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Ed Smith 
(b. 1959, Naples, Italy) 
Biography 
https://edsmithstudio.com/ 
 
Ed Smith was born in Naples, Italy, in 1959, and raised on Cape Cod, Massachusetts. He received 
his BFA from the University of Massachusetts at Amherst and an MFA from City University of New 
York–Brooklyn College. 
 
After teaching painting and drawing at Queens college in New York for 12 years, Smith came 
South to teach at Louisiana State University, where he became fascinated by the landscape, 
and intrigued by the intersection of wildlife and industry in South Louisiana. Smith was also very 
influenced by the work of John James Audubon, an American ornithologist, naturalist, and 
painter who lived over 200 years ago, and chronicled extensively all types of American birds with 
detailed illustrations in their natural habitats. 
 
His paintings are about the results of the clash that occurs where nature and man collide. In 
1979, Smith was one of the original crew members of the conservation ship, The Sea Shepard. 
Environmental concerns have played an important role in his work ever since. 
 
Smith's work has been exhibited at Dartmouth College in Hanover, New Hampshire; The Islip 
Museum, Islip, New York; North Carolina Museum of Natural History, Raleigh; The Huntsville 
Museum, Alabama; The Walter Anderson Museum, Mississippi; The Contemporary Art Center,  
Mobile, Alabama; Soren Christensen Gallery, New Orleans; Redbud Gallery, Houston, Texas;  
Clark Gallery, New York; Whitney Art Works, Portland, Maine; Dome Gallery, New York; The Cape 
Cod Museum of Art in Massachusetts and The Appleton Museum in Florida. 
 
Smith is currently a professor of painting at Louisiana State University in Baton Rouge. He divides 
his time between Louisiana and Maine. 
 
“Ed Smith’s paintings captivate with their lush depiction of an apocalyptic or post-apocalyptic 
world. Or perhaps it’s just now. On his canvases birds hold their ground resolutely—despite their 
precarious perches in an environment gone colorfully wrong. Acid rain, acid clouds, acid sunsets 
provide cold comfort. Acutely aware of their dilemma, the birds glare at the sky, at each other, 
at the viewer, implicating us in their plight. Though these images evidence a naturalist’s eye, 
Smith is working his own angles on the man-made natural landscape of the 21st century. The 
birds of America are no longer the source of easy reveries, but in their mute survival they remain 
objects of wonder.”  

- Eric Etheridge, journalist and photographer, NYC 
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ED SMITH: Out on a Limb 
Beauty and Turmoil Collide in the Work of this Louisiana Artist 
By Mike Grudowski, Garden & Gun Magazine, November 2012 
 
The brilliantly plumed birds in Ed Smith’s paintings do not look at ease. They’re huddled together 
defensively, often in tight clusters—intertwined masses of wings, spindly legs, tail feathers, and 
snaking, craning necks. Their eyes are on high alert, as if scanning for unspecified threats. 
Something is rotten in the peaceable kingdom. 
 
“Somebody very astutely called his work ‘apocalyptic Audubon,’” says Leslie-Claire Spillman, 
director of New Orleans’ Soren Christensen Gallery, which represents Smith and has mounted 
several exhibitions of his large-format oils. “I think it’s wholly allegorical. It shows the struggle 
between the natural world and the ever- encroaching human presence.” 
 
“That was the spark that initially set them off,” Smith says of his paintings. The fifty-three-year-old 
artist, who grew up on Cape Cod, migrated to Baton Rouge, Louisiana, in the late 1990s, when 
he became an art professor at Louisiana State University. “When I moved to Louisiana, I was 
amazed at the bird life,” he says. “They’re just everywhere. That kind of nature that was really 
mashed up against chemical plants and oil refineries; when the sun is setting on an oil refinery, 
and there are birds in a rain puddle in front of it…that can be a metaphor for lots of things.” 
Exhibitions of Smith’s work have hung in galleries throughout the South and beyond; this fall, a 
show at Soren Christensen will open in November, coinciding with a solo display of his paintings 
at the Appleton Museum of Art in Ocala, Florida, which will run through December. 
 
Sometimes the precarious circumstances of the birds Smith depicts seem obvious: In an oil on 
canvas called Fall Out (Night Heron), the subject perches on curlicue branches as ominously 
glowing oobleck rains out of a black sky. In End of Eden, a mix of avians pose in bare trees over 
a ghastly yellow wetland; in this garden, the serpents clearly have the upper hand. In other 
compositions, the narrative is subtler and more open to interpretation. In the six-by-eight-foot 
painting Long March, a mass of several dozen gorgeously colored birds appears to be heading  
 
somewhere in unison, focused on a common purpose. The effect is both comical and a bit 
eerie: If it’s a long march to extinction they’re on, they look determined to not go quietly. “It 
seems pretty clear that it’s an unnatural state,” Smith says. “They’re coming together to survive, I 
guess. I don’t want to say, survive from what. They’re just trying to hang on, as best they can. 
They’re trying to realign.” 
 
Although it is all but impossible to look at Smith’s paintings and not think of Audubon, Smith also 
cites a mix of other influences, from the abstract expressionist Willem de Kooning to the 
nineteenth-century Englishman Edward Lear, who is today best known for limericks and 
whimsical poems like “The Owl and the Pussycat” but who also produced bold illustrations of 
parrots and other birds. For the most part, Smith’s bird renderings are lifelike and accurate. While 
painting, he refers to stacks of field guides, magazines, and other source materials, and he 
frequently lights out in his kayak to jot down field notes and quick sketches. But he feels no 
obligation to make his paintings ornithologically correct. “A lot of the birds I paint are not real 
species,” he says. “A lot of them are kind of made up.” He’s not above pinning a fan of 
peacock feathers on a homely-looking vulture, for example, or sneaking some blue Twitter logos 
in among more conventional tweeters. 
 
“I think the viewer is confronted,” Spillman says, “and implicated in the birds’ plight. These are 
themes that definitely resonate down here, and I think the buzz around his work is growing.” 
 


