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JAMES GLEESON INTERVIEWS: ERIC SMITH 

29 May 1979 

JAMES GLEESON: Eric, we only have a few of your works in the collection at 
the moment, and one of those is a mystery one which we’ll return to presently.  

ERIC SMITH: Sure. 

JAMES GLEESON: But the one that in my opinion is the undoubted masterpiece 
is the portrait of John Olsen. Could you tell me, you know, something about the 
circumstances under which that was painted? 

ERIC SMITH: Well, I think the success of the painting in the sense, I think, that it 
has the something of the great enthusiasm and excitement of new adventures at 
the time we held the show Direction 1, when John, Billy Rose, Passmore and 
Bob Klippel and I put on that show at Macquarie Galleries. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: John had just started his You Beaut paintings, and I liked the idea, 
or was developing the idea, of painting figures emerging out of the landscape. It 
seemed, you know, just absolutely right to paint John Olsen emerging out of the 
you beaut country. It gave me an opportunity to fling paint around and also paint 
a portrait of John that showed, I think, a lot of the enthusiasm and the sense of 
our relationship at the time, which was a particularly joyous one and a particularly 
exciting one. 

JAMES GLEESON: I think that comes out in the painting. It’s a most vital and 
joyous painting. 

ERIC SMITH: Yes, I think that I would still like the painting if I saw it again. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. Sorry I haven’t got a photograph of it but it was in oil, 
wasn’t it? 

ERIC SMITH: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: They’re correct about that. 

ERIC SMITH: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: And the date is right, 1962? 

ERIC SMITH: Yes, well that would be—yes sure. 

JAMES GLEESON: Was it part of a series? You know, portraiture has been a 
major part of your concern as an artist for a long time, hasn’t it? 
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ERIC SMITH: Yes.  

JAMES GLEESON: But you didn’t start off as a portrait painter? 

ERIC SMITH: No. 

JAMES GLEESON: I remember initially you were religious subjects to begin 
with. 

ERIC SMITH: Well, to go back further, Jimmy, the first picture I ever painted was 
a self-portrait. 

JAMES GLEESON: Was it?  

ERIC SMITH: I was doing commercial art at Brunswick Tech and I saw a chap 
painting there one day when I went into my room. The art master at Brunswick 
Tech had suggested I take up painting, but I wanted to be a poster artist and a 
caricaturist and all that sort of jazz.  

JAMES GLEESON: Were you born in Melbourne? 

ERIC SMITH: Yes. Oh yes, an old Melbourne man, born in Brunswick. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

ERIC SMITH: Lenny French was a close associate. So I bought a box of paints 
and couldn’t wait to get back to school. That weekend I set up an easel and a 
paint box and a mirror and painted my first picture which was a self-portrait. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

ERIC SMITH: I don’t think it exists any more. Then I went on and painted a 
number of portraits at Brunswick Tech. The war intervened. But before the war I 
joined the Contemporary Arts Society. I’d seen works of Cézanne and Van Gogh. 
Although I didn’t like them at the beginning, I gradually came to like them. So 
that, you know, academic painting had no more meaning for me.  

JAMES GLEESON: This would be in the late thirties? 

ERIC SMITH: That would be in the late thirties and ’36 when I began painting, 
about ’36, I think. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: Just before the war when the contemporary art in Melbourne was 
going very strong, I exhibited a number of times in those. One artist, Vic 
O’Connor, was impressed with the pictures I’d painted and contacted me and we 
had a friendship for some time and for a little while I was leaning towards social 
realism. 
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JAMES GLEESON: I see, yes. 

ERIC SMITH: Then, of course, the war intervened and I spent five years in the 
army. 

JAMES GLEESON: Were you a war artist? 

ERIC SMITH: No, no, no. 

JAMES GLEESON: No, I see. 

ERIC SMITH: Nothing so grand as that. I drove trucks. We were in Sydney near 
the end of the war and I got an old bit of tent canvas, bought some paints and 
painted a self-portrait that eventually the gallery bought. It was entered for an 
Archibald Prize and Bill Dobell told me he fought very strongly for that self-
portrait at that time to win it. I was astonished that it got in. So after that, or 
before that, the significant event you’re talking about, the religious painting, was 
brought about— 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: Joy and I married after the war and we went down to Melbourne so 
I could find roots again. I promised Joy that we’d come back to Sydney after I’d 
done a rehabilitation (inaudible) or got settled, because there was something 
about the Sydney environment that particularly excited me, you know. I liked the 
tempo of things. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: It might frighten many, but I liked it. So we came back here and I 
was converted to Catholicism. I think, well, naturally that started my thoughts 
towards religious painting. You’ve got that great history of religious art, and I was 
looking around at contemporary religious painters and Rouault of course was the 
first influence. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: Some of my earlier pictures reflected that influence. I started to 
feel that there was too much of a stain glass thing about that influence though on 
me, you know, and I tried to break from that and started a thing of erecting a 
crucifixion in the Australian landscape, in that sense. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

ERIC SMITH: But I think it did show basically–when I think back on those 
paintings–it was, you know, a new religion to me in the sense that although I was 
Church of England before, this time I had an exciting conviction about it all. I 
think my enthusiasm for the redeeming Christ and so on at that time shows in the 
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best of those paintings. I know the joy, and yet there was more the sense of 
resurrection than crucifixion in the end, I would think. 

JAMES GLEESON: I know you were an important exhibitor in the Blake Prize for 
a very long time and you won it on a number of occasions, didn’t you? 

ERIC SMITH: Oh, yes.  

JAMES GLEESON: How many times? 

ERIC SMITH: Somebody told me six. 

JAMES GLEESON: Six? You didn’t keep count. 

ERIC SMITH: No, I didn’t. But the thing that annoyed me was that Bill Dobell had 
won the Archibald Prize about three times, and I’d won the Blake about six. But 
they called the Archibald the Dobell Prize and they still went on calling the Blake 
Prize the Blake Prize. 

JAMES GLEESON: Not fair. Do you still paint religious paintings, or have you 
moved into new areas? 

ERIC SMITH: I moved into new areas. I don’t think it’s possible, or I don’t find it 
possible, to paint a specifically religious picture today. You know, everything has 
been brought into question. One has always had doubts and, you know, these 
things are biting at you. But, I mean, the faith is still there within me but I can’t 
express anything very concrete. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

ERIC SMITH: I think that whatever you are will show in whatever subject you 
tackle. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: So I don’t feel the need to paint a specifically religious subject any 
more. You mentioned that I was obsessed in some way with portraits. Well, I still 
am. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, I can see. 

ERIC SMITH: It’s in that area, and it’s a difficult area. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: But I can’t move away from it. I do paint other things. We were just 
discussing the recent work in the studio, of animals. But the portrait is the thing I 
think that is absorbing me more and more. 
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JAMES GLEESON: I can see that you’ve been concerned with the problem in 
portraiture of retaining the likeness, an identifiable likeness, of the person; at the 
same time making the work into a valid, viable, contemporary work of art. 

ERIC SMITH: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: Now, that seems to be a very central problem for the portrait 
painter today. 

ERIC SMITH: Yes, it’s a shocking problem. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: If I didn’t have the enthusiasm and didn’t love painting, I’d soon 
pitch it in, I think. But I guess that challenge is there and I’ll just have to work it 
through. I’m starting now to paint larger heads so that the face can be treated 
as—how would I put it? One can become aware of the portrait as a painting more 
this way, by allowing a sort of–it’s very hard to put this–colour and paint 
movement throughout the head that’s not evident on a smaller picture. That’s not 
putting it very well. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. No, I know what you mean. 

ERIC SMITH: I can move paint around and do all sorts of things within that large 
head, as long as I retain the form of a head. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: I also don’t think it’s worthwhile painting a portrait unless it’s a 
likeness and certainly stresses the character or whatever of that person. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

ERIC SMITH: You know, I insist that it retain that portrait quality of all things that 
mean a portrait. You know, I think Velasquez portraits are superb. Although 
they’re very realistic, he does magical things with paint in them. I’d like to paint 
portraits that have that magical quality where you can look at it and see the 
magic and other things in it. I like filling up heads with all sorts of things and I 
suppose the reason I paint creative people, by and large, was that I know them 
best and have great faith in the creative act. It gives me an opportunity perhaps 
to include aspects of what they’re doing or their work in that large area. 

JAMES GLEESON: But you did that in the Olsen painting, because you’ve got a 
sense of not just your own creativity but of John’s in it to. The feeling of John’s 
idiom comes through in the way you handle it. 

ERIC SMITH: It’s a matter of synthesising it, isn’t it? 
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JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: If I don’t synthesise it doesn’t become in the end my painting. 

JAMES GLEESON: No. 

ERIC SMITH: If it’s merely adding those other things. It’s a question of 
synthesising all these things in the end that it ends up as an Eric Smith. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: References are there, but they are just the sort of by-products that 
will give more complexity to the portrait and more interest, I thing. So that’s the 
direction, you know. 

JAMES GLEESON: It’s a challenging one. 

ERIC SMITH: It is. Just recently I’ve been thinking of painting Joy, my wife. 
There’s so many things that make up our relationship that it’s an extraordinary 
difficult job. The closer you are to someone, the more difficult it becomes. 

JAMES GLEESON: Of course. 

ERIC SMITH: But it makes it more fascinating. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: You know, I painted a number and wrecked them, because they 
just didn’t have it all. But I’ll get there. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, it’s the same I suppose with the self-portrait. You know 
yourself as well as anyone. 

ERIC SMITH: Well, with a self-portrait in a way it’s not as hard, I don’t think. 
Because you just don’t know about yourself in a way and you can chuck anything 
into it. 

JAMES GLEESON: You can take more liberties. 

ERIC SMITH: Take more liberties and you don’t care how you look, in a way, and 
you just rely on others to tell you whether it’s like you or not. So, in a way, the 
self-portrait is just an opportunity to mess around and discover things. If it comes 
up all right, well, good, you know. I have destroyed many. 

JAMES GLEESON: But you don’t feel you have that commitment to get right to 
the central core of the thing, say, when you paint Joy or someone else. You feel 
you have to get it right and you can’t take the (inaudible)? 
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ERIC SMITH: Well, you know, I do still have that idea that I’ve got to get to the 
core of things. But, you know, you’re sort of detached about yourself. You’re 
hoping you’ll get there with it. But when you paint your friends and others, you 
have particular thoughts and ideas about them, and some of these thoughts and 
ideas can get in the way. But, oh, it’s just a journey that is still proving exciting to 
me and, while I feel excited about it, I’ll just keep going. You know, the day I stop 
feeling enthusiasm will be the day I’ll just lie down in my bed and, you know. 

JAMES GLEESON: Give up the ghost. 

ERIC SMITH: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, Eric, another portrait we have by you is this one of 
Teilard de Chardin. Could you tell us, you know—this was dated ’67, I think. 

ERIC SMITH: Yes. It’s part of a portrait show and I think I’d been reading 
Chardin at that particular time and, you know, being the sort of person I am about 
portraits, I thought I’d do a head. It’s very hard to remember it. You’ve got a 
reproduction in front of me now and I can’t very well judge it by the reproduction, 
and it’s very hard to remember. I think if I painted Chardin now it would be a very 
different portrait to that one. You know, there’d be something of that cosmic thing 
about it, his head in space and, you know. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: This is a fairly straightforward one but it perhaps suggests 
something of that; in the eyes there’s a certain intensity and so on. 

JAMES GLEESON: How did you get to know how he looked like? From 
photographs? Had you ever seen him or met him? 

ERIC SMITH: No, never. No, no. Just from photographs. I think that was a 
photograph on the jacket of the book. 

JAMES GLEESON: Oh, I see. 

ERIC SMITH: Something like that. Sure. 

JAMES GLEESON: Our only painting of a religious nature by you is the Descent 
from the cross. Now, have we got the date on that correctly? We don’t have any 
date. Descent from the cross, in oil from the Rudy Komon Gallery in February 
1966. Now it’s hanging at the moment in the Prime Minister’s office in Melbourne. 
So we haven’t had a chance to rephotograph it in colour. But does that make any 
sense to you? 

ERIC SMITH: Well, I would think that picture may have been in the show I had at 
Rudy’s before I went overseas, the time of the Helena Rubenstein scholarship. 
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JAMES GLEESON: Oh, yes. 

ERIC SMITH: The last show I had. I have an idea that picture was in that. It’s one 
that was typical of that time as a disintegration of form and it’s a sort of figurative 
element that’s emerging out of the landscape. Very hard to remember that, once 
again. I do as I look at it recall painting it. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: But it would be probably in colours that are very Australian, in 
golds and browns. 

JAMES GLEESON: Was it a big painting? We have no indication about its size. 

ERIC SMITH: Oh, it’s medium size. It would probably be about five by four, 
something of that, I think. But it did reflect the attempt to integrate figures into the 
landscape and give a more total sort of idea of figure and its environment that I 
was pursuing at that time. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

ERIC SMITH: It’s very hard, very hard, you know. It’s a little bit frightening to see 
pictures that you haven’t seen for so long and then see them in black and white 
and then trying to recall when you painted. Some you can’t seem to recall at all. 
Probably forgeries. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, this one you can’t. You have no recollection of ever 
painting a picture called The draft player? 

ERIC SMITH: None whatsoever. I’m not saying it couldn’t be but, you know, I 
just—that sounds rather extraordinary, The draft players. No, I can’t ever 
remember tackling that subject.  

JAMES GLEESON: Well, it would only be given that title if it really did depict 
draft players. 

ERIC SMITH: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: And you have no recollection of— 

ERIC SMITH: None whatsoever. I’ve never had any particular interest in that 
either. 

JAMES GLEESON: So that’s one certainly to be checked out. The only 
information we’ve got is that it was presented and there are no details of date on 
file. 

ERIC SMITH: Yes. 
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JAMES GLEESON: So I suspect it’s come in at an early period when the files— 

ERIC SMITH: Yes, I’d have to see it. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: You know, if I saw it I’d probably know right away whether I’d 
painted it or not. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. Well, thank you very much for that, Eric. Now can we 
go to more sort of biographical materials? 

ERIC SMITH: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: You studied at the Brunswick Tech, did you? 

ERIC SMITH: Yes, I’ve got this. This will help me through. I’ve got the data of 
(inaudible) and all that sort of jazz. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: Nineteen nineteen was the great year. 

JAMES GLEESON: Vintage year. 

ERIC SMITH: Yes. Then ’36 and ’37 I trained in commercial art at Melbourne 
Tech–Brunswick Tech, sorry. In 1938 I painted my first picture. You know, that 
was the self-portrait I was telling you about. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: Then we went on to joining the Contemporary Arts Society when 
my interest in contemporary art was awakened and saw that marvellous 1939 
exhibition in Melbourne. 

JAMES GLEESON: Oh, that French and—yes. 

ERIC SMITH: Yes. That was one of the great events. And then the war 
intervened. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: After the war I did a rehabilitation course at Melbourne Technical 
College, just the people from the various services. It wasn’t a question of being 
taught so much as an opportunity to have those four or five years to paint and get 
back on course. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 
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ERIC SMITH: Then I had a show at the end of that at Ties Gallery, a joint show 
actually with a fellow student called Ted Fewster. Then we moved to Sydney just 
after that–as I mentioned before that we came back to Sydney. I had a show in 
Macquarie Galleries. The first Sydney show was Macquarie Galleries. That year I 
won the Sulman prize there and at the same year–goodness–another one-man 
show at Peter Bray Gallery in Melbourne.  

JAMES GLEESON: A busy time. 

ERIC SMITH: Do you want this all as it is there? 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. Eric, some things you didn’t tell us, Joy tells me. 

ERIC SMITH: Yes. My wife can remember these things, you know, much better 
than me. She did mention that before we came— 

JAMES GLEESON: Come and sit in and you can prompt Eric if his memory fails 
on these details. 

ERIC SMITH: Good idea. One thing she did mention which was a very significant 
event for me because it was a beginning of religious painting and there was a 
Catholic centenary show down in Melbourne for religious painting. I won that 
prize, which was, you know, very important to me and quite an exciting thing to 
win. Also during the war, Joy has brought my memory back to the fact that I won 
a couple of prizes during the war. There was, I think, it may have been called 
Australia at War. I’m not sure now. It was held down in Melbourne and I won a 
prize in one of the sections down there with some rather sympathetic pictures of 
soldiers after the battle, you know, sort of drawn and weary and that kind of thing. 
Then the most exciting event was the Archibald Prize near the end of the war. I 
was stationed in Sydney at the time. I’d been driving trucks in the army and I 
went into the transport office just to do a little bit of painting in one of the old 
horse stalls, which was at the Kensington Race Course which is now the 
University of New South Wales, where I taught later on. I painted this on a piece 
of old tent canvas. I suppose I shouldn’t say that, they might (inaudible). 

JAMES GLEESON: It was a self-portrait, was it? 

ERIC SMITH: A self-portrait. Actually, that year they mentioned the voting–I’d 
never heard that mentioned before–of 7 to 6 in favour of Joshua Smith. Bill 
Dobell had told me that he fought very hard for my portrait, which was a very 
great thrill me, to have thought that Bill Dobell would like the portrait. That’s just 
as a matter of interest. Then coming to Sydney we got as far as the Berrima Art 
Prize. Oh, the Berrima Art Prize was for a mural at the old Court House at 
Berrima. I painted a rather cubistic sort of convicts picture and won that prize. 
Later on it went on to win the Sulman for murals that had been painted that year. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. This was the Berrima one won the Sulman? 
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ERIC SMITH: That’s right, yes. So we got about as far as the Sulman. Then in 
1955 I had another one-man show at Macquarie Galleries. I had joined the 
Sydney Contemporary Arts Society and won two prizes at a show they had. One 
was the Contemporary Art Prize; the other one was the Madách Prize. It was to 
illustrate from a book by Madách, the Hungarian writer–I can’t think of the title of 
the book, something about man, you know. So, anyway, the next big event—
during all this time I’d been entering for the Blake Prize, and I think in ’55 I got 
second in the Blake Prize. In 1956 for the first time I won the Blake Prize with a 
Scourge Christ, which I still think is one of the best pictures I painted in those 
early years.  

JAMES GLEESON: Where is that now? 

ERIC SMITH: I’ve been trying to trace it and can’t. I did see it a few years ago. It 
was an important picture to me because it was strongly figurative, it wasn’t 
abstract at all. But I remember painting the background and putting an orange 
blob on a thick piece of paint on a lilac ground. There was something very 
exciting about making that mark. I remember Jack Gleeson saying, talking, 
writing an article–and I didn’t know what he was talking about–he was mentioning 
the new Tachist painting overseas. He said, ‘The only painter in Australia that 
seems to be aware of Tachisme is Eric Smith’. You know, I thought he was just 
crazy. I didn’t know anything about it. I knew what he meant later on. But, you 
know, that also led me to wonder about figuration, moving into more abstract 
where, you know, the sort of painters mark is the thing. It was at that stage that 
Bob Klippel came back talking about Abstract Expressionist painters and that 
struck a chord. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: That lead to discussions which lead to Direction 1.  

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. That was ’56, wasn’t it? 

ERIC SMITH: That was ’56, yes. You know, the whole world was open to us, a 
very exciting time. That ’56 I won a Blake Prize. That was the first Blake Prize, 
that’s right, and Direction 1. So that was a particularly significant year for me. 
Then we move to 1958. I don’t know what happened to ’57.  

JAMES GLEESON: Not a vintage year. 

ERIC SMITH: I won the Blake Prize in ’58. I did mosaics for a synagogue at 
Rose Bay where I first met architect Neville Gruzman, who’s become a very great 
friend of ours. We combined to make a rather interesting job of the synagogue. 
There was very little money available but, within the means we had, we had a lot 
of fun. We thought very closely about things, you know. It was a real union of 
architect and artist. I’ve had other experiences since that that were quite 
disastrous because, you know, the architect was not sympathetic to the needs of 
the painter. 
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JAMES GLEESON: I see, yes. 

ERIC SMITH: Perhaps I was not entirely sympathetic to his needs either, but I 
think you’ve got to have that sort of rapport where you understand the needs of 
each either for it to be successful. In 1959 I won the Blake Prize and was 
commissioned to do concrete and glass windows for St Paul’s College at the 
University of Sydney. This started off to be one of the most exciting things I’d 
ever been commissioned to do, and ended up for me rather disastrously because 
it was that very problem I’ve just been talking about. Although the best of 
intentions were on both sides, things happened that to me were disastrous to the 
windows. That’s a long story. But they exist and, well, I don’t think they’re about 
half as good as they should be. I’m not going to lay the blame anywhere. That 
same year Neville Gruzman and I had a joint show at Blaxland Galleries. Looking 
at slides that I took at that show at the time, and looking at them, well, fairly 
recently–I think about 12 months ago I looked at them–I thought it must’ve been 
a pretty exciting show. I think my paintings were a bit unresolved, but there were 
a lot of exciting ideas. There were a lot of exciting ideas floating around that 
weren’t completely resolved. But I think it was all in all a pretty exciting show. We 
had the doors from the synagogue which were timber and glass that I designed. 
We’d taken them off (inaudible) and then exhibited them. Neville had 
photographs of his architecture. Between the foyer where you first went in the 
photographs and Neville’s architecture; then there was our joint collaboration on 
various things, and then the paintings. So I remember, what’s his name, Lewers? 

JAMES GLEESON: Jerry Lewers. 

ERIC SMITH: Jerry Lewers telling me at a party how excited he was by that 
exhibition at the time. Jerry has mentioned that the year I won the first Blake 
Prize I also won the Bathurst Art Prize. Then that contemporary art show, group 
show, went to London. I see here I sent something in that. I can’t remember it. A 
one-man show at David Jones. Oh, that was a series of paintings on Patrick 
White’s Voss. 

JAMES GLEESON: I remember that very well. 

ERIC SMITH: I was very disappointed that I didn’t succeed as much as I’d like to 
have succeeded in that. I think there were a couple of good ones in it. But 
although I felt that I’d succeeded when I hung the exhibition, by the time the 
show was over I was feeling a little disappointed with it. But, anyway, that was 
that. Then there was a group show, Sydney 9, at David Jones.  

JOY SMITH: (inaudible) you represented San Francisco. 

ERIC SMITH: Oh, the Raymond Burr Galleries. Oh yes, the picture went over 
there, yes. That was in ’61. 

JOY SMITH: No, not that one. When they took your painting, the lord mayor, he 
presented to the (inaudible) in Francisco. 
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ERIC SMITH: Oh yes. Oh, dear. Yes, a painting of mine was bought from 
Farmer’s Galleries about the time of the Gruzman show with Neville Guzman, 
and sent over there to present to the City of San Francisco by our lord mayor. I 
guess that was quite an honour.  

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: So the group show Sydney 9, there were nine Sydney painters 
involved in this. The idea came that, you know, it was time to put on a show by 
people that had particular ideas. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: I remember we went to Billy Rose’s house in Victoria Street and 
argued all afternoon. It was quite a disaster and I was only hoping that the show 
would be better than the discussions. It turned out to be quite an interesting 
show, I think. But the works I had in that were still of that rather unresolved 
nature; interesting ideas that I hadn’t quite resolved fully. Then I don’t know 
whether the picture for the Raymond Burr Galleries came out of that or not. I’m 
not quite certain about that. But in 1962 I won the Royal Easter Show Art Prize 
for a modern industrial. That year was very important because I won the Helen 
Rubenstein scholarship. I also see I won the Blake Prize. So it was one of those 
vintage years, and it needed to be, because naturally I wanted to take Joy with 
me going overseas. The Rubenstein scholarship was pretty good money but, you 
know, it wouldn’t have done the both of us. So, as luck would have it, I won the 
Blake Prize, the Easter Show and had a successful show at Rudy Komon’s 
where that incredible character–what was his name–he bought the Picasso nude 
for— 

JAMES GLEESON: Oh, Ruben, Major Ruben. 

ERIC SMITH: Rubens. Major Rubens. He came out. He was in hospital and 
Rudy rang me up. This would be just before I put the show on. Rudy rang me up 
and said, ‘I am bringing Major Ruben down. Don’t talk to him if he arrives before 
me’. He said, ‘He might buy them all’. So I thought, oh God, I wish I had time to 
paint a few more. It was a pretty small show, you know. Anyway, there was a 
knock at the door, we went up, and Major Ruben was standing there in khaki 
shorts with legs that were no thicker than the sticks he had on either side 
walking. He looked absolutely ghastly. I thought the man would die on us before 
he left the house.  

JAMES GLEESON: Really? 

ERIC SMITH: He got out of the hospital. He’d just come straight from the 
hospital, you know, and he walked into the studio and Rudy arrived. So he 
walked around and looked at everything. ‘I’ll have that, I’ll have that, I’ll have 
that’, you know. 
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JAMES GLEESON: Goodness me. 

ERIC SMITH: He said, ‘Now go over in the corner and talk to Rudy about what 
you’re going to charge me for it’. So, you know, I’m an idiot. You know, I’m not 
one of those smart fellows that take advantage of situations, but nevertheless we 
got a reasonable price.  

JAMES GLEESON: Joy was able to go with you to Europe? 

ERIC SMITH: So she was able to go to Europe. At the end of that day, before he 
left, he was drinking beer backwards and God knows what. I’ve never seen 
anything like the man, you know. 

JAMES GLEESON: Good lord. 

ERIC SMITH: Incredible character. He plagued me for that week. We were trying 
to get overseas and he absolutely wanted me to be tearing down here and there, 
but I just had to say no, which made him very hostile. But in the end, the night 
before we went away, he called at three in the morning, knocked on the door, 
with about three cabs waiting outside, and apologised for worrying me so much. 

JAMES GLEESON: Goodness me. 

ERIC SMITH: And hoping we’d meet him overseas. He was going. We were 
deadly scared when we were overseas we were going to run into him. But this is 
not much to do with— 

JAMES GLEESON: Oh no, this is interesting because Ruben is a character in 
Australian art history almost. 

ERIC SMITH: Yes, yes, he was amazing. Well, we went overseas. 

JAMES GLEESON: Where did you go to in Europe? 

ERIC SMITH: Well, we landed at Italy on the ship after a marvellous voyage. It 
was a marvellous trip over. Everything about that trip was absolutely perfect. It’s 
the most wonderful time we’ve ever had and I think the whole excitement of it 
was seeing great art every day. There wasn’t one dull moment. Everything went 
right for us. We had some interesting experiences. We started off from Italy and, 
after being in Italy for about a month, we went to France and Switzerland. We 
spent two months in England. We stayed in England for two months, the longest 
stay we had. Before we left England we went to Ireland and Scotland, and then 
we came back to France, to Paris again, down to Spain, to Madrid, and over to 
that wonderful place Barcelona where there’s some superb things, the Picasso 
Museum and the wonderful Catalonian Museum. It absolutely knocked me over. 

JAMES GLEESON: What year was that? 
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ERIC SMITH: Sixty-three. 

JAMES GLEESON: Sixty-three. 

ERIC SMITH: That was in 1963. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: People have often asked me, you know, those that feel that things 
fell away for me after those years, that the painting was becoming too tentative 
and so on, and they thought that it had something to do with that overseas trip, 
the shattering experience of it.  

JAMES GLEESON: Oh yes, yes. 

ERIC SMITH: Well, I would say that, you know, it happened before that. Direction 
1 was the beginning of troubles. You know, despite that exciting time, it faced me 
with problems that have taken me a long time to resolve. Probably the portrait 
thing has been getting in the way all the time. But I’ve had to face that and battle 
it through but, whatever. But I’m sure that the trip overseas had little to do with it. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

ERIC SMITH: You know, because I know it happened before I went overseas. 

JAMES GLEESON: Direction 1 was ’56, so that’s what? A good seven years 
before you— 

ERIC SMITH: Well, that’s right, yes. I think if you looked at my paintings from 
Direction 1 on, you would find that although there were interesting ideas, and a 
few good pictures, that there was a lot of unresolved work. 

JAMES GLEESON: Now look, this is interesting because, I don’t know whether 
you agree with me about this, but it seemed to me John Passmore ran into 
difficulties at precisely that period too. 

ERIC SMITH: I’m certain. Yes, I think that, you know, it was something we did, 
we had to do. It was exciting. If we didn’t match up to what we wanted to do 
and—well, you know, I can’t explain why we ran into this trouble. 

JAMES GLEESON: No, no. 

ERIC SMITH: I don’t regret any of it. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, it was enormously stimulating and exciting, the ideas 
that were flashing about at that time. 

ERIC SMITH: Yes, yes. One of my troubles that I get too many ideas too, you 
know, and I do tend to stray if I get a little tired of one. As I say, I’m tightening up 
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now and getting back to those things that I’m interested in; structure, as well as 
free paint and colour, you know. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: I think that more and more I’m starting to feel the need to structure 
work. I think that will give the bite back and tie things together again, you know. 
But the show overseas, naturally we saw all those masterpieces I’ve been 
wanting to see. Some were better than I thought they’d be; some were 
disappointing.  

JAMES GLEESON: Any favourite ones, any artists that suddenly came alive for 
you in direct contact? 

ERIC SMITH: I think curiously it’s very hard to say because I was stimulated and 
excited by so many, but they were mainly old masters. One of the big 
disappointments was not seeing the amount of contemporary art I expected to 
see. You know, I expected to go to Spain and see Tapies hanging around 
everywhere. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

ERIC SMITH: And didn’t see one except, well, I think a couple of early works. 
You know, and of all places, we were in Ireland when we saw a show of the 
American moderns, like de Kooning and Pollock and people like that. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: It wasn’t a very big show but it was a highly interesting show and a 
very stimulating show. But whenever I think back of one work, I think of–and 
curious enough it’s a sculpture–Michael Angelo’s Rondinini Pieta. 

JAMES GLEESON: Oh yes, in Milan. 

ERIC SMITH: In Milan. I remember walking into that room and being so moved 
by that work isolated there, you know. 

JAMES GLEESON: I feel exactly the same. 

ERIC SMITH: An overpowering experience. You know, the fact that it’s an 
unfinished work made it all the more poignant. You know, I just was stunned by 
that picture. You know, at the moment, I saw so much that I liked that I can’t think 
of others as you put it to me. But, you know, there was so much. There’s 
Cézanne, Courtauld Museum with the Cézannes. A work that quite knocked me 
over too was the big Monet Lily ponds in the National Gallery. 

JAMES GLEESON: Oh, yes. 
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ERIC SMITH: Now, I’d never seen or realised that Monet at that stage had 
painted such huge abstract pictures. I was knocked over by that, and I thought 
that was a beautiful experience to have seen that. 

JAMES GLEESON: Would I be right in saying that I can still see some reflection 
of your interest in that in the almost Impressionistic way you handle paint 
occasionally now? 

ERIC SMITH: I often wonder about these things as influence, Jim. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: I think that, you now, quite obviously you see so much that the 
painters that you’re interested in and are influenced by are those that have 
something akin to what you do. 

JAMES GLEESON: A fellow feeling. 

ERIC SMITH: A fellow feeling. I think that I just naturally apply paint in the way 
that the Impressionists applied paint, you know. I can’t say. You know, I think if 
I’d never seen Impressionist work I’d have probably applied paint the same way. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

ERIC SMITH: But, nevertheless, one has to acknowledge that some pictures 
look like Monets or whatever. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. But it’s not a conscious— 

ERIC SMITH: Not a conscious thing, you know. In fact, sometimes I’ve destroyed 
pictures that have looked like Bonnard’s, simply because the Bonnard element is 
seen and yet I’ve been not conscious of it. I am an eclectic in a sense, I guess. 
But, you know, sometimes that influence or the excitement has not been 
conscious, but nevertheless it comes out very strongly and one says, ‘Oh, you 
know, this is too much like the feel of a Bonnard’, the ultimate picture. Not so 
much the simple application but whether the picture ends up looking or feeling 
like a Bonnard rather than just looking like a Bonnard. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

ERIC SMITH: You know, that sort of thing. You and I have certain affinities with 
Bonnard, I guess, and Monet and those people. But nevertheless that’s, you 
know, something you live with and you’ve got to just take hold of the subject 
you’ve got and paint that subject, and let the rest take care of itself. Be intensely 
involved in your subject and then maybe whatever those affinities are won’t 
matter. 

JAMES GLEESON: No, no. 
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ERIC SMITH: In fact, I’d love to paint a picture where you couldn’t tell it was an 
Eric Smith. You know, I always get that sort of feeling having painted a picture 
and people say, well, people used to say, ‘I love your paint quality’, I love this. 
Well, I reacted against that once where I just didn’t want paint quality and I 
started to use collage. That’s not the simple answer to it. There are others 
reasons. But at the same time I thought of getting rid of that bloody paint, you 
know. So that’s the sort of thing. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. Well, how long were you in Europe altogether? You 
were there in— 

ERIC SMITH: We were there 10 months. We were fortunate that we were able to 
leave our five children with relatives and they were marvellously cared for. We 
missed them terribly but we were able to go and stay 10 months and, as I said, 
enjoyed every minute of it. We’re thinking about the next trip now. 

JAMES GLEESON: And after that, Eric, when you came back? 

ERIC SMITH: Well, the next exhibition was the Tate in London. Oh, that 
happened just before we arrived. We didn’t actually see the exhibition. Then after 
that I had a series of one-man shows, one at Georges in Melbourne, and from 
’64 to ’69 shows at Rudy Komon’s. During that time in ’64 I won a contemporary 
art prize, and in ’69 I won the Blake Prize again and the Royal Easter Show 
Portrait Prize. After that, 1970, I won the Blake Prize with a portrait of Neville 
Gruzman. 

JAMES GLEESON: Not Blake. 

ERIC SMITH: Archibald. What did I say? 

JOY SMITH: You said, ‘Blake’. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, Blake. No, it’s the Archibald. 

ERIC SMITH: It was the Archibald, sorry. I shared the Blake that year with that 
other good painter, Roger Kemp. 

JAMES GLEESON: Oh yes.  

ERIC SMITH: So, you know, that was quite nice sharing that with Roger. Then in 
’73—we’ve skipped a couple of years and, you know, you can imagine they were 
probably disastrous years where I was teaching at the university to earn a crust 
part time, and destroying everything I painted practically. But then I popped up 
again and won the Sulman in ’73, and the Wynne Prize in ’74, and Muswellbrook 
Prize in ’75. 

JAMES GLEESON: Golly. 
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ERIC SMITH: So I have fallow periods and then pop up again and so on. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ERIC SMITH: What’s happened since then? 

JOY SMITH: You must have won the–what’s the name again? 

JAMES GLEESON: The Wynne, didn’t you? 

ERIC SMITH: Wynne, yes, yes. That’s right, yes. I won the Wynne Prize again. 

JOY SMITH: Haven’t you got that down? 

ERIC SMITH: No. Well, this catalogue finishes at ’75. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. Well, that’s an impressive list, Eric. 

ERIC SMITH: I’m glad you’re impressed. It looks more, you know, imposing there 
because it doesn’t tell about the other years. 

JAMES GLEESON: The fallow years. 

ERIC SMITH: Or the struggle and, yes. But, you know, I’m still as enthusiastic as 
ever, Jim. You know, I resent having to move out of the studio now. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, now you’ve got such a beautiful studio to work in. 

ERIC SMITH: Yes, well it certainly helps. You know, we’ve had very little 
problems as a family, which has, you know, kept a serene background to all this. 
Naturally you have minor things and so on but, by and large, it’s a marvellous 
thing. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, thank you very much, Eric. I think that really covers it 
very well indeed. We’re just coming to the end of the tape. Thank you. 

ERIC SMITH: Okay, Jim. Thank you. 


