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Origins: Bradford, 1937–59


London seemed as far away as America when David Hockney was growing up. On the street where his family lived, nobody had ever been. He was eighteen when he first went to the capital – before then, his world was centred on the market town of Bradford, the home of Britain’s wool trade. He was born there in 1937, the fourth of five children, into a family whose home was typical of their working-class Yorkshire community – a two-bedroom terraced house at the top of a steep hill, with an outdoor toilet and a coal hole for a garden. His sister, Margaret, two years older than him, remembered the house on Steadman Terrace as a place of darkness.


Hockney’s parents had met through the local Methodist Mission – Laura was a Sunday school teacher, as well as working in a draper’s shop – and they had married in 1929. Kenneth was an accounts clerk in a local firm of drysalters, and a man of culture and principle. In the 1920s, he had attended evening classes at the art school in Bradford, on topics such as ‘light and shade’. Haunted by the memory of his brother returning from the First World War, ravaged by poison gas, Kenneth registered as a conscientious objector during the Second World War. He was forced to wash away the word ‘Coward’, daubed on the wall by a neighbour, before going to work.


During the bombing raids of the early 1940s, the family used to take shelter in a cupboard under the stairs. One of Hockney’s earliest memories is the sound of his mother’s scream as a bomb dropped on their street. In 1943, they moved to a terraced Victorian house in Eccleshill, a suburb in the north of Bradford known for its nineteenth-century mills, where he shared an attic bedroom with his younger brother. To the children’s delight, Kenneth renovated the interior of the home by veneering the panelled doors in sheets of hardboard and painting a sunset onto each. Hockney took a thrill, also, in watching his father refurbish old bicycles, painting them in new colours and adorning the bars with wonderfully straight lines brushed in freehand.


An ardent pacifist and atheist, Kenneth frequently wrote letters to world leaders including the pope and Mahatma Gandhi. In later years, Hockney liked to tell the story of how his father heaved an armchair down to the local phone box (the Hockneys didn’t have a landline) and sat there reading, having placed an advertisement in the local newspaper asking interested clients to call the phone box at a certain time on Sunday morning. ‘Never worry about what the neighbours think’ was Kenneth’s advice to his children – an attitude more aristocratic, perhaps, than working class. But the young Hockney took it to heart.


Kenneth lost his job soon after VE Day, possibly due to his pacifist beliefs. The family never had much money. When Hockney won a scholarship to Bradford Grammar School in 1948, at the age of eleven, he had to wear a secondhand blazer. For the majority of his time at school, he was ‘terribly bored’, although he found transient relief in designing posters for school events and submitting drawings to the school magazine. He deliberately underperformed in academic subjects so as not to have to drop art. An English teacher made the sardonic remark: ‘he still does not believe that an artist occasionally needs to use words.’ In maths lessons, he made surreptitious drawings of the little cacti that the master had lined up on the windowsill. When, at the age of eleven, he told the headmaster that he intended to become an artist, he was counselled that there would be time later for such an ambition.


Aged twelve, Hockney came across lines by the seventeenth-century poet George Herbert that would later resonate with his interest in mirrors and pools. The words – part of a hymn sung at school – evoke both containment and transcendental aspiration:


A man that looks on glass,


On it may stay his eye;


Or if he pleaseth, through it pass,


And then the heav’n espy.


In his early teens, he worked for two summers on a farm near the village of Huggate, sixty miles to the east of Bradford. Cycling around the low hills of the Yorkshire Wolds, he became intimately acquainted with the landscape that would become a dominant subject of his work half a century later. He remembered being very happy working in the fields, stooking (or sheaving) corn. It was a monotonous job, but for the first time Hockney was away from home unsupervised. He and the other labourers slept in four large double beds in one room. ‘It was all very male,’ he recalled.


His father subsisted on a modest income: for a time, building dolls’ prams and reconditioning real prams served as his main source of money. And yet Hockney was able, as a child and a teenager, to visit the cinema (‘the pictures’) regularly – the family didn’t own a television until he was eighteen. He would travel there on the top deck of a bus, seated at the front so that he could see more from the windows. The films that he watched in these years would have a lasting impact – he has often said that he was brought up in Hollywood and Bradford (‘Hollywood was at the end of the street, in the local cinema’). A snapshot of Hockney at the age of sixteen shows him in Chaplinesque guise, wearing a bowler hat and suit and holding a walking stick. His father was a fan of Laurel and Hardy. When Hockney saw Big Business (1929), in which the duo played Christmas tree salesmen, he noticed the strong shadows that were cast on the roads in the Californian summer.


Kenneth took the children to concerts, too – as many as three a week during the music season. At the age of ten, Hockney saw a production – at the Alhambra Theatre – of Puccini’s La Bohème. Bradford had more in the way of music, he later stated, than visual art, and his musical education consisted entirely of live events. The local art gallery contained mostly Victorian paintings, and while Leeds had a broader variety, including a few Rembrandts, there was nothing in the way of modern art.


Hockney’s parents were sceptical at first about his wish to transfer to art school. They thought he should get a job, perhaps as a commercial artist. When someone told him that he would require further training for this, he happily relayed the advice to his mother. Before long, his parents were persuaded. He left the grammar school for Bradford College of Art in September 1953, at the age of sixteen, having obtained a scholarship of £40 a year to study painting. This was a liberation from the tedium and restriction of life at school, although the curriculum and culture of the art college were traditional, with a strong focus on drawing from observation.


‘When I went to art school,’ Hockney later reminisced, ‘a neighbour said, “Some of the people in the art school just don’t work at all. Lazy buggers.” And I said, “Oh I am going to work, don’t worry.” And I did.’ He worked all day on exercises in perspective, anatomy and other foundations of an artist’s training, taking particular pleasure in drawing from life models. Sometimes he stayed on for the evening classes that were intended for amateurs.


This period marked the beginning of Hockney’s prolific output. He painted domestic scenes, people at leisure and the urban landscape. In 1954, he was enthralled by an exhibition at the Edinburgh Festival about the career of Sergei Diaghilev, the Russian ballet impresario – and in particular by Diaghilev’s embrace of his sexuality. It was at this time, too, that he encountered the first professional artist he had ever met. Jacob Kramer was a Ukrainian-born painter whose family had settled in Leeds in 1900, escaping the persecution of Jews in the Russian empire. Kramer had studied at the Slade in 1913–14, before returning to Leeds where he became a local celebrity. Hockney saw his paintings in the city gallery and was impressed by the fact that Kramer lived from his work, without teaching.


When not in the art school, Hockney would walk around the town, often dressed in a bowler hat and moleskin trousers, pushing a pram that contained his painting materials. He would paint the streets of Eccleshill on used canvases picked up from junk shops. In those days, he remarked later, he was always trying to avoid L.S. Lowry a bit. The resulting scenes of terraced houses or more well-to-do detached residences carried echoes of the Euston Road School of the late 1930s and 1940s, exuding a stark ‘kitchen sink’ realism. The influence of Walter Sickert remained pervasive.


A 1957 portrait of the artist’s father, showing Kenneth seated and introspective in a jacket and tie and waistcoat, was the first work that Hockney sold: he sent the painting to an exhibition of Yorkshire artists in Leeds, where it made £10. During the creation of the work, Hockney’s father had set up a sequence of mirrors (one of them appears in the background of the picture) so that he could review progress. He would offer advice as his son worked: ‘that’s too muddy, is that for my cheek? No, no, it’s not that colour.’


At the age of eighteen, Hockney hitchhiked to London and saw a variety of modern paintings for the first time. He became increasingly eager, during his four years at the art college in Bradford, for new artistic knowledge and experiences. He knew that London was where he needed to be in order to develop. Bradford was rigidly academic and impervious to modern art – he even came to wonder whether his time there had afforded him anything of use. And so he sent folders of his work to the Slade School of Art and the Royal College of Art (RCA), and was invited for interview at both. On his way to the Slade interview, he lost a tooth. The mishap didn’t prevent his being offered a place, and yet it was to the RCA – more avant-garde in spirit – that he decided to head, accepting an offer to start there in September 1959.


First, though, he had to suffer the ordeal of national service. Unwilling to join the colonial war that was being fought in Cyprus, Hockney registered as a conscientious objector. He worked in St Luke’s Hospital, Bradford, as an orderly on the skin diseases ward. He hated the job, although he did occasionally take the opportunity to sketch patients. During these two years, he also designed posters for the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament and became a vegetarian, like his mother (although he never adopted her teetotalism or his parents’ shared antipathy for smoking: a fragment of old footage shot in Bradford shows Kenneth Hockney trying in exasperation to grab a cigarette out of his son’s mouth). A more pleasant phase was spent in Hastings in 1958–59, staying in a cottage with a group of friends. Around this time, Hockney began to experiment for the first time with abstraction.
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Adhesiveness: London and New York, 1960–63


The only rule at the RCA was that life drawing was compulsory. Other than that, it was the ideal setting for a free spirit such as Hockney. Students were largely left to their own devices. The three years that he spent there were more than simply formative: they represented the birth of his artistic persona.


His circle of friends quickly came to include Allen Jones, Patrick Caulfield, Adrian Berg and Ron (‘R.B.’) Kitaj. These men, Hockney realised, were the core of the more experimental faction of students – engaged in the art of their own time, not mired in the methods and principles of a bygone era. Large-scale abstract painting was the in-vogue style. Abstract Expressionism had been the subject of a major show at the Tate Gallery in 1959. Hockney had also seen the 1958 exhibition of Jackson Pollock’s paintings at the Whitechapel Art Gallery; he considered these heroic, the first modern paintings not to be influenced by Picasso. He undertook some large-scale AbEx experiments but found the results ‘barren’. It was the American-born Kitaj, an advocate of figurative art, who advised him: ‘Painting is research. Your work should explore what most interests you.’


Kitaj, who arrived at the RCA on the same day as Hockney, was four years older. Born in Ohio of European parents and impressively worldly, he had travelled extensively as a sailor and had lived in Vienna. Hockney had still never been abroad. Yet their admiration was mutual. In their first week, Kitaj witnessed Hockney drawing a skeleton in the cast gallery. He considered it the most beautiful drawing he had ever seen in an art school and paid £5 for it. In the second week, Hockney made a more elaborate skeleton drawing. Kitaj acquired this, too – but many years later, via a dealer, and for considerably more money.


The skeleton drawings were the culmination of Hockney’s academic training, both an ending and a starting point. Kitaj’s friendship and counsel helped meanwhile to alleviate Hockney’s insecurity about being a provincial Yorkshire boy. He became inured to other students’ mockery of his accent (‘Trouble at t’mill, Mr Ormondroyd’). Adhering to Kitaj’s advice to explore ‘what most interests you’, he began to combine abstract (or semi-abstract) imagery with words, whether fragments of poetry or graffiti remembered from toilet walls. Words offered a way of crystallising the feeling inherent in a painting.


Through this pairing of elements, Hockney gave voice to his own burgeoning sense of self, above all his sexuality. A painting titled Yellow Abstract from 1960, made in oil and sand on canvas, included the barely legible word ‘Queer’. Doll Boy (1960–61) came soon after, a picture of a man wearing a dress inscribed with the word ‘Queen’. Adhesiveness (1960), made at the start of his second year at the RCA, was more explicit. Two diagrammatic men are seen locked in a ‘69’ position. Numerical labels identify the participants in the scene (numbers standing for initials – a trick Hockney had learned from the American poet Walt Whitman, whose boldly homoerotic verse he was reading voraciously): Hockney (4.8), Whitman (23.23) and, in smaller letters, suggesting an afterthought, Cliff Richard (3.18), who was Hockney’s pin-up in those days. The deliberately childish works of Jean Dubuffet were a dominant influence, but so too were literary sources such as the works of Whitman and Constantine Cavafy, introduced to him by Adrian Berg.


Berg was one of the first openly gay people Hockney met. Another was Quentin Crisp, who modelled regularly at the RCA. Hockney later remembered how Crisp used to go around the drawings and make comments – sometimes telling Hockney that his efforts weren’t any good. Crisp, who spent thirty years as a life model in London’s art schools, would later make his film debut in the RCA’s low-budget production of Hamlet (1976); he became a queer icon and national figure (one of the ‘stately homos of England’, in his own saying) following the film adaptation of his autobiography, The Naked Civil Servant, in 1975. Figures such as Berg and Crisp, unabashed about their sexuality, provided Hockney with the impetus to live the same way. The RCA was part of bohemia in those days, and he has frequently observed that this tolerant, liberated world made it possible for him to be open.


Hockney came to regard Adhesiveness, with its interlocking bodies and layered references, as his first really serious painting. The photographer Cecil Beaton, then at the height of his celebrity as a chronicler of high society, bought the work for £40 on one of his visits to the college. It was around this time, too, that Hockney discovered printing and learned how to etch – a fortuitous development, given that he couldn’t always afford painting materials. Even so, he felt himself to be rich by student standards. He was already selling his paintings, and he could afford to buy packets of twenty cigarettes instead of the standard ten.


In his early days at the RCA, Hockney spent much of his time in the little cubicle he had been allocated to paint in, regarding it almost as his home. On one occasion, he was discovered by Carel Weight, the professor of painting, bathing in the sink. His actual home was hardly less makeshift – a shed at the bottom of a garden in Earl’s Court, with a single bed and an electric heater.


In the spring of 1960, at the Marlborough gallery in Mayfair, Hockney encountered the work of Francis Bacon. He was struck by Bacon’s distorted nudes, later remarking: ‘One of the things I liked about them was that you could smell the balls.’ The influence of Bacon’s bleary physiognomies can be traced in the central bent head of Doll Boy. In July, Hockney went to the giant Picasso exhibition at the Tate Gallery – the first blockbuster show of its kind, and the moment when Picasso and European Modernism decisively arrived in Britain. The show precipitated a wave of what the newspapers called Picassomania. Hockney was spellbound. The freedom and experimentation that he discerned in the works of the Spanish master would inspire him throughout his life. He returned to the Picasso show seven times that summer.


Early the following year, a young art dealer, John Kasmin, visited the Young Contemporaries exhibition at the RBA Galleries on Suffolk Street, in which Hockney and several RCA contemporaries were included. The arrangement of their works in a defined grouping signalled the arrival of Pop Art, although most of them shunned the term. Kasmin bought Doll Boy for £40, intrigued by its combination of abstraction and figuration. He later recollected the profound, seductive impact of the young artist:


When I met him at the show, I found him shy, sweet, trusting and nice in his black crewcut hair and glasses. He had a sort of gifted impudence which really attracted me. And he obviously had an extraordinary natural talent. I knew he would be a success, and his open homosexuality and use of gay imagery would be to his advantage since gay people always have money to spend on art.


Kasmin had started out as a poet, before cutting his teeth as an art dealer in the late 1950s at Victor Musgrave’s Gallery One in Soho, where, for a time, he slept on a board over the bathtub. By the time he visited the Young Contemporaries show of 1961, he was in his mid-twenties and working at the more upmarket Marlborough. He tried to interest his bosses in Hockney’s work. But the gallery’s co-founder, Harry Fischer, considered it scruffy: he would only allow Kasmin to keep a few paintings behind a curtain, out of public view. Kasmin left Marlborough shortly after and became Hockney’s dealer and agent, with the support of Sheridan Hamilton-Temple-Blackwood, the Marquess of Dufferin and Ava, an aspiring patron of the arts. Kas, as he became known, first showed Hockney’s work in his Earl’s Court flat, selling paintings for £50 to £100.


The blessing of saleability would never desert him – from this time on, Hockney lived by his art. In July 1961, at the start of the summer vacation, he embarked on a two-month trip to the USA, having discovered $99 fares on the charter airline Flying Tiger. He paid for the trip using prize money from the John Moores exhibition in Liverpool, a Guinness Award for etching, and a commission (awarded to several RCA students) to redecorate the SS Canberra, an ocean liner. He loved New York. He felt at once that it was the place to be, a city that ran twenty-four hours a day. Soon after arriving, he headed for the Museum of Modern Art, carrying a letter of introduction from a London tutor to the curator William S. Lieberman. To his profound surprise, Hockney managed to sell Lieberman a cache of etchings.
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