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DENNIS K.SMITH S i
The Artist Reveals the Uncommon in the Everyday

WORKING OM the line ar the Chryvsler

Assembly Plant in Windwor for neady 35

vears, Dlenniz K. Smith didnt expenience the
tedium that some workers have while per-
tormang repetinve mske "All day, 1 would
think about what I'd be painong when 1 jrot
back home,” he says.,

Prefernng the secunny of an autovwocker's
paychegue to the uncertainty of 3 career in
art, Dennis made 3 conscious chore o leave
art school as a young man afeer a summer
working in the plant. Throughour adule-
T, e |'.|._['4_;|ud work writh famaly fe and
time spent i by % x 6 home sudio. “Be
cause | wocked ot Chrvsler, thae gave me the
opportunity to creare my own act and follos
my own How.” Dennissays. He fele great
freedom, never oblped o pleave patrons ar
fll commercaal orders to survive financially.

A chance w ante his day job and true
passion arcse when the plans hebd an art
contest for a logo promoting the hinng
of women and indigenows people. Dienmis®
Ay WOk,

Approaching retiremens from the plang
over 13 years apo, Dennis prepared o im-
merse homzelf in has arr by building a new
home n LaSalle with o cussom-desigmed,
weell-lit anrise's sthudio and gallery in the hase-
L.

His dayx are filled with happy actaviny
expertmentng, producing b own peeces
and reaching teens and adules to pamt i his
studio. T am an encoorager.” syvs Dennis,
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whno s forever l'_rul:q.".lu.i tor the many peoph: who cheered him on
as o child arise and durnng decides afterwand.

Asx a black boy growing up in Harrow m the 19%0s, becoming
a proedessione] artist never occureed o Dennis = even though ©1
had the best teachers for drawing from grade one op. They sw
what I could do and encouraped me. They helped me fnd my
voace,

When local schools dropgeed art couries from the corncalom,
the Harrow praincpal armanped for Denis to ateend WD), Lowe
High Schical i Windsor and take art dasses with teacher Ber
Weir

Tormnio beckoned aber [_!;rJJ wataon, where Dennis stidied
Fine A ai the Omitario {:I.'EII.'EI.' of Art for & vear. He recally, “[n
the amt history classes, no hlack aross were mentioned nor were
ther works visthle.”

Years laver, Dhenmis met a tg'.'du.r.f of the Ltlih.'{_t: Arns Lane,
renowned sculptor and paineer born in Morth Buxton, near
Chatham. A’ lager commuissions mclude 3 bronze porrain of
cvil rights actvis Rosa Parks for the Smithsoman bestitnson
and a ot of Mary Ann Shadd Cary abolitiommt, reacher,
newspaper publisher and Arms’ great-great aunt — matalled n
Chartham’ BME Freedom [fark

Cin opening ni|:l:hr of the 1988 Afhrmation Extobar at
Torontws York Cuay Gallery, Diennas was one of the show’s
pasticipasing artises; Armis was the fearured goess arse. He
rememberns, “When she entered the room. 1t erupted with »
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applasize, | thought to myself, "Artis s a
black artiss makang an imipact in the fedd of
visiaal arts.” He was inspined, “In 2012, |
wax zhle o thank Artis personaliy for dhat
milestone moment when my dream be
came a realoanon.”

He shares thar sdf-helicf wath other black

=
g riie .L'-.'ll.IJ'IILE NSy s art to lIIJI.'I'."H
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ves and take 1t beyond dheir fami-
lies’ walls.” Dennis s a co-founder of The
Artis of Colour, a Froup r.-lml.pnuﬁl ot
black artiss with the common mandate w
speak boldly of ther history through the
vizual and oral language of are. "We want
1o cducate artiss of the past and encovage
arnsss oow,  Dlenms explans. Ulomacedy,
“it’s not abour being 2 blsck artme - acs
about being an artise,”

Colour in all its signibicance s repre-
senteed - intriguing wiys in Dennis’ works.
Eleven pen and ink sketches prosent a pie-
torzal history of his childhood, shaped by
being one of 12 sibhings bom to an arsic
preacher and a musical mocher who sup-
ported Dennds’ dresmes o be an armiss, “The
Harrow wears were black and white vears -
stmphe omes, pliving on swings and n
cardboard plavhouses. A cardboand oo was
my best toy because | conld be creative,”
he says. "1 was very guiet; my words were
jambled up. That's probably why 1 started
drawing. T could speak throogh my ar,”

“lni the 1970k colour camc it oy lde”
Diennis’ artwork began jumping off the
canvases with vibmnr hues and dymamae
marvernens that is svadent even i his stall
Like interpremations of fruat, musical inso-
menes and landscapes. In has portraes
and crowd scenes, Dennis inhses the an-
guarded faces and natural postures with
ENCTRY, SCiing viewers into the heart of the
M,

One fice m particular kepe uggimg at the
armisty magnatwn for neardy M years.
Drrving past La3alle belds, Diennas would
see wirkers packing produce. He was struck
by the sight of 4 Farmer smnding among
the furrows and thought about the hope,
derermination and concern the man muse
feel as a food producer whose crops and
lvelihood are exposed o uncontrellable
elemeri,

"I swireed doing pring making and
created Phining a Harest, a linocut, in
19937 Dennis says. les reddish, bladk and
wihise tones reveal a farmer, Bee tumed m
the heuvens & he sands in has beld and
beseeches Gand “to grane him strength o
sow andd reap a bounoful harvess.”

While Dennis went on to produce #
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many arrworks im0 vanoos medioms, the
power of the fathful farmer stayed wich
him. When the armse was asked o paine a
histoncal mural th £8d Sandwich Town in
2002, Manbong a Harvest provided che
uspiranon for the dhevraton of a former
henitrve slave giving thanks for his new life
bebre the Sandwich Fost Bapnss Chorch,
e by fupitave slaves n 1847

Dienmis was not yet done with the mmage
of the hardworking farmer. Recalling oy
youthbul summers wiling 1n Colchesier
South hields owned by Pred Johomion, Den
nix asked his end if he would be the
musded for o new paanting in 2008, The
kind, generows farmier posed, humble and
hopeful, on the soil he sall diled. Fred saw
the painting — acrylic on a large canvas -
upon completion i 2001, Dennio’s deh
biuish also set the Brmer o another peing-
ing, Chnion Frelds of Laballe. Fred died
earlier this year ar age 103.

Chaosing everyday scenes for hs sub-
jects, Dennis belizves, “An 15 imporant
becawse it changes people’s view of the
wrdinary and changes it o exrraordinary,”

After marrying, Dennis went with hi
wihe to her amily’s lakende cottage. 7l ook
my sketchbook and drew fungus growang
an g mee. My new in-laws wondensd wiy
| focused on that when there was a beautt
ful |ake 10 Frone of me. Bur 1 see beauty m
ugiiness,” he sy,

His works have been shown at Tlse Royal
Cramno Museum, the Canada-Japan Ex-
change Ponot Exhibimon in Japan and
vanons puned shows and exhabitions.

Enpoying telling storees through s
paingings, Dennis was anmgued when
the Canadian Mencal Healrh Asincanon,
Windsor-Essex County Branch asked him
tor ithuserate Ella Finds Loeky, a storvbook
that explires feelings after a loved one daes.
Dennm connected 1o b duldbood adven-
rures, real and rmagmned, o drw che hesde
J_::rl and lwer 1'|cr.||1J:|||: friend. Dennm also
did the frechand drawings bor the compan
i colourang book, Ludkey's Joumney.

[ produsce the storyvbeok’s ilhasrracsons,
"I direwr them by pencal Arst and then used
a siyling pen oa computer. It was quite the
learning curve!” Denmis chasckdes,

Ever cunons about the wordd he inhabits
and spen o new methods for expresson,
Drennas says, "My passaon, ooy kecus tor art
i painting my relites and leaving my
record.”

“T've been steady poang with moy art, even
when | worked in che aoto plan: fullime.
There are sill puingings thae | want o get
done” L



