and Mary
Barr that he employed two approaches to
beginning his paintings: ‘One; a spontaneous
reaction to the idea | want to put down. Two,
I've got an image in my head ... and | want

to get it down as a symbolic image ... which
seems to preclude any spontaneous work ...
to me it's the image that is important, the paint
becomes secondary.'® Getting the image
down has always been assisted by the fact
that Smither is a voracious sketcher. Drawing
rarely serves directly as a preparatory image
for a particular painting; it acts rather as a kind
of visual research, systematically investigating
the nature of a subject so that he may know
all about it. In support of his drawing, Smither
has a prodigious visual memory for both forms
and volumes, especially when they are being

transformed by physical movement and the
shifting of light.

mither’s prints are a telling example of how
skilled the artist is at reducing reality to its key
elements. Through spending thousands of
hours at the shoreline and in making countless
drawings, he has learnt how to imaginatively
project the physical reality of his subjects.
Stylistically he often uses lessons gained
from both abstraction and Pop Art to convey
the essentials of specific topography. The
contrasting weights of diverse incarnations
of water as sea and as cloud in Back beach
1975 are handled with such assurance
that the effects of smoke pollution on the
atmospheric sunset become almost a
charming subtext to the image's appeal.
What works especially well in all of Smither’s
prints is the fact that they utilise the simplicity
of mass and line to demarcate layers of
silhouettes at different and identifiable
moments of night and day. As such, prints
form as important a role in his oeuvre as his
powerful drawings.

In the history of the twentieth century, the term
‘magic realism’ is most frequently used to
define a heightened form of response to reality
in post-World War |l literature. It delineates

a genre of writing where time becomes a
narrative element and the meticulous rendition
of emotional attributes is especially theatrical.
Smither has a parallel visual response to
reality in his images: his focus on a narrative
moment heightens what is real as inhabiting
the actuality of its own living situation.

One of the key subjects of these Taranaki years
was his family — his wife, Elizabeth, and their
three children, Sarah, Thomas and Joseph.

The domestic paintings and drawings that they
inspired represent some of the most unrelenting
celebrations of family life ever painted in

New Zealand painting. The series has no
comparable local antecedent and its example
has never been copied by any other painter. 1°
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{ New Plymouth Railway Station
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Thomas under table

1970
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Harry, Thomas and Sarah on bed
1969-1970




Hills at Tongaporutu
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St Francis rolling in the thistles
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Large composition with Harry folding napkin
1968




Sarah eating baked beans
1967
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