Eric Drummond Smith

Artist’s Statement

My art does not fit well into any particular taxonomic niche – it is as complicated as my intellectual meanderings are varied.  A few key influences do stand out from the rest, however, and would like to address them each briefly.
The Visual
By the time I was five I had already developed my life-long obsession with cartoons and comics, a fascination that became largely focused on works from the first half of the Twentieth Century as early as my early teen years.  In particular I was (and continue to be) drawn to the earliest and simplest of works – pre-1960s Disney, Fleisher, and Avery cartoons have always particularly drawn me, as did the “funny strips” that preceded them (especially Krazy Kat and Segar), as well as the comics that followed.  I am also deeply influenced by Golden and Silver Age superheroes such as Spider-Man and Batman (not to mention the Superman cartoons, if not the comics themselves).  Not only were these works compositionally brilliant, but their bright colors, simple line structures, and elegant composition (usually juxtaposed with clever, snappy writing and, in the case of film pieces, music) have always appealed to me.  Later, as I began to study classical and pre-historical art, I was struck by just how iconic these figures were – their elegance was reminiscent of Greek pottery and French cave paintings.  That said, this popular art work (far more than the “pop art” movement itself, though I am deeply influenced by Roy Liechtenstein and Gary Baseman) deeply influenced my visual style.  After I began my graduate work my interest in popular art expanded to that of authoritarian states, specifically in the form of propaganda.  While this was a product of my graduate research into Chinese propaganda for my master’s thesis, it led to my seeking to juxtapose democratic and totalitarian art forms side-by-side to increase visual tension and to evoke purely emotional responses.  It should be noted that here I followed the lead of one of the founders of the Chinese avant-garde movement, the eminent Wang Guangyi. 

My style would also be subtly transformed by my encounters with a several other widely variant art traditions. First among these are any number of East Asian art forms, most markedly Chinese classical and Qing Dynasty paintings and Japanese Ukiyo-e woodcut prints.  In particular these pieces have deeply influenced my sense of composition and design and in painting in particular have influenced how I seek to develop lines.  These influences were only heightened as I discovered the work of Expressionists (e.g. Egon Schielle, Edvard Munch, and Emil Nolde) and Neo-Expressionists (e.g. Anselm Kiefer and Georg Baselitz), all of which influenced me to seek always honesty in my color application and line development – correction was acceptable only if did not undermine the spirit and emotional content of the line.  Another artist’s work cemented the relationship between the linear ethos of East Asian and Expressionism and that of popular artwork – the great Keith Haring.  His tragic death is assuaged only by the tremendous heritage of masterpieces he left behind, masterpieces that have deeply influenced my composition, design, color choices, iconographic vocabulary, and intense efforts to integrate the Expressionist emotiveness with Symbolist loquaciousness.

Several other traditions and artists have deeply influenced my understanding of art-making.  Albrect Dürer, Rembrandt, and Leonardo’s compositions; Van Gogh’s color theory; the shear visual impact of Oceanic, native American, and the Art Brut movement, all of these have deeply impacted my work.  Furthermore, the work of Mexican artists of the 19th and 20th Centuries, most notably José Guadalupe Posada and Frieda Kahlo, have also obviously impacted my composition and design, as well as color choice on my larger pieces.  Finally, Pieter Brugel and Hieronymous Bosch, as well as the Surrealists who they unwittingly inspired for centuries to follow, stand as constant reminders to me that painting the grotesque, the macabre, and the absurd is not only acceptable, but constitutes ripe ground for exploration. 
The Themes

My work’s themes are really nothing new in and of themselves.  First, I am an Expressionist – my work seeks to express a thought, emotion, or feeling in as intersubjective a fashion as possible - I want my viewers to understand my work in a manner that is not possible using simple rationality.  Secondly, I am a Symbolist – whenever possible I try to use symbols to represent themes or concepts.  To me, this is a sort of intellectual exercise.  I do not like movies or pleasure books that attempt to explain politics to me, for instance.  Rather, I want the artists creating these works to let me piece together the lesson on my own, in the fashion of a puzzle, allowing me to revel in metaphor and ironic reinterpretations.  Similarly, art that is overtly political tends to scream of triteness to me – thus my artwork is dressed in images of cartoon mice, dead men, and mythological beasts that represent political movements, conflicts, and demagogues, a product at least in part of my “real world” occupation – political science. 
Additionally, I am constantly trying to explore myself, to probe uncover the multiple simultaneous identities which overlap to form Eric Drummond Smith.  I wish to capture my own American-ness, my Western-ness, my Southern-ness, and my Appalachian-ness, to leave a visual record of the inner workings of a political being whose formative years saw the Soviet Empire crumble and rise of the new Medievalism.  In other words, I hope to create art that revisits historical, theological, and philosophical themes of our civilization’s history and place them not in their time, but in reference to my own – I wish to claim our inheritance.  My Jesus-images wear overalls and change water into moonshine; my Machiavelli is a tin robot from a musical reinterpretation of a children’s book, and so on. 
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