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Painting New York
Even though I’ve lived in and around New York for more than thirty years I am still acutely aware that it is not my
native city. It has made me leery of painting it. The outsider tends to see the heroic in New York, the grandeur,
power and physicality of its buildings, the glint of hard yellow light on granite and quartz. And then the sheer energy of the place with its seething crowds, its improbable mish-mash of races and cultures, its tireless movement
and noise, can seem so extreme as to lie beyond the possibility of painting at all. Others have tried. George Bellows probably did it best in some of his early paintings of lower Manhattan where the power of his brushing and
the almost brutal strength of his line succeeded in conjuring up a sense of both mass and movement. John Sloan,
Reginald Marsh and Isabel Bishop also took on the raw life of the place and its denizens. But this impetus has
long since died away.
My own adventure in painting New York began two years ago with a conversation I had with Thomas Jaeckel,
my art dealer and friend, following a successful exhibition of works I had made about my English childhood. He
remarked that the things I was painting about happened a long time ago in a place far away. Why, he asked, was
I not interested in making paintings that addressed my present life? At first I dismissed the idea, but it refused to
go away.
I began to think about my life in New York.
I lived for years on West End Avenue in a cavernous and dark ground floor apartment serenaded by passing fire
trucks and the noise of the lobby. I painted all day in the front room in sepulchral light watching the soot settle

onto my work, stifled by the ancient steam heat system. In the evenings my wife and I ate in Chinese restaurants
on upper Broadway in the days when they still poured tea on the plastic tablecloths to clean them up. For exercise I cycled round Central Park most days at a time when it was unkempt and somewhat dangerous. I usually
stopped to spend hour in the Metropolitan Museum which was then far from crowded and a great deal more
dusty and quaint than it is today. But then this was also a long time ago. These days I live outside the city and
travel in several times a week to teach at the School of Visual Arts. Much of my city experience is of art studios
and cheap eateries in Chelsea, of trips to galleries and exhibitions. I am much accustomed to pushing through
crowds at Grand Central Station, shopping for art supplies and rummaging through bookstores. I have also experienced my share of drama over the years including corpses on the street, riots, blackouts, looting, muggings and
madness. And like many New Yorkers I waiver between loving the place and loathing it. When I’m away for too
long I have the uncomfortable feeling that I might be missing something. When I am there I can find it oppressive
and overwhelming.
So then how to paint it? I had no wish to engage in the kind of intense topographical description that I used in my
early paintings of London. I felt I wanted to try to paint the inhabitants using the city. – to capture both people
and place. And to paint people in New York you have to paint a lot of them; it is a place above all of crowds,
mobs and throngs. Whether you are food shopping or lining up for a restaurant or teaching a class, you are
generally doing it in company of quite a few others. I began to look closely at people on the street, at how they
throng and move but the drama I was seeking to convey was often hard to spy in single scenes. I sketched and
photographed and took videos wondering how to show the ways in which New Yorkers interact with their city.
I soon realized that I would have to edit and restructure and I would have to be fanciful at times. Ordinary as
many of the scenes were, they would have to be rebuilt if they were to give up their magic. And then there were
things that I wanted to paint about that didn’t necessarily have a direct visual counterpart. For instance I meet a
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great many people who work in the financial industry but the intensity and competitiveness of that world is hard
to discern in the sight of suited figures sitting at desks. Or watching men and boys sail boats on the Central Park
boating pond is engaging and intriguing, but visually often rather restrained. Might I not be able to find away to
convey the imaginative intensity of the participants by veering away somewhat from the world of appearances?
So I determined to give myself some leeway. I would allow gesture to be exaggerated, settings to be rebuilt, and
elements to appear from my imagination if I felt the need. I tried to keep away from any sort of laborious realist
rendering as far as I could, adopting instead a direct painterly shorthand in which I reserved the right to get more
detailed when I felt it was warranted. In many ways all this was new territory for me, and I hope I will be forgiven
if the results are somewhat uneven.
Inevitably, taking on crowds has led me to a new appreciation of artists who have embraced the subject. Breughel the Elder, Hogarth and Rowlandson are just a few of the people whose work has come alive to me in a
new way. Breughel is particularly interesting for the way in which he animates each of his figures in a crowded
composition, giving them clearly readable movements and gestures. He also succeeded in conveying a sense of
his whole world, giving us a glimpse of a society interacting in complex and various ways and doing it with charm
and insight. Looking at his work we recognize life going on as it does and must. The artist has understanding and
affection for everybody in his works, for the dancers at the wedding and those who stand by chatting and scheming. For the dog under the table. I would never claim to put myself on the same footing as such a very great artist but I have learned an awful lot from him and I like to think that something of his outlook has found its way into
my version of New York.
And beyond all these things there is the life of the painting itself. It has always seemed to me that part of the
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pleasure of looking at many paintings is in sharing the artist’s joy of discovery. We may appreciate the skilled
crafting of some works, and admire sublime rendering skills or expressionist pyrotechnics. But what we respond
to most powerfully is revelation, the sense that the artist is discovering something new about the world, and that
it’s happening in front of us. As an artist it is only when I take on something of which I am not certain, something
that is perhaps not yet revealed to me, that I can have any hope of conveying this sense. How could I possibly
capture the throngs and mayhem, the diversity of action within the grand setting of Union Square? I had no idea
until I tried and the resulting painting still looks far from satisfactory to me. But I’m aware that it is probably its
very awkwardness that will attract the viewer, the lack of surety. So that I have become convinced that you paint
something best when you don’t know how to paint it. And the heartening thing about this is that as long as the
world seems exciting and interesting it will be possible to make exciting and interesting paintings about it.
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