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            ‘A THOUSAND DEATHS SURROUND US …’

            FOREWORD FOR GORDON

         

         I first met Gordon Burn twice: once on Dewsbury Market, in 1985, when I bought a second-hand copy of Somebody’s Husband, Somebody’s Son; and then in the Duke of York pub, in 2002, when we were introduced by our publisher. He was the writer I admired the most, the only one I had ever wanted to meet, and so I was tongue-tied. I was also very lucky, because Gordon became a friend.

         Damien Hirst knew Gordon much better and for much longer than I did. This book, Sex & Violence, Death & Silence, is not only about that relationship. However, that relationship, their friendship, is at the heart of this book. And so, on Wednesday 9 September 2009, at Science in London, I met Damien to talk about that relationship, their friendship.

         And to remember Gordon.

         DAVID PEACE: How did you first meet Gordon?

         DAMIEN HIRST: It was at the Saatchi Gallery. Rachel Whiteread was in a group show there and I’d gone down to see that. Gordon was writing something about Rachel. And so he just sort of turned up, and he was a Geordie and a bit of a lad. And Rachel said he was cool. Then later I think he got asked by the Guardian to do a follow-up piece where he wrote about me … 

         And what year was this?

         I’m really crap at dates; early nineties.

         But had you read Somebody’s Husband, Somebody’s Son or Alma Cogan?

         No, I’d not read any of the books, not come across them. But then I met him and really liked him and I went home to my missus and said, ‘I met this great guy today.’ And I invited him and Carol [Gorner, Gordon’s wife] over for dinner, and we all liked a bit of a booze-up. And I love snooker and I found out that he’d written that book [Pocket Money] about snooker. And then there was the Yorkshire Ripper book …

         That’s how I first came across Gordon’s writing: Somebody’s Husband, Somebody’s Son, the Yorkshire Ripper …

         That was when I was growing up. And I lived in Roundhay [in Leeds], so it was all around my house …

         Wilma McCann, Irene Richardson …

         Soldiers Fields and Canal Gardens. Two of the bodies. I cut through Canal Gardens that night, so I walked past where the body was. Without seeing the body. I used to sneak out the house at night. Nicking apples, hedge-jumping. So, on the way back home, I went through there. Canal Gardens. And then the next day it was cordoned off, police everywhere.

         So once you got to know Gordon, you found out he’d written that book?

         Well, he wrote about me, so I knew he was a writer, and so I sneakily went out and got the books and had a read. But then I just loved what he wrote about me. Because there’s just so much shit, isn’t there? With art writing. So much bollocks. People who’ve swallowed dictionaries. All that crap. And I just really loved Gordon, because everything he wrote, it was with real economy. But still very poetical, very lyrical. 

         Did he ever talk to you about how he became so fascinated with art, with writing about art?

         No, not really. But I always thought Gordon was really an artist in his own right. I think anything done well is art. And Gordon took it very seriously. He dragged it out of himself, almost like fucking carving it out of marble. Really hammered it around. And it had a form. But I suppose ‘economy’ is the best word. It just has this wonderful economy, his writing. And then there’s the cheekiness, and the humour. He has a dig at you as well …

         I remember him telling me, ‘Now your book’s being made into a film, you’re finished. It’ll all go to your head. All over now …’

         Like that with me. All the fucking time.

         How did the cover of Happy Like Murderers come about?

         Well, Gordon said to me that that was the kiss of death that cover. But I’d said to him, ‘You want something fucking eye-catching.’ And it’s called Happy Like Murderers, and it was when it was Acid House. And so I said, ‘You need a fucking smiley face on it. It’ll sell loads.’ And so Gordon went, ‘Will you do the cover?’ And he brought the ball in – he had that little ball, he found it somewhere, the dog found it – and so I just shot it in earth. But I think it was too gruesome really. I think we would have been better to have just had a yellow cover with a big fucking face on it. But then he always said to me, ‘Thanks for that, kiss of death, ruined that book for me, you did, your cover.’

         It is an incredible book …

         A very dark book. He came down and played me the tapes of Fred West being interviewed by the police. Stayed up till like six in the morning listening to them. Did my head in, six hours of them. And then he showed me the videos, the videos of Rose. Porn videos. But I think it was doing his head in, that’s  why he came down and showed them to me. He needed some company.

         Well, he said to me he’d never write about serial killers, murderers again after that. But that book, it puts you right inside that house, right inside their minds.

         Gordon always went really deep into all these things. All the things he wrote about. But I always thought art and crime were really close, too. The creative process, the creation aspect. Crime is creative.

         I think that connection was always there for Gordon, from Alma Cogan to this book [Sex & Violence, Death & Silence], especially in the pieces on Luc Tuymans, Gregor Schneider and, obviously, the court artists.

         And I always think you don’t need explanation. There’s a great thing Schnabel said in an interview once. He’d painted a leaf on a canvas. And it’s huge. And they asked him, ‘Why did you paint that leaf?’ And he said, ‘I just looked at it and I thought the veins of a leaf are like the veins of my arm.’ And I think those sorts of things – to make those sorts of comparisons, but to not have an opinion either way, whether it’s good or bad, but to just say, ‘Hey, don’t you think this is like that?’ – Gordon did a lot of that where you wouldn’t expect it, just to make people make connections.

         Where did the idea to do On the Way to Work come from?

         Well, we just started to do some interviews and didn’t really know when to stop. I think he was fascinated with the idea of ‘the artist against the world’.

         Punk rock …

         Well, you know Joe Strummer edited On the Way to Work for me? I was trying to edit it, go through all the stuff Gordon had  sent me. And Joe said, ‘I’ll read through it for you.’ And he took it home that night and brought it back the next day, and he’d gone through it and corrected it all: Rizla spelt wrong/Gary Hume won’t like this bit/Is Lucian Freud a friend of yours, because he won’t be after this. Joe didn’t do a lot. But Gordon could put in some quite edgy stuff. So Joe just protected the innocent a bit more. And so then I gave that transcript back to Gordon and he’s given it to the Tate. So they’ve got Gordon’s transcript with Joe’s corrections.

         What do you think of On the Way to Work now?

         Any time I ever do any public signings or anything like that, I always get students coming up with that book. And I love it. I just think it’s really down to earth. It’s honest. And that was why Gordon was brilliant. He could take something. He could rebuild it. With this economy again. But he just gets to the nub of it, without doing too much to it, without too much interference. Just occasionally, here and there, he’d make one of my answers his question, to make it flow better. To make it into this really great thing. Because you know, the truth is, when you’re in those battered states, like I was in when we were doing those interviews, people run a mile. You don’t really want to listen to what they have to say. So he managed to dig all that out of it. He takes out all the irrelevant stuff. Makes a very few changes. Just to make it seem real. To get to the point.

         Gordon wrote a lot of Born Yesterday in Rome, and I was over there for a couple of days and I went round to see him and Carol in this little room they had at the British School there. And he had all these notes and things spread out all over the room: there was all the Madeleine McCann stuff; the cover of Fullalove [Gordon’s second novel]. And one of the other things was your skull – For the Love of God. He seemed obsessed with it … 

         Well, I’d asked him to do some more of the interviews, but he’d said, ‘We’ve done all that. We’ve said it all. You’re all washed up. Fuck off.’ And I know he preferred the beginning of my career. But after the Diamond Skull, he came back to me and said, ‘We should do some more interviews.’ And I said, ‘I thought you didn’t want to do any more?’ And he goes, ‘Well, that was before you did the Diamond Skull, you’re good again now.’ And I thought, ‘Fuck it, let’s do some then.’

         And how many did you do?

         Just one. About the new paintings. But it’s in two halves really. First half he just came out with, ‘Have you ever seen a dead body?’ He just went straight in like that, and we just talked about death. About my friend who’d killed himself. About the tree he hung himself from. And then about halfway through we talk about the paintings. But it’s still all about death. Very intense. Very heavy shit.

         And what’s happened to it?

         I’m going to use it, some of it, in the catalogue for my new show [Nothing Matters].

         But there would have been a lot more interviews then?

         I don’t know if there would have been a lot more. I always wanted to do more than he did. But he’d go, ‘Done enough now. You’re repeating yourself.’

         I think it was Anselm Kiefer who said he painted because he couldn’t write; did you ever think there was a part of Gordon that wrote because he couldn’t paint?

         I never saw him as a frustrated painter, no. But I suppose – because he created worlds that were inward, that get inside your head – I suppose there was, not an envy, but a kind of delight in seeing people who created things outside. But  Gordon was an artist. And reading anything he wrote, it was a breath of fresh air. Because he was better than anyone else.

         I don’t think Gordon knew how good a writer he was.

         I don’t either.

         There’s that bit, at the end of On the Way to Work, where you say, ‘Everybody wants to be remembered.’ And Gordon says, ‘I don’t.’ And you say, ‘That’s lucky, because you probably won’t be.’ But he will be, won’t he? He won’t get his wish …

         Yeah. Exactly [laughs].

         So what do you think he’d have made of this? Us talking about him?

         He’d have hated it. He’d have said, ‘Shut up. Have a fucking beer.’ 

      

   


   
      
         

            INTRODUCTION

         

         I was late getting on the bandwagon. Feeling disengaged from the London art world of the late eighties and more interested in what was happening in fiction – I was writing a novel – I didn’t see it coming.

         I didn’t know that Freeze had happened in Docklands, and I didn’t see Damien Hirst’s In & Out of Love show with the living and dead butterflies at Woodstock Street in central London in the dog days of Thatcherism, in 1991. The lease on The Birds, the East End shop run by Sarah Lucas and Tracey Emin, was already up by the time I read about it in an early issue of Frieze magazine, which launched in July 1991 with a lovely/revolting Hirst butterfly painting on the cover.

         And then, in early 1992, something every home-bound writer measuring out the days in cups of tea and faraway gazes through the window hopes will happen, happened: the phone rang with a commission that was an invitation to parachute into an interesting and previously unsuspected world.

         It wasn’t like I was being asked to go and live with the bushmen of the Kalahari: the art world was reasonably familiar territory. I had interviewed David Hockney a handful of times, the first in 1971, at his homes in England and California; I knew some of his contemporaries – Patrick Caulfield, Peter Blake, John Hoyland – well enough to regard as friends. I had shared my life with a painter at that point for nearly twenty years. 

         But the London art world of those days was a village – a well-tended hamlet of a few dozen souls who, with one or two notable exceptions, kept their gardens, went to openings on Tuesdays, and did nothing to scare the horses. There was an overriding feeling that there was something vulgar about seeking success or money overtly. ‘The English preferred to lose gracefully than win vulgarly,’ Michael Craig-Martin, the American artist who taught many of the YBA generation at Goldsmiths, noted of the time before Hirst and his confederacy were loosed on the world. He added: ‘But today they’re as aggressive and outspoken as they were in the eighteenth century, and Damien is part of that.’

         I remember at the photocall for Young British Artists 1 at the Saatchi Gallery that, while everybody else arrived through the street door, Hirst made his entrance from behind the door of the administration offices marked ‘Private’. Peals of laughter followed him and, when the photographer had got the artists standing where he wanted them, Rachel Whiteread said to Damien: ‘I’ll kill you if you make me laugh.’ He was wearing very expensive shoes (probably borrowed) and no socks. He had a trick of carrying a £50 note with him in those days which no taxi driver or barman ever wanted to ‘break’. I grew used to seeing it appearing from and then disappearing back into his wallet, growing a waxy lustre through non-use.

         The next day I was astonished when he palmed a ping-pong ball that was bobbing on a column of air in a gallery at the Institute of Contemporary Arts and stuck it in his mouth. It was part of a sculpture, but it was his sculpture, and he was therefore free to do with it what he liked. I Want to Spend the Rest of My Life Everywhere, With Everyone, One to One, Always, Forever, Now, it was called. Great title. All the titles were good, well judged without being over-poetic and unusual at a time  when every painting and piece of sculpture you came across seemed to be called Untitled.

         He liked Larkin, it turned out, and had an enviable facility with words, so that he could be funny and ‘deep’ and casually conversational at the same time. ‘I sometimes feel I have nothing to say, I often want to communicate this,’ was one of the clever things I remember him saying at the time. ‘There are regular moments in the art world where something has been invented and no one knows if it’s good or bad. How fantastic is that? Whenever art’s been good, it’s always changed the notion of what art is.’

         At that second meeting I also got an inkling of how ferociously competitive he can be. As soon as I gave him a copy of my novel Alma Cogan, which had just been shortlisted for Whitbread Book of the Year, he hared off out of the bar at the ICA and came tearing back with a copy of the catalogue for his show – his first catalogue – and a badge which was a picture of him with a dental retractor in his mouth. ‘I told him how cheeky and arrogant he was,’ Rachel Whiteread said of their first meeting, in a pub in 1985, ‘because he was trying to take over the world – and he hadn’t made anything!’

         In some respects, this book can be read as a study twice over of how artists come to prominence with their friends and contemporaries, and what happens next. The first generation is the one associated with Royal College Pop and the cool, ‘uptown’ Pop attitude – David Hockney, Derek Boshier and their contemporaries. The second is the group that will probably be known, even into arteriosclerotic old age, as the YBAs. In the chapter on the Brixton Breakers I quote the view of a former director of the Tate, Sir Alan Bowness, that most truly original new work is the result of group activity, and that no great art has ever emerged out of a non-competitive situation. ‘On the contrary,’ Bowness writes, ‘it is the fiercely competitive environment in which the young artist finds himself that drives him to excel … Artists who emerge from such a situation do not have a consistency of style, … but there is a consistency of purpose. They want to get to the top.’

         The YBAs were famous for their recreational excesses and unflagging high spirits; for their brash, all-out, occasionally delinquent, try-anything ambition and energy; for – it is an expression that now seems to sum up the nineties – fearlessly ‘caning it’. The remarkable thing, as I discovered over time, is that they were always at work. No matter how apparently blitzed or blasted, nothing was lost on them. Wozzed or wasted, they were always in the studio. ‘When they’re pissed,’ as the London dealer Sadie Coles told me, ‘that’s when they’re often talking about ideas.’

         Every week, it seemed, for the whole of 1992, in some pub or at some party, squeezed into a taxi or across a restaurant table, I made the acquaintance of yet another young, original intelligence whose experience of the world had just been, or was in the process of being, translated into a piece of work which – often with a minimum amount of intervention on the artist’s part – seemed to suck in the psyche of the times. A rough rule seemed to be that the less the artist’s hand was detectable in the finished object, the more resounding its presence in the world. This certainly seemed to me to be the case with Ghost, Whiteread’s cast of the inside of a dismal bedsit in Muswell Hill; with the Dolphin paintings, Gary Hume’s series of unnervingly blank hospital doors; Sarah Lucas’s scabrous female anatomy, Two Fried Eggs and a Kebab; Pimp, Gavin Turk’s hearse-like, bible-black skip; Michael Landy’s Market; Marcus Harvey’s Myra; Tracey Emin’s Bed; Anya Gallaccio’s Stroke, with its ‘dirty’, chocolate-coated walls. 

         What these works all have in common is that they convey the illusion of the visual facts of popular life passing into art without being distorted or deformed in any way. They are all tuned in to the human pulse that beats beneath urban squalor and point the way to the muted beauty that often lurks in the tawdry, vulgar and even grotesque.

         Asked to describe the kind of background he came from, Damien Hirst said: ‘No electricity, gas cut off, that kind of thing. Lots of police, burglaries, naughty past.’ That was another thing that appealed to me about Hirst and his friends: many of them came from nothing and seemed, at the time I first met them, to be en route to a place nobody had ever quite been before. Hirst was often referred to as ‘the new David Hockney’, and the ‘Cool Britannia’ nineties have been routinely compared to the London of the Swinging Sixties, when British contemporary art appeared in a mass-cultural landscape for the first time. But Pop art was famously about ‘liking things’, as Warhol once said. The first American Pop artists, like their English counterparts, were looking outward at the world around them rather than focusing on their emotional reactions to it. They were among the first to understand the desire of consumers to change their lives through the purchase of clean, manufactured commodities. YBA, on the other hand, was more interested in the dirt that accrues beneath the laminate surface of shiny things. Its artists were drawn to abject and degraded materials, to the banal and dejected, to signifiers of death and decay. The trick, though, was to tell it in a jaunty, unportentous, offhand, unliterary – anti-literary – way.

         They collectively came up with a language that was an action upon the real rather than a discourse of abstractions (taxonomies, idealisations) about it. Their special perception was that cheap language and cheap materials didn’t have to  equal cheap thinking, any more than a sonorous statement couched in the language of the academy made it necessarily worth hearing. And then there were the drugs.

         Three days after meeting Damien Hirst for the first time, he invited us for dinner at the flat where his American girlfriend Maia was living in Waterloo. It was a small flat and a lively party. He had cooked food for about twenty people, who included several Goldsmiths contemporaries, as well as Marcus Harvey and Hugh Allan, two friends from Leeds who had also been Goldsmiths students, plus some young collectors and Richard Shone from Burlington Magazine. (Shone was among the rock-solid Establishment figures who, protesting that it was too far, they were busy people, Hirst had had taxied from Mayfair to the Freeze show in deepest Docklands in 1988.) Drugs were probably on the go – what did I know? What struck me most forcibly at the time was the music. It was the Beatles. It wasn’t acid house or trance or whatever might have been fashionable just then. It was Rubber Soul and Abbey Road and everybody knew all the words. Revolver and the White Album, the mop-tops non-stop. Damien did his trick of writing all the Beatles’ autographs in perfect facsimile. (A bit later, I got him to do it for Peter Blake, and watched him – as I, and so many others, had by then – fall under the Damien spell; he was hooked for life.) And then he did his other trick, which over the years I would come to recognise as a sign that the evening was moving up to another level: he put on Queen and bellowed along with Freddie Mercury the song he had chosen as a personal anthem: Don’t stop me now! Because I’m having a good time, having a good time! … There was a lot of kissing and group-hugging and monkeying around, but I had never heard of Es and didn’t know what ‘loved-up’ meant. It’s probably fair to say, though, that it was the key to what a lot of the art of that  time was about, and the cornerstone of the artists’ unquenchable self-belief and group solidarity, all linked together in friendship and rivalry.

         I have a clear memory of sitting on a church step late at night and being coached by Damien Hirst, sixteen years my junior, in the dos and don’ts of drugging. He was using a credit card to chop out a quantity of cocaine on a mirror. The cocaine had been brought to our table at Green Street, a fashionable, recently opened club in Mayfair. It was in a matchbox with Craigie Aitcheson’s Green Street logo of a lovely little Bedlington terrier on the cover. Rule one, I remember, was to always flush the toilet in a cubicle where the drug had been taken. Rule two was to check the nostrils for tell-tale deposits prior to re-entry into polite society.

         Some time later his girlfriend, and my friend by then, Maia Norman, would tell me that Damien worried that I had been corrupted by him. But I hadn’t. I don’t think I had, not in that way. I didn’t have a cocaine habit and never bought any from a dealer. I haven’t been near cocaine for years.

         ‘Hirst hagiographer’ is a phrase I have seen used against me in print more than once. (The dictionary definition of hagiography is ‘a book about someone that describes them as better than they really are’.) And my blood was chilled when I read Brian Sewell’s review of Visiting Picasso: The Notebooks and Letters of Roland Penrose in the London Evening Standard just as I was starting to think about writing this Introduction. ‘The book reveals Penrose to have been less the far-sighted hero-intellectual who introduced Picasso to a British public’, Sewell concluded, ‘than an unctuous, self-serving sycophant willing to endure any humiliation rather than lose his position as Picasso’s lickspittle.’ Did my ears burn!

         But some of the best writing about British artists in recent  times has been the result of fond rather than adversarial relationships: Lawrence Gowing on Lucian Freud; David Sylvester and Michel Leiris on Francis Bacon; Robert Hughes on Frank Auerbach; Marco Livingstone on Patrick Caulfield; Matthew Collings on Sarah Lucas. In a different area, it would be difficult to argue, for example, that Michael Billington’s insights into Harold Pinter’s preoccupations and working practices would have been sharpened by not knowing him, or that Kenneth Tynan would have written more illuminatingly about Laurence Olivier had the critic never darkened the great actor’s door. Such relationships, transactional in many ways, nevertheless (as Gowing wrote about Freud) provide ‘the chance to isolate and savour a sense of what is intimate and unintended in people [and become] more responsive to the genuine, unwilled oddness that human nature and capacity, left to fulfil themselves, do not conceal’.

         As the first page of this Introduction makes clear, I by no means write exclusively about art. I also write about subjects such as notorious British killers (Somebody’s Husband, Somebody’s Son and Happy Like Murderers), snooker and football (Pocket Money and Best & Edwards), as well as many monographs and catalogue essays, plus three novels which range widely over all of these interests: Alma Cogan, for example, includes meditations on the role of Myra Hindley in the British psyche (Marcus Harvey acknowledges it as one of the starting points for his painting Myra) as well as a (made-up) catalogue entry for Peter Blake’s (non-existent) portrait of the fifties singer, Cogan, in store at Tate Britain.

         It wasn’t planned, but I seem to have ended up working in that place that Robert Rauschenberg first identified more than half a century ago – ‘in the gap between art and life’. My non-fiction is influenced by developments in the novel, and the  same applies in reverse. More than most British writers, I think, I am open to the experience of art as an influence on what I do. My second novel, Fullalove, for instance, about a hack tabloid reporter, draws heavily on the ‘dirty’ toy pieces of Mike Kelley and Christian Boltanski’s portraits of missing and murdered children, among others.

         I am fortunate in that many of the artists included in this book are friends. I tend to look to shows, and art catalogues, rather than to mainstream publishing, for stimulation (direction, really) and ideas. I feel that visual artists are consistently ahead of most writers in sensing significant shifts in how we think and see.

      

   


   
      
         

            1 BRITISH ART

            from Francis Bacon to Gilbert and George
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            FRANCIS BACON

         

         
            His subject matter is still man in the horror of his isolation – naked and obscene on a studio couch, or grinning baboon-like from behind a desk … But after the initial shock, one begins to feel on almost friendly terms with the creatures in his zoo. It may be an ugly, obscene and terrifying world, but it is also a deeply human one.

         

         It is hard to read the American poet John Ashbery’s review of Francis Bacon’s 1963 Tate retrospective today without thinking of the menagerie currently being fed and watered in the forensically over-illuminated, bread-and-circuses Big Brother house. Conversely, it is impossible to watch Lea, the sex-hungry, cartoonishly enhanced, single mum from the Midlands, Pete, the Tourette’s sufferer, forever rabbit-punching himself in the throat and involuntarily ejaculating the word ‘wanker’, or Nikki, the prating Essex diva, and not be reminded of the grotesques in a typical Bacon painting, their faces bloated with laughter or twisted into a scream.

         The correspondences from time to time have been eerie. ‘Devil woman’ Grace flinging a glass of water in the face of ‘golden girl’ Suzie as she was evicted was an almost literal transcription of Bacon’s 1965 painting After Muybridge – Woman Emptying Bowl of Water and Paralytic Child on all Fours: the ribbon of glittering water in each carries the same sting of surprise. Lea in extremis – teeth bared, nostrils flared, war-paint smeared – bears a strong resemblance to one of Bacon’s (and Lucian Freud’s) favourite models, Henrietta Moraes. (From different backgrounds, and belonging to different eras, the two women have more in common than just physical appearance. Moraes once came across the photographer John Deakin selling the gynaecologically explicit pictures he had taken of her as an aide-memoire for Francis Bacon to sailors in a Soho pub. Lurid pictures taken of Lea Walker before she went into the Big Brother house were recently published in the Sunday Sport.)

         The simultaneously claustrophobic and voyeuristically transparent spaces of the Channel 4 house are suggestive of the modern, vaguely threatening, cell-like rooms in which Bacon habitually isolates his figures, ‘putting them before us’, as a critic once noted, ‘as the lepidopterist puts a new specimen on a pin’.

         The diary room, where Big Brother contestants are encouraged to drop their game-faces and give vent to whatever extremes of rage or elation or vindictiveness the producers can coax from them, shares the mean dimensions of the cages or boxes – David Sylvester referred to them as the ‘spaceframes’ – which hold the screaming popes and cardinals that Bacon famously painted during the fifties. The only furniture in the diary room this time round is a ludicrously ornate, button-backed gold leather chair which (resist it or not) invites comparison with the thrones in which the snarling primate-popes of Bacon (Study after Velázquez, 1950; Portrait of Pope, 1957–8, in this current show) are trapped.

         The drawing of parallels between the participants in a reality TV show and the subjects in the paintings of an artist who has been credited with ‘reinventing the human head’ and who, during his lifetime, prompted major works by the French structuralist thinkers Roland Barthes, Gilles Deleuze and Michel Leiris, among others, is less facetious than it might at first appear. 

         Bacon’s overriding preoccupation was with what he liked to call ‘the brutality of fact’. ‘I would like my pictures to look as if a human being had passed between them, like a snail,’ he once said, ‘leaving a trail of the human presence and memory trace of past events, as the snail leaves its slime.’

         Throughout his life, he liked to remember that Sigmund Freud kept in his possession a set of particularly horrendous photographs from the Viennese police archives; Bacon himself was welcomed as a visitor to the Black Museum at Scotland Yard on more than one occasion. His fascination with diseases of the mouth (‘I like the glitter and colour that comes from the mouth, and I’ve always hoped in a sense to be able to paint the mouth like Monet painted a sunset’) and with medical plates showing the body being positioned for X-ray are part of the foundation myth. His ambition, he said, was ‘to make the animal thing come through the human’. And he did this in any number of pictures of men seated in interiors wearing City suits, as Sylvester once remarked.

         It is a source of excitement to art students still that Bacon was a keen collector of photographic images that most people would turn away from, showing the inevitable course of decay and death, and that violence of subject matter was fundamental to his own art.

         He spent his life tearing pictures out of newspapers and magazines – he was particularly drawn to images of predatory wildlife and sportsmen, especially boxers – and then discarding them on the studio floor where, over the decades, they turned into a sort of involuntary visual resource; a kind of painterly mulch. ‘Bacon values the photograph as a source of significant falsehood, and he values it as a source of exact information about incidents to which he has not had direct access,’ his friend, the former New York Times art critic John Russell,  once wrote. ‘But above all he values it as a way of breaking back into reality; or, equally, of taking reality by surprise.’

         This, of course, was one of the earliest uses to which photography had been put: the camera was quickly seen as a way of creeping up on truth, catching the naked shaking animal unawares and off guard; it was seized on as a way of making statements about the fugitive nature of human beings. Fox Talbot’s wife called the first cameras ‘mousetraps’ – little wooden boxes set down to capture flattened objects and stilled lives. ‘Would Lisa please come to the diary room!’

         According to Russell in his 1971 book on the artist, Bacon had to wait until he turned sixty to fulfil an ambition of several years’ standing by putting a camera into a painting and characterising it as vividly as any of its human co-participants. Triptych – Studies from the Human Body (1970) is one of a dozen triptychs in the unprecedentedly blue-chip show which opened this week at the Gagosian Gallery. (Before it went up, there was as much excitement about how much it had cost to bring these paintings to London – they have been insured for around £400 million, it’s rumoured – and the motives behind Larry Gagosian mounting what is, on paper at least, a non-selling show as there was about the opportunity of seeing the most substantial body of Bacon’s work since the Hayward Gallery retrospective in 1998.)

         The camera in the 1970 triptych is an old-fashioned one standing on three timber legs, with goggle-like lenses which approximate the uglified, gouged-out faces so characteristic of the people in Bacon’s paintings. It has been suggested that the camera here has a symbolic role: that it stands for the faculty, much prized by Bacon, of impartial observation – it sees all, and comments on nothing. But it seems to me possible that its inclusion was intended as a rejoinder to John Berger, who, the  previous year, had published an essay linking the decline of the painted portrait with the rise of photography, and in which he baldly stated that ‘it seems to me unlikely that any important portraits will ever be painted again’.

         ‘The talent once involved in portrait painting can be used in some other way to serve a more urgent, modern function,’ Berger wrote. ‘[In all painted portraits] the sitter, somewhat like an arranged still life, becomes subservient to the painter. Finally it is not his personality or his role which impress us but the artist’s vision.’ Bacon, as Berger would certainly have been aware, preferred to work from photographs of friends or models rather than have the person come to the studio to sit for him. ‘They inhibit me,’ he once admitted. ‘If I like them, I don’t want to practise before them the injury that I do to them in my work. I would rather practise the injury in private by which I think I can record the fact of them more clearly.’

         The Gagosian show contains at least one authentically ‘important’ painting: Triptych May–June 1973 records in an austere, unflinching way the death, alone in his hotel room, of Bacon’s lover and companion, George Dyer. This ‘document about pain’, as it has been described – the protagonist’s pain, the artist’s pain – is a work whose details are local and personal; it is an expression of felt, rather than operatic, grief.

         However, just as the Big Brother contestants’ tearful, disfiguring reactions are usually out of all proportion to what has caused them – Richard has eaten all the cornflakes, Lea has been bitching about Nikki behind her back – so the passages of existential angst in Bacon’s painting too often can seem excessive and embarrassingly worked up – at best formulaic, at their worst merely camp.

         In many ways he was a victim as well as a beneficiary of his  historical moment. He had his first solo show at the Hanover Gallery in London in 1949, the year that Cyril Connolly, in the last-ever issue of Horizon, declared that ‘it is closing time in the gardens of the West and from now on an artist will be judged only by the resonance of his solitude or the quality of his despair’.

         Throughout his life, Bacon refused the interpretations of his work which imputed to it a ‘message’ about the Cold War atmosphere of postwar Europe, full of menace, guilt, disquiet, doubt, a sense of nearness to death. He insisted that what stirred him was the private realm, ‘the vulnerability of the human situation’: ‘I’m just trying to make images as accurately off my nervous system as I can. I don’t even know what half of them mean. I’m not saying anything … I’ve always been more interested in what is called “behaviour” and “life” than in art.’ Nevertheless, the label of chief interpreter of the morally and spiritually bankrupt, post-atrocity universe is the one he was stuck with.

         At the same time, the flamboyant figure he cut in the drinking clubs of Soho and the gambling rooms of the West End, his refusal to disguise or apologise for his homosexuality, and a commitment to living, according to the Picasso formula, like a poor man with a lot of money, gave Bacon a personal glamour, and a media presence, that no other British artist had ever had. Plus he talked a good painting. The conversations he recorded with David Sylvester between 1962 and 1986 are one of the great documents of twentieth-century art.

         Some years ago the New Yorker writer Adam Gopnik credited Bacon with a tendency in young international art to which he gave the name the ‘High Morbid Manner’ – ‘a detached, distanced, oddly smiling presentation of violence … the macabre fragment, the tortured videos, the cryptic neon signs  … that new kind of ghostly, frozen, remote look at death and suffering’.

         The ‘Conversations’ are probably more greedily pored over by art students today than Bacon’s work, which, far from being affectless or frozen, presently (post-Nauman, post-Hirst, post-Chapmans) seems overcooked, shouty, despairing and fetishising of death in a dated way.

         2006
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            DAVID HOCKNEY

         

         In David Hockney’s living room on a Saturday afternoon, Henry Geldzahler was sleeping, slumped into the coffee-cream leather settee, his mouth sagged open and his belly rising and falling inside a tasselled and faded extra-large-size, grey and green old-time cowboy shirt.

         The international edition of the Herald Tribune was crumpled on the floor between his stockinged feet, its centrefold sloping into the air, exactly the way it had landed as it slipped through his fingers in mid-sentence just as his eyelids dropped slowly, uncontrollably shut. Four and a half inches of cigar, the very best Havana, were smouldering into ash on a curved-edge glass tray.

         Henry Geldzahler, late of Yale, the Sorbonne, the Ecole de Louvre, and Harvard Graduate School of Fine Arts, dozing on a Saturday afternoon in David Hockney’s flat in a side street in Notting Hill, sweet-dreaming away the day.

         Two doors away, down at street level, there’s a milk machine and an accumulated stack of red plastic milk crates and a shop showing too-real rows of purple plastic grapes suspended, like the plantains, the onions and the packs of ladies’ tights, from meat hooks. At the far end of the street, at the Powis Square end, where they filmed the outside shots for Performance and where the demonstrations take place – Women’s Lib, Gay Lib, Black Power, Child Power – there’s a soot-blackened line of triangular flags suspended between buildings and one slogan, sprayed bold along the length of a wall: RISING UP ANGRY.

         Two blocks away, on Portobello Road, David Hockney is pushing a way through the press of people in the market, two awkward brown boxes strung together under his arm, weaving and dodging and moving too fast to notice the shrugs and nudges, the grins and the enquiring glances. Isn’t he … famous?

         ‘David’s expecting you? He won’t be long. He’s just gone out to do some shopping.’ Henry Geldzahler, an associate curator in the Department of American Painting and Sculpture at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, had just finished rubbing the sleep out of his eyes when the doorbell rang. Already, though, Wagner was back on the stereo, the Tribune was neatly folded on the settee, his slippers were back on his feet (temporarily) and a fresh ramrod cigar was glowing red, wedged securely in his lips.

         On the glass table running the length of the settee four dozen or more broken-backed tulips, drooped and fatigued, are splayed open like part of an autumn set piece for Dr Zhivago. Straight ahead, on the fireplace wall, a large monochrome Hockney print of irises in a slim pewter vase is hanging over a single, flaccid yolk-yellow tulip, propped up in the very same vase. Across the other side of the table and obliquely angled to it, just so, there’s the tubular chair Sir David Webster nodded off to sleep in, day after day, during the sittings for his Covent Garden retirement portrait.

         ‘Yes, he had to go out for some food. We suddenly decided to have a small luncheon party tomorrow. Ossie – Ossie Clark – phoned about an hour ago from Delhi to say that he’s arriving back in London at ten-thirty tomorrow morning. We’ll  pick him up at the airport … That drawing there is one David did of Celia, Ossie’s wife.’

         Among the collection on the wall facing the windows there’s a painting of a teenage boy by Patrick Procktor, one of Richard Hamilton’s Guggenheim prints, Two Pyramids (for David Hockney) by Peter Blake and a drawing of Hockney with a young boy, hung high in a perfectly round frame. Otherwise the walls and the floor are flat, beige, anonymous, as they often are in the paintings.

         ‘Some tea? In England I find tea so refreshing … Or take a quick nap if you like. David shouldn’t be long.’

         Hockney when he arrives pushes through the door suddenly in a jaunty mood, and makes straight for the bowl of tired tulips on the table. ‘Come with me,’ he says, consciously camping it up a bit, ‘while I arrange me flowers.’

         In the kitchen, he jerks the elastic bands off two boxfuls of daffodils and tulips and distributes the flowers unceremoniously around three bowls, a few dozen pushed into each. The flowers start Hockney talking about the country.

         ‘Oh God, I don’t know how Peter Blake can take it down in his signal box, never seeing strangers from one week’s end to the other. I could never live in the country. Chekhov put me off that for life, didn’t he you?’ Henry pulls open the fridge door and extracts another ramrod Havana, chuckling.

         Slumped on the drawing-room floor in odd socks, bashed-up sneakers, baggy jeans and an old washed-out yellow sweatshirt Hockney looks immediately comfortable. By propping himself up against the wall instead of positioning his body strategically in the furniture, he’s ruined what he’d probably call the poetics of the room, fouled up the spatial dynamics in one move, and transformed the general air of straight-backed austerity into one of slippered, low-gear luxury. Just lying  there on the floor, drawing deeply on a slim panatella, surrounded by all that not-a-thread-out-of-place order, he looks so … messy, and at ease.

         It’s all his, everything in the room, and, like the kid-liquorice specs and his champagne-ice hair, it’s part of him, it fits him naturally. Even the gold toothpick dangling from the golden chain round his neck is very definitely non-chi-chi.

         He owns the whole house now, but he never wanted to. It was more or less a case of buy or get kicked out, he says, so naturally he bought. He’s lived up there on the second floor in the same flat for ten years, ever since he left the Royal College of Art, and through the years the place has just changed with him, become bigger, and bit by bit more sleek.

         When his mother first came visiting from Bradford she thought he’d brought her to a slum, and even now the dim stone stairs leading up from the front door are only covered in bare, faded lino. They echo just like they’ve always done.

         ‘Round here somehow it’s – I don’t know how to put it – it’s a lot nicer. Somehow the people are a bit different. What I mean is, I like it. An’ I’d hate the idea, as I earned more money and things like that, of actually moving out to Belgrave Square. I mean, it just wouldn’t suit me at all.’

         In the first few minutes, back in the kitchen, he’d let me know in a very friendly way that he’d been trying to put me off coming. What he would like now, after ten years, is a bit more peace and a measure of anonymity. Which is why he’s changed his telephone number and is closing his door to the press.

         ‘I’m always slightly taken aback if people talk to me in the street because, somehow, I always think of the audience for painting as being very small. You know, there’s not all that many people interested in it, although I am aware that my painting has more popular appeal than say, that of Reinhardt or a rather  severe abstract artist, simply because I use things that appeal to people. I mean I use happiness, sadness, things like that, which always have a broader appeal than severity or toughness. But, you see, I don’t think I ever cultivated an image. I think other people did, an’ that’s why, at the minute, I’d like a bit of quiet … just so that the people would look at my work and not me.’

         His face had loosened up over the last few words and he smiled. ‘There’s all kinds of complicated implications involved in being known as an artist, things you never think of. Like all the people on this street, little Joan across in the dry cleaners. I mean, she always knew I was an artist and she sees things in the newspapers, yet she’d probably never recognise a painting of mine if she saw one. She wouldn’t know it. Occasionally she comes for tea so then she’ll look at them, but that’s all.

         ‘Y’see, in the interests of anonymity, I have thought about letting me hair get back to its normal colour an’ changin’ me glasses an’ all that, reverting, but then I thought, well, it suits me! An’ somehow – it might be cowardice on my part, I don’t know – it would be a tiny bit like going back to Bradford, which I couldn’t do. I know that’s what I looked like then.’

         Henry Geldzahler had fished out a copy of the catalogue to Hockney’s 1970 exhibition at the Whitechapel Gallery and it was still lying on the settee where he’d left it. Hockney scooped it up and flipped through to the back pages to a black and white reproduction less than two inches square, of a self-portrait he painted when he was sixteen and just starting out at Bradford College of Art: a grey, miserable boy, with a pudding-basin haircut and National Health specs, perched on the edge of a bed in a dingy room, staring dead ahead, straight out of the canvas. ‘Oh yeah, it’s accurate all right. Actually Henry there, who you were talking to before I arrived, is always trying to get me to do another one … I think I might do it.’ 

         But Bradford? ‘I’ve nothing against Bradford but I knew I wouldn’t want to stay, even when I was sixteen I knew I could never live there. I only go to see my parents now, and if they weren’t there I don’t suppose I’d ever go.

         ‘I suppose I was interested in art long before I went to grammar school. You know, as a child one looks at pictures in a book – in Bradford it must have been a book because there’s no really good pictures to look at – and I suppose, instinctively and intuitively, you realise it’s a way of communicating a feeling. And I suppose – this is my analysis of it – then you think you could do it, you could respond in that way and make the marks on the paper to show somebody else a feeling or an idea.

         ‘Although maybe I was a bit different. Because when I was, say, nine and somebody asked me what I wanted to be, I would say, an artist, whereas my brothers would probably have said “I don’t know”. So that makes a difference if you know what you want to do. I mean, most people all their lives never know what they want to do really, and never ever find out, and that’s life’s tragedy.’

         At school though they can knock feelings like that out of you; they tried and he fought back. ‘A terrible, terrible school. I hated it. In my area it was sissy to go to a grammar school and I felt a bit alone. To be truthful, I think they always saw me as something of an oddity but now I suppose they think I’m very successful and if they think that they’ll excuse anything – a sort of artistic Jimmy Savile.

         ‘I remember about ten years ago in Bradford I was walking down the street and I overheard one of the neighbours saying to another, “Oo, look, ’e’s back again, and ’is brothers did so well, you know.” Idle Jack back from London. It’s just, I suppose, what little people are like, who live little, ordered, quiet lives … 

         ‘I always responded to literature, it was a nice world which helped you escape; through literature you know there’s another world besides Bradford, you know how people are feeling elsewhere … through literature and through films, mostly.’

         Meanwhile, two gangling young men had arrived unexpectedly for tea and David had sent them off to look for Henry. ‘I used to give great big tea parties on Saturdays, but the last one I gave I invited about … well I invited thirty-two, but you know, people bring other people, so about sixty turned up. Well, it was chaos! Not everybody could have a cup of tea, so I stopped giving them. Now I shall probably start again. I quite like giving teas because I don’t really cook an’ it’s easy to make tea, isn’t it?’

         Glancing up from the opposite side of the street most days, you’re likely to catch the thick black outline of Hockney’s glasses moving behind the white slatted blinds hanging at his studio window along to the right, directly above a tobacco warehouse. He spends a lot of time there because he says it’s the place he feels most at home. As you’d expect, the room is dominated by works in progress, stacked up against walls, but just inside the door, on the left, there’s a large sideways-on photograph of a naked boy in a carefully lit young Adonis pose, and over by the work table in the window recess there’s a double colour portrait of the same boy. In one panel he’s standing in white briefs and in the other he’s wearing only jeans, unbuttoned to reveal the first half-inch of pubic hair. In both pictures the boy has Hockney’s gold toothpick round his neck. Peter Schlesinger was in David Hockney’s drawing class three years ago at the University of California in Los Angeles (UCLA). Now he’s a student at the Slade and his name’s on the front door. 

         ‘The real reason I went to California at all,’ Hockney said, ‘was that it was sexy. It wasn’t the art that attracted me. I thought it was going to be full of very beautiful boys, which it is, but they all looked alike, which is a bit of a drag when you finally view it. Which is why I’m not in California now. Believe me, it’s no paradise. But for a time it was interesting. The whole world there interested me a great deal, but after a while you get bored. I mean, life wasn’t quite complicated enough to keep an interest going, so really that’s why I left and came back to live here.’

         In the largest of the new canvases, another California swimming pool set-up, Peter is standing on the edge of the pool, fully dressed, looking down at a swimmer under the water, drifting towards him. ‘When I was in Bradford,’ Hockney has said, ‘I was sexually naive. Now in London sex is much more important. I have a relationship with this boy that’s as complete as two people could have.’ Peter, he says, is indirectly responsible for another of the new paintings, the most nearly finished of a collection he’s preparing for exhibition in America. It’s a simple painting of a shirt on a wicker chair in a hotel room.

         ‘I suppose it’s a bit sentimental, really. I had a tiff with Peter last summer and went off to Honolulu with another boy. It turned out that the other boy had the same shirt as Peter and one morning I saw it lying there on a chair looking so pathetic that it suddenly hit me what a fool I’d been, and how miserable I really was without him. So I took a photograph of it, made some sketches and started to work when I got back.

         ‘I showed it to little Joan from the dry cleaners the other day and asked her what she thought. “Sadness,” she said, just like that. But then she knew, you see. She’s seen that shirt lots of times, and she knew whose it was. But I’d hope that anyone looking at it would feel very much the same thing.’ 

         Hockney accepted his homosexuality a long time ago. ‘When I knew for sure, I decided there were only two things you could do: hide it or come right out and admit it. You’ve got to come to terms with yourself sooner or later and you can hardly fulfil yourself if all the time you’re nervous and scared, frightened that somebody is going to find you out, so in the end I just accepted it. Why not? Of course it was a bit traumatic at first, and it’s still difficult at times because of that very strong working-class puritan ethic that’s still there in me somewhere, but basically I’m very content. My parents know by now of course, and I know they know, but it’s just something we’ve never talked about. They’re quite old – my mother’s seventy and my father’s sixty-eight – too old, I think, to understand. They’re very sweet people and it’s no good hurting or confusing them just for the sake of it. We get along with each other very well.

         ‘I’ve more or less given up painting portraits of pairs, but the more I think about it, the more I’m sure that I’d like to paint my parents. It’s a very traditional thing to do, I know, painting one’s parents, but I think it could be a lot more than just that … their predicament, their lack of fulfilment, the desperate not-knowing what they could have had out of life. And their relationship with me … I think it could be OK.’

         1971

         It is December in Hollywood and, even in Hollywood, December means winter. A heat haze might be hovering over the pools and dissolving the outlines of cars corkscrewing up into the canyons. No matter. It is the season for log fires and bringing the sable and ranch-raised mink out of cold storage.

         There’s a log fire burning in David Hockney’s living room  high in the Hollywood Hills this morning; and tomorrow evening, in the audience for Tristan und Isolde at the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion, better known for the Oscars than for opera, he will be surrounded by so much sable and mink (straight mink, cougar-trimmed mink, ‘fun’ mink appliquéd in gold) and celebrity chatter that he will be obliged to palm his hearing aid until Zubin Mehta taps his baton, calling the Los Angeles Philharmonic to order.

         Hockney has spent twelve months working on the sets and lighting for Tristan, perhaps his favourite Wagner opera. And that, combined with preparations for the major retrospective of his work which opens at the Los Angeles County Museum this month, then moves to the Metropolitan in New York before finally arriving at the Tate Gallery in London in October, has left him drawn and exhausted. That and the forty-five-minute film he’s spent weeks putting together and which the people at the Getty Museum, who put up the money for it, are now demanding be hacked to a quarter of its length.

         ‘He’s always got a bee in his bonnet, that boy,’ Hockney’s long-time friend and dealer, Kasmin, has cautioned in London. And the film and what it stands for turns out to be the latest of them. ‘C’m ’ere,’ Hockney says the minute the opening pleasantries have been taken care of, rocking back on his heels, impatient. ‘I’ve something I want to show you.’

         A short corridor connects the big, open hub of the house in Nichols Canyon with a smaller, book-lined study that Hockney has taken to using more and more since he started losing his hearing. A giant television in one corner has its back to the wooden deck that overlooks the pool, and he immediately feeds the television with a cassette which, after a few bars of oriental music, brings up a picture of himself.

         He is standing in what looks like the storeroom of a  museum, slowly unrolling an ancient Chinese scroll-painting on a velvet-covered table and talking directly to the camera. It is a simple film which cuts between scenes from the scroll (ordinary scenes of Chinese village life) and medium close-ups of the features – the peroxide hair, the glasses, the prognathous, cubistic jaw – that for twenty-five years have made Hockney Britain’s most highly visible artist.

         ‘Not exactly Kenneth Clark,’ he says of his ingratiating, characteristically ramshackle screen presence. He is pacing up and down behind one of the plump pink settees that more or less fill the room. The point he seems to be making in the film is the old cubist one about there being alternative ways of seeing and depicting reality – alternative, that is, to what Hockney now believes is the almost universally accepted fixed-viewpoint, ‘objective’ perception of things fostered by photography and the still camera.

         It is difficult to be certain what point the film is making, however, until it’s over and it is possible to ask him. While it’s running there are too many distractions. The phone, for instance, which, to pierce his deafness, keeps exploding in alarming yelps. And the parade of personable, unfailingly polite young men – friends, assistants – who must have David’s word on this or that matter: there’s a reporter on the other line; his own pictures of the Tristan sets should have been edited and Fed-Expressed to Newsweek yesterday; the plant people say there’s a problem with the ‘boarding-house’ palms he has specified for the party.

         The maid walks to a door and squirts Mr Muscle at it. The sun bounces off a life-size cut-out warthog standing outside the window. ‘Just give me the facts – I can mix ’em up when I quote you,’ is the inscription on an ashtray pointedly positioned on the low table. And so on. 

         By far the biggest distraction is Hockney himself, however. When he isn’t fielding phone calls and queries he is curled up on the carpet nuzzling his constant companion, Stanley. He throws plastic waffles and squeaky toys for Stanley and holds Stanley so that his little pink tongue flickers in and out of his nostrils. Hockney is besotted with Stanley, a fourteen-month-old dachshund, and the feeling seems mutual.

         Inevitably, because Hockney’s concerns have always been personal and autobiographical, Stanley has found his way into the paintings – there are small, oval portraits of Stanley dotted around the house, and a Picassoid double portrait of Stanley and his master. There are even references to Stanley in the catalogue to the new exhibition. ‘One of the main reasons I used to travel was to get away from all the nattering,’ Hockney is quoted as saying. ‘But I won’t have to worry about the natterers any more. Stanley’s going to growl at them when they come to the door.’

         Stanley, in other words, is to become the symbol of Hockney in middle age as surely as the swimming pools, Kotah palms and exotic landscapes represented the sun-loving, boy-chasing gadabout of his younger years. The dog is part of a new stay-at-home, play-at-home, sleepy-time Hockney persona which, in addition to his hearing aid, today includes shapeless trousers and a pair of Albert Tatlock carpet slippers that his mother, who still lives there, must have had to scour the backstreets of Bradford to find for him.

         It is an image that is confirmed in the final minutes of the film when, with chalk in hand and a ragged hole in the sleeve of his jumper, Hockney lectures his audience from in front of a blackboard. The catalogue to the new show is choc-a-bloc with references to learned volumes with titles like Wholeness and the Implicate Order and to Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle.  Similarly, in conversation these days, it is difficult to deflect him from the formal and technical problems associated with his work.

         Ask him whether, as he gets older, he finds himself becoming more like his father, a pacifist who kept his correspondence with Khrushchev, Gandhi, Nasser and other world leaders in scrapbooks made of brown wrapping paper held together with string, and Hockney looks quizzical, then, interestingly but inconsequentially, answers: ‘I like life. I love life and I like the world. And when people tell you these are bad times, I point out, well, they’re the only times we’ve got. There’s not a lot of time. And, frankly, no matter how bad it is, there’s also beauty there. Beauty’s a word we don’t hear much in the art world any more. They’re not concerned about it. But I am, and I want to try and deal with it in my work. I think they’re wrong and I don’t mind standing on my own.’

         Recent years have seen him back off from the personal and the anecdotal, which for so long was his stock in trade. A year ago the American organisers of his retrospective were jubilant when they got NBC interested in making a one-hour documentary for network television. Hockney, though, who had already seen his life and relationships stripped bare in an earlier film, refused to buy it. He made the Chinese-scroll film, setting out his thoughts on perspective, instead.

         ‘I didn’t want them to do it at all, so I put them off. The museum didn’t like it, but I did. I pointed out that my work was moving towards showing that there was something wrong with the television screen. Why, therefore, should I go along with them and pretend that there wasn’t? Why should I do that? In that sense I have some integrity about it. And in the end we’ve done this other film which, frankly, I think is far more interesting.’ 

         A decade ago Hockney told an interviewer that ‘pain and suffering’ was a theme he had so far avoided tackling, but added: ‘I assume it will actually become a theme as you go on through life.’

         Henry Geldzahler, old friend and frequent subject of Hockney’s, thinks ‘the end of innocence’ came in 1973 with the death of Picasso who, as his own career progressed, had become a heroic figure for Hockney. Picasso’s death, Geldzahler believes, became in some indefinable way entangled with the decline and eventual death of David Hockney’s own father five years later.

         Howard Hodgkin was a guest of Hockney’s in California at the end of 1979 and afterwards painted the first of what will eventually be three pictures commemorating the visit. DH in Hollywood, which has a tumescent pink phallus as its central image, has been described by one writer on art as follows: ‘Hodgkin portrays Hockney in middle age, isolated in his own swimming pool and the success it represents, half-reprovingly surrounded by the high-spirited styles of his youth.’

         Hodgkin himself will neither confirm nor deny that ‘melancholy isolation’ is the effect he set out to achieve. But, if it was, David Hockney’s sister, a district nurse in Bedfordshire, would regard it as coming close to the mark. She thinks a great number of David’s paintings are ‘full of loneliness’, as she has said in the past.

         As long ago as 1965 Peter Blake started work on a portrait of Hockney (Blake still regards it as unfinished) in which bright party balloons, confetti and streamers are ironically juxtaposed with the single, seated bewildered-looking figure with the shock of ‘Winsome Wheat’ hair and thick Le Corbusier glasses. It is not a perception of Hockney that was common at  a time when ‘the golden boy’ was experiencing his first rush of riches and newspaper fame.

         Hockney had left the Royal College of Art just three years earlier, loudly fanfared as the brightest star in the brightest generation of students to come out of the college this century. The Sunday colour supplements were just starting, Swinging London was gearing up into overdrive and Hockney – intelligent, sexy, working-class, irreverent, the very embodiment of everything that was coming to be regarded as Pop, in other words – was instant media magic. Hot copy. To the papers he was one of the very happeningest in what at the time seemed like an avalanche of happening scenes.

         He denies it all now, of course. ‘The Swinging London that never was,’ he calls the section dealing with this part of his life in Hockney by Hockney, the disarmingly candid autobiography published in 1976 when he was thirty-nine. But at the time he did little to dispel the notion that the hedonistic images he had started painting even before his first visit to California in the sixties were a true reflection of his own free-wheeling, hedonist’s view of life.

         ‘I paint what I like, when I like, and where I like with occasional nostalgic journeys,’ he wrote in a catalogue note in 1962 and listed some of the occasions of his painting: ‘Landscape of foreign lands, beautiful people, love, propaganda, and major incidents of my own life.’

         ‘Given such a programme,’ the man credited with coining the term ‘Pop art’, Lawrence Alloway, noted sourly, ‘a rambling and discursive kind of art was likely to follow, and it has.’

         Hockney, in the opinion of the American critic Hilton Kramer, is not only ‘one of the most successful and acclaimed artists of his generation, [in demand] wherever today’s western art finds a ready and eager public’ but is also ‘preposterously  overrated … superficial and even reactionary … turning out a kind of nineteenth-century salon art refurbished from the stockroom of modernism’.

         Often, as Hockney acknowledges, the bitterest criticism is directed as much at the idea of himself that he has assiduously promoted as at the work that he has produced. He acknowledges it, and yet claims not to care.

         ‘I can’t care about what I am. I can’t do anything about it. I don’t even know what the image is supposed to be now. But it’s very nice if people think I just sit by the pool all day. It’s OK. In fact it’s a nice cover. Like when I was working on the theatre project and a guy came from Minneapolis to help me and we worked for six months solid, really very hard. And he told me afterwards, he said he thought my life … he didn’t know I worked. It was just life round the pool. Drugs and boys.

         ‘But, as I say, I’m quite unconcerned about it. I don’t mind. Better not to be taken too seriously as an artist by some people. I think. I do. You’re better off left alone.’

         The English painter Lucian Freud’s published comment last year that ‘David Hockney would put on a green and yellow frock’ in order to get his face in the papers is far from being an isolated example of the sort of comment Hockney continues to excite in Britain. Howard Hodgkin believes this kind of attitude can be explained by the well-known British distrust of success.

         ‘It’s hard to believe that any so-called serious person would think differently of David simply because his face has become famous over the years,’ Hodgkin says. ‘The only problem in England is that people are very jealous of anything that’s remotely successful. They really hate success here.

         ‘He’s far from being a failure, but I was amazed to see it used in a catalogue introduction as an expression of approval  for Frank Auerbach, that he actually still used pay-phones instead of having a telephone in his studio. This showed how “serious” he was. There’s a lot of old-fashioned romantic puritanism about people’s attitude to art in England that you don’t find, for instance, in America.

         ‘I mean, David’s probably not nearly so successful – and this is pure speculation – as famous artists in history who were much more famous, much richer, much more public figures than he is. David is a very serious painter, and whatever variations have occurred in his work, I don’t think it’s because of his fame.’

         ‘Bitchy reviews are something you come to expect in England,’ Hockney himself says with resignation. ‘Only in England. If they can try and knock you down they will. There’s a meanness of spirit there. I know perfectly well about it. I’ve known about it for an awfully long time. I’ve never cared for it myself.’

         
            *

         

         Lunch is a ‘winter’ soup cooked by David’s current companion, Ian, the owner of Stanley’s brother. Hockney washes his down with a bottle of brown ale. Afterwards, still in his slippers, he follows Stanley outside and up the few stone steps to the studio.

         In the past, Hockney used to get in his car and drive to a studio in west Hollywood, a short journey commemorated in a number of cubist-inflected landscapes of the late seventies. But now the west Hollywood studio is used only for the administration of the Hockney industry and for storage. He put the finishing touches to what Kasmin, only half jokingly, calls ‘his ivory tower’ a couple of years ago when he erected a new studio on the tennis court next to the house.

         Hockney is a natural draughtsman. He is not a natural  painter. He has always found painting difficult, as he once confessed: ‘It seems so sad that one has to spend a lot of time struggling just to make something if one has an idea and a vision. This is my frustration as an artist. I don’t really paint very well.’

         This contains an echo of something Matisse wrote in the early years of the century: ‘Painting is always very hard for me – always this struggle – is it natural?’ But, much in the way that Matisse found Nice and Morocco, and ‘the environment’, in Lawrence Gowing’s words, ‘took the place of style’, so David Hockney found the United States of America and, in particular, southern California.

         His first years in California in the mid-sixties were extraordinarily productive. They produced the images – the swimming pools, swimmers and architecture, the sprinkled lawns and ‘blank allure’ – on which his popularity is still based.

         But from the late sixties he started to dry up. His painting became more and more naturalistic, and naturalism is a trap from which he is only now, at the age of fifty, showing signs of being able to escape.

         Hockney need never paint another picture. As the style in which he lives suggests, the income generated from his drawings and etchings is more than enough to meet his needs. But it is not on his drawings or etchings, and certainly not on the Polaroids and Xeroxes and other high-tech excursions on which he has recently embarked, but on the paintings that his reputation will eventually rest.

         The fact that the stage models for Tristan and the colour photocopying machines no longer occupy the centre of the studio suggests that the painting ‘block’ that has been dogging him for at least a decade may finally be at an end. But, while confirming that for the first time in a long time he is about to  give himself over fully to painting again, Hockney is at pains to point out that what this does not mean is that he regrets any of the experiments of the past ten years.

         ‘Kas never liked me working in the theatre,’ he says, ‘because I did less painting for him. But, frankly, I pursue my ideas. And if I think I can pursue some of them in the theatre, or photography or video, that’s what I’ll do. If the gallery doesn’t like it, too bad.

         ‘I actually found the year I spent on the Wagner was thrilling. I was able to use many of my ideas about moving focus and perspective in Tristan. A lot of people might have thought I was talking out the back of my hat, but I don’t mind. You can’t expect everybody to understand everything immediately. It doesn’t matter if it takes time. I’m not in a rush. I’ve never been in a rush.

         ‘I mean, I’m just at the point where I wish to live rather quietly, stay here and do my subversive work. I’m deeply interested in subversion. I know radical art cannot happen in an art gallery any more. It can’t. It won’t do anything there. It has to happen on these new surfaces, the TV screen and the pages of newspapers and magazines. I do think we’re moving into a new age now. New technology’s going to do far more than they think it is. Far, far more. And I intend to do my bit to push things.’

         A few days earlier a 1967 painting, The Room, Tarzana, had gone under the hammer in London for £260,000. Hockney had been paid £250 (half the sale price) for it the year it was painted, but is unable to rise to any sense of indignation now. ‘The art world,’ he says, ‘really doesn’t interest me very much. Because it’s not concerned with art at all. It’s concerned with its own … commerce, and its own rather narrow view of things.’ 

         As a gesture of contempt for a German collector who had refused to allow one of the earliest California pieces to return to America for the new show, Hockney was in the process of painting an exact replica.

         Both this painting and The Room, Tarzana, as it happens, feature frankly erotic images of naked or semi-naked men. Hockney and Francis Bacon between them have been credited with liberalising attitudes towards male homosexuals in Britain through their work. And, in the case of Hockney at least, this was the result of a conscious effort ‘to propagandise something I felt hadn’t been propagandised as a subject. I felt it should be done.’

         In the catalogue to the retrospective, Henry Geldzahler talks about ‘the relentless clanging tocsin of Aids, which seems every month to toll for still another great friend or colleague’. At least ten close friends of Hockney’s have died in the last few years. And this, Kasmin suggests, explains David’s tendency to sidestep any discussion of the recent past these days.

         Perhaps it also explains why, after working on the sets of Ravel’s fairy-tale opera L’Enfant et Les Sortilèges, he decided to have the whole of the outside of the house repainted in playschool blues, greens and reds. Electrically patterned zebra fish have been suspended from a tree in the garden. The brilliantly clashing patterns and colours in the central living area seem to threaten to break free, the way they would in a Matisse interior, and run riot round the room.

         ‘It’s always a lovely day here,’ Hockney says suddenly. ‘I like that. I think there’s more joy in the sun. Like van Gogh. We must understand that if we don’t have joy we’ll be destroyed.’

         Stanley is pleading for attention round his ankles. His picks him up. ‘You’ve heard about the stock-market crash and all these people losing their money? Well, I only paid two hundred  dollars for Stanley and he’s worth five million now.’ Pause. ‘That’s just on paper of course.’

         1988 

         30 Sunflowers, Violets on Yellow, Iris with Evian Bottle, Gladioli with Two Oranges. These are not titles which suggest the wildcatter tendency; art at the cutting edge. And, on the face of it, the canvases lining the gallery deliver exactly what they promise: still-lives, painted on a domestic scale, of flowers – irises, lilies, violets arranged in vases. The vases are usually standing on tables, or occasionally on plinths draped with calico or some other fabric. There are sometimes props and bits of simple set-dressing: bottles, books, lemons, oranges. You could, in other words, be looking at the output of any afternoon class in any Senior Citizens’ Centre or Women’s Institute in the country.

         It’s only the presence of David Hockney, standing in a mac in the middle of the gallery and looking chirped up, looking like somebody who feels he is at least keeping abreast of the game, that prompts you to go back and look at the paintings more closely. When you do, you realise that the colours – humming electric yellows and blues and reds – are too close to the neon end of the spectrum to be the work of learner-daubers. Then you notice that the brushwork filling the big colour areas is a conscious nod in the direction of other painters: van Gogh and Monet; the signature hatching of Jasper Johns. Then you notice other things: that the six books in the painting called Red and Pink Ginger are the classic Gallimard edition of Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past; that the drop-leaf table in White Lilies and Orchid is wood laminate and is from the G-Plan range; that the stamens on the antirrhinums are emphatically penis-shaped. 

         I take it that these are postmodern? I ask.

         It is well known that Hockney has been going deaf for many years. He wears a hearing aid in each ear, but still frequently cups his left ear with his hand and leans in closer, well aware of the old-gitishness of the mannerism.

         ‘Post-what? What does “postmodern” mean?’

         Er, you say. Ironic. Detached.

         ‘I actually like flowers,’ he says, grinning, vindicated. ‘I mean, I have flowers in my house always. Most people like flowers. I actually did them to cheer myself up.’

         Hockney turns sixty this year and, physically, there are the inevitable signs of blurring and dimming. His hair, although still thick and schoolboyish in that Alan Bennett way, has faded from the ‘Winsome Wheat’ of his promiscuous, media-tart years to an Audenish dishwater blond. The jutting, cubistic jaw has a deeper underbite and is becoming more jowled. The old rakishness is still somewhat in evidence but reluctantly (you feel) muted, brought down. Even stripped of all the things that make David Hockney ‘David Hockney’, though, including the thick liquorice glasses, which have been replaced by a simple wire pair, he still ends up seeming, somehow impregnably, himself.

         Although he has now spent more than half his life living in Los Angeles, he has never ‘gone Hollywood’. When I visited him in Nichols Canyon, just before the big travelling retrospective of his work arrived at the Tate Gallery in 1988, he padded around in a pair of crêpe-soled carpet slippers, and drank brown ale with his lunch. Stanley, a dachshund, was (and remains) his grand passion, and he was in the early days of trying out his new stay-at-home, play-at-home, sleepy-time persona on the world. He claims he still ignores most invitations, preferring to eat at home with a few friends. ‘I am a loner,  really. I’ve always preferred intimacy. If two or three people are speaking at the same time, it’s a cacophony to me. It’s a horrible noise. You want to leave it.’ (A few days after telling me this, Hockney was photographed sharing a table with Sir Ian McKellen, Mick Jagger and others at the Vanity Fair Oscar-night party in Hollywood.) These days, visits to London tend to be only stopovers between LA and Bridlington in Yorkshire, where his sister and his mother, who is now in her nineties, live.

         ‘The promotional fashioning of David Hockney was one of the key events of the early sixties,’ the art historian David Mellor has written. ‘He was elevated by word of mouth, a murmur spoken in the litany of success which his promotion in the new London media furthered … Hockney is the great exemplar, before the Beatles, of mastery over the new publicity machine by means of ironising the reporting of fame.’

         History has fingered him as one of the key figures in the pantheon of Swinging London. But, conscious perhaps that the bitterest criticism in the past has been directed as much at the perceived loucheness of the way he lives as at the work he has produced, Hockney is keen to offer a revisionist version of the ‘permissive’ period. ‘The first stage sets I ever did were for a production of Jarry’s Ubu Roi at the Royal Court in 1966,’ he says, ‘and you weren’t even allowed to say “shit”. There was a censor, and you had to use the French word merde. Well, that’s the Swinging Sixties. I wasn’t that impressed with it really.’

         ‘Drugs and boys,’ Hockney told me once. ‘That’s how most people see my life. Just life round the pool. But I’m quite unconcerned about it. I don’t mind. Better not to be taken too seriously as an artist by some people. I think. I do. You’re better off left alone.’

         His friend and former dealer, Kasmin, confirms that  Hockney has always been more comfortable with the role of observer rather than that of participant: ‘David liked being around it, but he never actually got involved in the sex that much.’ Hockney emits a deep belly laugh when I repeat this to him now. ‘I point out that the artist himself can’t be a hedonist,’ he says. ‘The artists are workers. Well aren’t they? They are by nature workers. All artists are. I’m a worker. I just work, actually.

         ‘It’s personality. It’s the only way I can make sense of anything, frankly. For myself. Otherwise I’d be too depressed.’

         He has made the crossover into middle age more gracefully than many of his generation. It is interesting how he has executed the transition from golden boy to codger so seamlessly, making a pronounced stoop and encroaching deafness seem almost a style statement – the symbol of Hockney in his Old Master years as surely as the swimming pools and exotic landscapes represented the sun-loving, boy-chasing gadabout of what we are now asked to accept as myth.

         ‘You can do an amazing lot without leaving the house,’ he says. ‘Vermeer never left the house, and neither do I.’ It was seeing the great Vermeer exhibition at The Hague last year that in a roundabout sort of way and thanks to an associate creative process that even he can’t decipher, resulted in the new flower paintings. ‘I was very impressed with the colour in those paintings. Three hundred years old, and they made every other painting in the place look dull. I was very patient. I went with the crowd. It wasn’t that crowded. It was the last week. But the rooms were quite small, and I was very impressed with thirty people gazing at a small picture for a long time. The most vibrant colour. And I joked when I got back to Los Angeles that Vermeer’s colour will last longer than MGM’s and it’s three hundred and fifty years old already. 

         ‘Colour brings you a bit of joy. You see, people hate colour in some ways. They’re frightened of it, aren’t they? There’s a colour phobia. I do know that. But I must admit I see colour everywhere. In these new paintings I wanted colour to … vibrate.’

         Leaving formal considerations to one side, though, the flower pictures are almost parodically – certainly provocatively – maiden-auntish in their subject matter and the apparent ham-fistedness of the paint handling. Hockney kept up the pretence of them just being nice pictures of pretty flowers for quite a while, before finally conceding that perhaps they’re not to be taken entirely at face value. ‘My original title for the exhibition was going to be Fuck You, It’s All Flowers. Then I decided I wanted the faces [portraits] in as well. I’m well aware that most people would say that paintings of flowers are absolutely banal, and so on. I know all that. On the other hand, I’m also aware that you don’t remember many paintings of flowers. It’s very hard. They’re not specially interesting.’

         Nobody could look at those paintings in 1997, knowing they’re by David Hockney, I tell him, and think that they’re just meant to be a celebration of flowers and colour.

         ‘There is a quote of Stravinsky’s: “Most art is sincere, and most art is bad, but some insincere art is …”’ He forgets how it continues, but the point is made. ‘These are paintings that are not about covering up. They are about laying bare. They’re anti-slickness, anti-gloss, anti-everything like that. There’s risk involved. Of course, it’s a risk. But eventually they will be seen as mine. I know that. They always are. I see the bigger pattern, I think. “Why does he spend his own money doing those operas?” I know that’s what they’ve been saying for years. “Why has he become obsessed with late-Picasso?” I do what I want to do, actually. I’m rich enough to do that.’ 

         The paintings in the new show suggest those occasions when there is surfeit, a superabundance of flowers – flowers in places where, perhaps, there usually are none. Some evoke the luxe life for which Hockney has become renowned; others, though, are redolent of the living rooms of terraced houses like the one in which Hockney grew up, on those occasions when Interflora comes knocking: weddings, birthdays, anniversaries and, of course, funerals.

         ‘Both [Hockney and Picasso] have injected into their work a powerful, ambiguous sense of death,’ Richard Wollheim, professor of philosophy at the University of California, has written. ‘In Hockney’s art there is none of the omnipotence that Picasso’s work exudes, and, instead, there is a sensibility close to Watteau’s, in which the trivial suddenly, abruptly, but still abjuring solemnity, stands for the transient. But in the work of both men we find ourselves, quite unmistakably, in the presence of a sombre power from which we thought ourselves a million miles away.’

         Aids is a subject which Hockney has chosen not to address directly in his work. To those, though, who believe the grief of recent years is reflected nowhere in the paintings, his advice is: look again. ‘Some people have said to me, “You never dealt with Aids.” Well, I thought I did. I thought there were paintings of mine full of pain, actually. But I’m not going to say to that, “You don’t look hard enough.” If people don’t see it, it’s up to them.’

         At the beginning of last year, Hockney painted a series of portraits of his ninety-five-year-old mother in which she is barely recognisable as the woman in the pictures of even twenty years ago. At around the same time he painted Jonathan Silver, the director of the Hockney Gallery in Salts Mill, near Bradford, who was recovering from cancer surgery.

         ‘David Plante was just telling me he remembers Francis  Bacon saying to him, “Give me tragedy, give me tragedy,”’ Hockney says. ‘For somebody who spent his whole time on uproariousness and getting drunk, gambling and fucking, it’s a kind of mad remark. The tragedy’s in the paintings. I’m probably the reverse. I’ve always said to people, “The painting might look happy, it doesn’t mean to say the artist is; don’t be deceived.” It’s a rather shallow view to think that, I always feel. Francis Bacon was probably a lot happier than I am.’

         You were never happy, even in the early days in California, painting the boys and the swimming pools?

         ‘Happiness,’ he says, ‘is something which seems a retrospective thing, frankly. It’s only when you are firstly, deeply unhappy that you realise you were happy at some other time. But until you’re absolutely unhappy, you wouldn’t know that, would you?’

         Ushered into a side room off the main gallery, housing a Mondrian and a Naum Gabo sculpture, Hockney had immediately produced a tiny silver box from his jacket pocket. The box’s mirrored lid had me thinking for a second that something was going to happen connected to drugs. It turned out to be a portable ashtray, to collect the ash from his cigarettes. Hockney’s an inveterate smoker. The no-smoking rule in almost all California’s restaurants is an additional reason that he chooses not to eat in them. He had just written a letter to the New York Times, he said, defending the late Deng Xiaoping’s right to smoke Panda cigarettes. (‘Mr Deng might say, in ninety-three years of my turbulent life, thank goodness for Panda cigarettes keeping me calm. And calm to a ripe old age. Wouldn’t you deduce that? I would. I think some people would be a lot better off smoking.’)

         Oh, it’s an ashtray, I’d said when he first produced the box. I thought it was something illegal. 

         ‘Well,’ he said, ‘it used to be stuff like that. Now, believe it or not, it holds cigarette ash. That tells you a lot about us, doesn’t it? But that’s what everybody used to think.’

         When did you stop doing young people’s things like drugs?

         He seemed slightly hurt. ‘Why do you assume I’ve stopped? Actually, I haven’t stopped, really. I’m a bit of an old … I like dope, actually. Smoking dope and listening to music. Wagner. Yes. Very good. Most people take drugs. They call it “medication”. If you know anything about drugs, you can see what’s coming, can’t you? I assume we’ll go from them being absolutely illegal to them pushing them down our throats. There won’t be any in-between, will there? Go from one extreme to another. I won’t change. I’ve never claimed to be a respectable person. I’m not.’

         Something has changed on his visits home in just the past few years. Hockney can no longer take for granted the title of Britain’s Most Famous Living Artist that he has held unchallenged since at least the mid-sixties. A rival has appeared who happens to share not only his birthplace and his initials, but also his personal charm and his appetite for life and unpredictable, restless intelligence.

         ‘I did meet Damien Hirst once,’ Hockney said. ‘Actually, when he met me, d’you know what he said? I’ve just remembered this. It was in California. He said, “I met you when I was twelve. It was at a performance of the Messiah in Bradford, and I came up to you and said, ‘I’m going to be an artist.’” And I then remembered. I said, “Yes, it was at the Eastbrook Hall and not at the St George’s Hall,” which was being repaired at the time. And I did remember all this. It came back to me.

         ‘I’ll say this about Damien: at least he’s made memorable images. I think there are a lot of lively artists in London at the moment. I mean, you need all kinds of artists. You do. What’s  Oscar Wilde’s remark? “The only person who likes all kinds of art is an auctioneer.” Another one: “It’s only the shallow who do not judge by appearance.”’

         All the time he had been talking, Hockney had been reminding me of somebody, although I couldn’t think who. And then it came to me. With his Yorkshire accent and his jutting chin and his forthrightness and sly humour he bears more than a passing resemblance to Labour’s deputy leader, John Prescott.

         ‘I don’t live here. I don’t follow the politics too much,’ Hockney said when I mentioned this to him. ‘I mean, I’m informed. I keep myself informed. I can read between the lines. I’ve noticed, for instance, that the weekend papers in England have started to get much fatter with advertising. That means the advertisers are using print instead of television. If you record television, you fast-forward the ads. So the only ads you’re going to have on television are in disasters or sports. So that’s all you’ll be seeing on television soon, disasters or sports. Because you can’t fast-forward them. I notice all this.

         ‘I notice the political parties here are using whole images in newspapers. Trying to find images you remember. The mask on Mr Blair was very good. It didn’t matter how long it lasted. I know how it works. That’s Mr Saatchi’s work – Mr Saatchi’s an artist, ruthlessly using other artists. I’ve always thought that.’

         You know him?

         ‘No, I’ve never met him. I’m not [this said under his breath] that interested in art collectors.’

         You’re both reclusive, in a way.

         ‘Oh I’m sure I’m more reclusive … I’m not involved in art politics. It doesn’t interest me.’

         With sunlight splashing onto the poster colours of the flower paintings, the gallery outside had taken on something of  the feel of Hockney’s living room in the Hollywood Hills. Looking pallid in comparison as he posed among them for a photographer, Hockney recalled a remark made by the mayor of Bridlington when he was told that the famous artist was becoming a regular visitor to the town. ‘I’ve never heard of him,’ he said, ‘but he’ll love it here. It’s an artist’s paradise.’

         I think we can take it that it is in this spirit of heartfelt philistine sincerity, comical and at the same time oddly affecting, that the new work has been made.

         1996

      

   


   
      
         

            PETER BLAKE

         

         Peter Blake, a rather short, bearded and gregarious man of fifty, used to be a very odd, lonely little boy. He was taken to the pictures from the age of two almost daily; his mother used to go to watch Shirley Temple, James Cagney, the Bowery Boys all the time in the afternoons.

         When war was declared he was evacuated, with his sister, from Dartford in Kent to a Mrs Lofts in Essex, where they shared the house with a Mr Grace, who had been in the Boer War and had a leg amputated on the battlefield, and whom they could often see from the school they attended, hobbling across the horizon on his crutches, and with a farm labourer called Bill who, every morning when he got up, farted from the top of the stairs to the bottom.

         Peter’s parents drove up on their motorbike to see him whenever they could; there was church three times on Sunday, followed by reading in the parlour and an evening walk whose main purpose seemed to be to keep the children away from Happidrome on the wireless.

         He returned to ‘Bomb Alley’, which is what they used to call Dartford, just in time for the Battle of Britain, which was fought above his head. Then he was evacuated again, to Worcester, this time with his granny, a dedicated hoarder with a brand-new cocktail cabinet standing in her cramped little house among all the rubbish. She was particularly well stocked up on aluminium meat mincers, and kept a trunk of tin toys waiting for her son to come home from the war. Her grandson interfered with them when she wasn’t looking.

         He was waylaid every night on his way from school by the bullies and, on returning to Dartford, lived through agonies of shyness.

         But he did go to fairs, and to West Ham Speedway, and to the wrestling at Bexley Drill Hall with his mother and his auntie: watching them set about their least favourite fighters with handbags and umbrellas interested him at least as much as the official bouts on the programme. On his own, on Saturdays, he’d take the trolleybus to Woolwich and walk from there to Charlton Athletic’s ground, where he’d melt into the regular crowd of 60,000.

         He was accepted at junior art school just before the end of the war, and entered in short pants. He was a regular attender at Dartford Rhythm Club and graduated from swing to bop and from grey flannel to sharp ‘hipster’ suits and ‘slim-Jim’ ties. He took to going up to London to the 51 Club, Club 11, the Flamingo, all the modern jazz clubs, always by himself.

         He was always alone, and didn’t dislike it. He wasn’t antisocial exactly – he had friends at the art school – but, out at the clubs, he never talked to anybody, ever.

         A cycling accident when he was seventeen left him permanently scarred around the mouth and with false teeth which for four years he refused to wear. Being toothless was one of the things which set him apart in the RAF, where he did his National Service from 1951 to 1953. He was treated solicitously by the other men – almost over-sympathetically, it often seemed to him, as though he were some sort of freak.

         He got his demob six days after the Coronation, which meant it was one of the few important state occasions he had  had to miss. He had watched the Victory Parade and the Queen’s wedding, and he took a morning off from art school to stand outside the abbey on the day Princess Margaret married Lord Snowdon.

         Back at the college, wearing the bottom half of a mutilated boiler suit, the closest approximation to the American jeans then still unavailable in London, he’d work to the accompaniment of the Four Freshmen, the Hi-Lo’s, the Four Aces, the Kirby Stone Four and, later, the Four Preps, enthusiasms which none of his fellow students yet shared.

         He liked Kim Novak in Bell, Book and Candle and Brigitte Bardot pictures snipped from Reveille. He amassed an enormous pin-up collection and became a fan of the nude reviews which were touring the dying Moss Empires and Stolls. He liked music hall, and especially Max Miller, and was a frequent visitor to the Chelsea Palace. He took a close interest in the exploits of the Sinatra/Dean Martin/Sammy Davis Jr ‘rat-pack’.

         When he left the Royal College of Art in 1956 he was awarded a Leverhulme Scholarship to study popular culture, which he interpreted as meaning touring Europe for a year, going to jazz concerts, wrestling matches and fairgrounds, getting drunk a lot and collecting ‘durable expendables’: cigarette packets and chip packets, plastic giveaways and badges, bus tickets, clothing labels, votive offerings, book covers, bubble-gum wrappers, fly-posters, all the kinds of things which had been silting up his modest accommodation for years.

         He was, of course, an Elvis fan, although he was also unusually receptive to the ‘high-school’ stars – Frankie Avalon, Ricky Nelson, Fabian – who trailed in Presley’s wake, and to the ‘teen queens’ like Tuesday Weld who appeared in their pictures with them. 
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