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Richard	Smith:	Uptown/Downtown	1959-63	

	

I	was	very	much	struck	by	the	effortless	elegance	of	the	Uptown/Downtown	series	of	paintings	

by	the	late	Richard	Smith,	which	have	gone	on	view	at	Hazlitt	Holland-Hibbert.	Dick	Smith	

(1931-2016)	died	fairly	recently,	at	a	reasonably	ripe	age,	and	these	paintings	come	from	early	

in	his	career	–	1959-1963.	Some	were	made	during	a	residence	in	New	York,	culminating	in	a	

show	at	the	then	influential	Green	Gallery	in	1961,	others	very	soon	after	he	came	back	to	the	

UK.	

It’s	hard	to	think	of	any	British	artist	of	a	similar	age	–	late	20s	to	early	30s	–	who	is	making	art	

with	this	kind	of	authority	now.	Or,	if	a	young	artist	or	group	of	artists	with	a	similar	kind	of	

confidence	does	exist,	why	they	are	still	underground?	They	haven’t	succeeded	in	‘emerging’,	

despite	all	those	Tate	and	Arts	Council	claims	concerning	the	help	they	give	to	young	artists	

today.		

One	asks	oneself	why	not.		

It’s	true	that	Smith	made	his	appearance	at	a	crucial	moment	and	had	the	good	luck	to	do	so	in	a	

particularly	favourable	environment.	At	the	end	of	the	1950s,	beginning	of	the	1960s,	the	torch	

was	being	passed	from	Europe	to	the	United	States,	and	in	particular	from	Paris	to	New	York.	In	
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New	York	itself,	Abstract	Expressionism	was	about	to	be	challenged	by	Pop	Art.	A	pivotal	

moment,	which	I	have	good	cause	to	remember	since	I	was	there	on	the	spot,	was	Roy	

Lichtenstein’s	first	solo	show	at	Leo	Castelli,	in	the	Fall	of	1962.	

As	the	paintings	on	view	at	Hazlitt	Holland-Hibbert	show,	Smith’s	work	was	allied	to	Pop	Art,	

but	not	really	part	of	it.	In	particular,	it	owed	a	lot	to	commercial	packaging,	such	as	flip-top	

cigarette	packs,	enlarged	to	grandiose	size,	and	perhaps	even	more	to	New	York’s	huge	

hoardings	and	sumptuous	window	displays.	He	was	never	an	aficionado	of	the	humbler,	more	

demotic	elements	in	Pop.	

As	Robert	Hughes	wrote	in	Time	Magazine	in	1975,	more	or	less	at	the	height	of	the	artist’s	

success:	“Colour	pages	and	Bendel’s	window	displays	gave	Smith,	fresh	from	the	pinched	

dampness	and	greyness	of	England	in	the	’50s,	much	the	same	sense	of	abundant,	amoral	

pleasure	as	reflections	on	water	and	glowing	fruit	on	a	table	gave	the	Impressionists.	Their	

colour	was	everything	that	colour	in	English	art	was	not:	exotic	looking,	artificial	and	rich.”	

But	when	Smith	moved	to	live	permanently	in	America	in	1978,	his	celebrity	gradually	began	to	

fade.	His	patrons	never	completely	deserted	him.	His	huge	off-stretcher	canvas	constructions,	

dangling	from	the	ceiling,	found	appreciative	corporate	patrons,	not	least	because	they	were	

both	grandiose	and	safely	non-political.	But	he	was	less	and	less	part	of	the	scene.	

What	can	one	say	now,	re-encountering	these	early	works?	First,	that	they	are	well	worth	

revisiting:	joyous	and	non-moralistic,	they	make	much	of	the	art	currently	being	made	in	Britain	

look	extremely	dreary.	Second,	however,	one	wonders	what	sort	of	place	future	art	historians	

will	give	them,	after	the	huge	technological	revolution	now	taking	place	in	art	has	slowed	down	

a	bit,	or	–	don’t	bet	on	it	–	after	this	has	finally	run	its	course.	

Richard	Smith:	Uptown/Downtown	1959-63	HAZLITT	HOLLAND-HIBBERT	1	November	–	

14	December	2018		
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