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DAVID HOCKNEY: A LIFE




PROLOGUE


THE RABBIT AND THE MAGPIE


This is a novel. All facts are true, but I have imagined feelings, thoughts, and dialogue. I used intuition and deduction rather than actual invention. I sought coherence and connected pieces of Hockney’s life puzzle from what I found in many sources—autobiographies, biographies, interviews, essays, films, and articles. This portrait reflects my vision of David Hockney, even if it was he, his work, his words that inspired me. I hope the artist will consider this an homage.


Why Hockney? It may seem odd to take hold of the life of someone alive and create a novel. But it is he who took hold of me. When I read about him, something happened. He started to live in my head like a character in a novel. We had in common a double life between Europe and the United States. His freedom fascinated me. I felt like transforming all the documentary material into a narrative that would shed light on his journey from the inside by focusing on the links between love, creation, life, and death.


I met him for the first time in May 2018, in New York, four months after sending him a copy of my novel in French. At lunch I mentioned how a visit to Holland Park in London had made me understand the turning point in his painting in 2002.


“Yes,” David said. “That was the first spring I saw in twenty years.”


I knew that, I had read about it.


He continued: “One day, as I sat on a bench, smoking a cigarette, I saw a black rabbit. Then a magpie landed next to him. I was watching the rabbit and the black-and-white bird when these three girls jogging through the park passed by me. One of them brought her hand to her lips, gesturing, No! She was thinking, What a horrible old man, smoking in the park! These girls didn’t see the rabbit and the magpie. They didn’t look at the park. They only cared about their bodies.”


“That’s a great story,” I said. “I wish I had put it in my novel!”


So here it is, as a bonus for my readers.




ONE


A TALL BLOND MAN IN A WHITE SUIT


His father was a pacifist. He had seen what World War I had done to his older brother, who had been gassed and returned home destroyed, a ghost. In ‘39 he protested against the new war. He lost his job, any government assistance, earned many enemies, and was shunned by his neighbours. “Children, don’t be concerned with what the neighbours think.” This was the big life lesson he taught his four sons and one daughter.


Ken didn’t have much money, but was very resourceful. He would retrieve old, broken prams that had been discarded and would repair, paint, and sell them as new. After the war he did the same with bicycles. When he was little, David found nothing more beautiful than the moment when the paintbrush in his father’s hand made contact with the frame of a bicycle. The rusty metal became bright red, in just a second, like magic. The world had changed colour.


David was proud of his father. A true artist, his mother would say, frowning. Ken was so clever that he dressed elegantly without spending a penny. He would attach to his collars or ties paper that he decorated with dots and stripes in bright colours. David admired his creativity. After restoring a bike, Ken would put an ad in the local newspaper with the number of the phone in the booth next to their house, carry an armchair into the street, and settle down comfortably with his newspaper, holding an umbrella when it rained: that was his shop. The day he decided to redecorate the house, he nailed boards onto the doors and painted sunsets on them. The young boy never tired of looking at them.


David had a vague memory of planes flying above their heads and of the day when he had been evacuated from their home with his two brothers, his older sister, and his mother, who was nine months’ pregnant, but not of the terror of his older brother, who gripped their mother’s hand, almost crushing it, during the bombings—“please, Mum, pray for us”—nor of the bomb that had destroyed several houses on their street and shattered the windows of all those that had remained standing, except theirs. His childhood was filled with games played outside with his brothers and sister, with hiking in the woods, riding bikes on the country roads, Sunday school—spent drawing what they had learned that day at services: Jesus walking on the water, Jesus resuscitating the dead—and Boy Scout camps where he kept the logbook by illustrating their activities. On Saturdays, his father would take them to the cinema to see Superman, Charlie Chaplin, or Laurel and Hardy. Ken bought seats for sixpence, the cheapest, those in the first three rows, and the screen was so close that David felt he was actually in the film. For Christmas they would go to the Alhambra, where the pantomimes made them cry laughing. On Sunday they could invite their friends over for tea, which his mother prepared. A delicious odour of cake that had just come out of the oven filled the house, the table was covered with brioches, mini-sandwiches, and jams, and the kitchen was filled with the sound of children laughing, allowed to help themselves to as much as they wanted, four, five, or six slices of cake.


David didn’t even know they were poor. His greatest pleasure didn’t cost a thing: to board a bus (free), climb the stairs to the upper level, and find a seat in the front next to a man who blew cigarette smoke into his face, or an old lady whose shopping bag he asked her to move, excusing himself politely. He watched out of the huge window as the street and the landscape in the distance passed by. When he was a teenager he felt the same pleasure when he pushed his bike to the top of Garrowby Hill on the country road near the farm where he worked for two summers in a row: from atop the hill he could see the entire York Valley, a panorama of 360 degrees without an obstacle. What could be more beautiful?


He wanted for nothing, except paper. For a boy who loved to draw as much as he did, the scarcity of paper after the war was a problem. He filled the margins of anything he could find: books, school notebooks, newspapers, comic strips. Sometimes one of his brothers would shout at him, furious: “You’ve scribbled in the speech bubble again! Now we can’t read what it says!” Could one spend one’s life drawing? Yes, if one was an artist. What was an artist? Someone who created Christmas cards or film posters. There were forty cinemas in their city and posters everywhere. David studied attentively the man leaning over a woman with a sunset in the background: he thought he could do as well, if not better. And in the evenings, or on a Sunday after church, he could draw what he wanted, just for himself. After paying the bills, with a bit of luck, he would still have enough money to buy some paper. It would be a nice life.


Little David dreamed.


He was not just a dreamer, but also a good student. He received a scholarship to go to the best school in the city. He was well liked at school because he was funny and everyone loved his drawings. When his friends asked him for a poster for their club, David never said no. Those works were displayed on a board at the school entrance, which had become his own private exhibition space. They were often stolen, which didn’t bother him. In class, he drew instead of taking notes. The day when his English teacher asked him to read his essay out loud and he responded that he hadn’t written it, but had “done this,” showing an elaborate collage, a self-portrait that he had spent the hour making, there was a moment of dramatic suspense in the class before the teacher said, “But that’s marvellous, David!”


His was a happy childhood. Of course, he fought with his brothers, argued with his friends, and was occasionally unjustly punished. But any resentment never lasted. Up to the age of fourteen he never knew how ignorant the world could be.


He was almost fourteen when the headmaster of his school wrote to his parents recommending that they send their son to an art school. Even if David was perfectly capable of studying the humanities in a regular secondary school, it was clear that drawing was his passion and his talent. He was incredibly grateful to the headmaster who had understood him so well, and to his parents who loved him enough to agree to his transfer to a professional, thus less prestigious, school. They arranged an interview at the Bradford School of Art, he showed his drawings, and he was accepted. Since he was a scholarship student, he just had to obtain the approval of the city’s department of education to complete his enrolment. The response came a month later: “After careful consideration the Committee has concluded that your son’s best interests would be served by completion of his course of general education before specialising in art.”


There was no getting around it. David had to go to the secondary school he had been assigned, and for two years study maths, English, history, geography, French, and chemistry from morning to night. No art courses, of course. His parents tried to console him: two years will go by quickly, they said. David had never felt such rage. For the bureaucrat who had signed that letter, two years were nothing more than the two seconds it had taken for him to scrawl his signature. What gave that man whom he had never met the right to decide his life? He would show that fascist what he was capable of. He stopped working. His grades plummeted, he was repeatedly warned. He didn’t care. He would be expelled and would lose his scholarship. A terrible waste, his teachers said. Great. But an angel was watching over him. His mother, who didn’t try to reason with him, quietly intervened. She went out and knocked on the door of one of their neighbours, who taught at the Bradford School of Art, and asked him if he might give free lessons to their son. The boy was gifted, and the teacher agreed. The weekly evening classes provided the oxygen David needed to breathe, and his grades improved.


In the afternoons, he sometimes went to the cinema instead of doing his homework. He had found a way of getting in for free. He would stand outside next to the exit door and, as soon as someone opened the door, he would walk inside backwards, making it look as if he was coming out. One afternoon, when he was absorbed in an American film noir with Humphrey Bogart, he didn’t notice the individual who sat down next to him in the almost empty cinema. In the dark, a hand took his and placed it on something warm, hard, and hairy. David’s heart was beating incredibly fast. He was afraid, but didn’t resist. The hand that covered his moved it up and down faster and faster until the man groaned softly. He left the cinema before the end of the film. When David went out, his cheeks were on fire, his fingers were sticky, he couldn’t stop thinking of what had just happened. So fear wasn’t incompatible with pleasure? It had been the most exciting thing that had ever happened to him, and he couldn’t say anything about it to his mother. Could something that made you feel so good be bad? His friends were always talking about girls. He’d never experienced such a thrill with any girl.


He turned sixteen and was done with secondary school. None of his older brothers or his sister had gone to university. His brother Paul, who also liked to draw, would have liked to study graphic art, but when he graduated, he had to take a job as a clerk in an office. So it would have been unfair for his younger sibling to go to the School of Art. “Why don’t you look for a job in a commercial art company in Leeds?” his mother asked him. David put together a portfolio of his drawings, got on his bike, and went off to show it to possible employers whose responses he was happy to bring back home: “You must begin by learning the basics, my boy.” The day when one of them offered him an unpaid internship during which he would be trained, and which guaranteed him a job at the end, David answered that he would think about it. He didn’t tell his mother.


She ended up giving in. She wrote to the Bradford department of education on his behalf, and it granted him a scholarship of thirty-five pounds. It wasn’t much, but his brother was earning scarcely twice that at a job where he was dying of boredom. David spent the summer on a farm tying together and storing ears of corn, and had a deep tan when he started at the Bradford School of Art in September, in the new outfit he had bought at the thrift store with his father. With his long red scarf, his striped suit with trousers that were too short, and a round hat on his black hair, he looked like a Russian peasant. His friends nicknamed him Boris.


They could tease him and call him what they liked, and he was ready to laugh along. Nothing bothered him. After waiting for two years, he was finally free to indulge his passion from morning to night. The school had two departments, painting and graphic art. When the director asked him to choose between the two, he immediately said: “I want to be an artist.” “Do you have private income, David?” the director asked him, visibly surprised. Not understanding what he meant, David couldn’t answer. “You’ll go into the graphic art department, my friend,” the man concluded, believing he was doing him a favour. That was the commercial branch of the school, and it guaranteed that students would earn a decent living following the completion of their studies. After two weeks, David asked to be transferred. “Then you should be trained to teach,” he was told. Whatever they wanted, as long as they let him paint.


The old neighbour who had given him private lessons the year before had warned him of the danger that threatened students at the art school—idleness. David worked twelve hours a day. He wanted to learn everything. Anatomy, perspective, drawing, engraving, oil painting, copying out of books or from nature. His instructors’ comments on his work delighted him because they saw things he hadn’t noticed, expanded and deepened his vision. A young professor, Derek Stafford, taught him that drawing wasn’t just an imitation, but a cerebral act. You have to think, move, change your perspective, view the object from several angles. David had never met anyone as intelligent and sophisticated as Derek. He wasn’t from Bradford. The war had interrupted his studies at the best art school, the Royal College of Art in London. He had travelled in France and Italy, had read everything. He invited students over to his place, offered them cigarettes, French wine, and let them vomit in his bathroom. He told them to go to London, it was essential for their education. At eighteen, David went to London for the first time with some friends he had met at the School of Art. They hitchhiked at night, arrived in the big city at dawn, bought tickets for the Circle Line, and slept on the Tube until the museums opened. He saw more art in one day than he had seen since he was born. He discovered Francis Bacon, Dubuffet. And Picasso. At the Bradford School of Art there was a student they called Picasso because he didn’t know how to draw. David shook his head; they were wrong, the man definitely knew how to draw!


After two years at the art school, David was bold enough to propose two paintings to the Leeds art gallery for the biennial exhibition of Yorkshire artists. He figured the worst that could happen was he would be refused. To his surprise, his pictures were accepted. So you just had to dare, to go beyond what was normally done or not done, and things happened. He didn’t have the indecency to put a price on his paintings—he was just a student. At the exhibition opening, where they served sandwiches and tea for free, he felt the joy of legitimately belonging in this gallery where his work was exhibited alongside that of other artists. He was only eighteen and he was one of them. He had invited his parents. Their pride at seeing their son’s two works hanging next to those of his teachers swelled his own. Shortly after they left, a man came up to David and offered him ten pounds for the portrait of his father. Ten pounds! More than a quarter of his scholarship, enough to live on for three months, for something he’d done for pleasure? As he opened his mouth to say yes he realised that the painting didn’t belong to him. His father had paid for the canvas, he had only made the marks on it. “Just a moment!” He ran off to phone his father, who was happy to learn that someone wanted to buy his portrait despite the muddy colour his son had applied to his face against his best advice, under the pretext that that’s how they painted at the School of Art. With the ten pounds in his pocket, David still couldn’t believe it, and called his mother: “Mum, I just sold Dad!” She started laughing. He celebrated the event by inviting his friends to the pub that very evening. The party cost him a pound, an extravagance, but he still had nine left to buy paint and canvases.


Derek and London had expanded his thinking. He had understood that you couldn’t become an artist if you stayed in Bradford. He had to go to London, study in an art school worthy of the name. He spent two summers in a row painting outside in the streets of Bradford, transporting his paint and brushes in a pram that his father had repaired. He begged his mother to let him use a room in the house as a studio. She got mad when he spilled paint on the floor or didn’t put the caps on his tubes, she criticised his negligence, his lack of respect for others, but he knew that she would say yes—she was on his side. In the spring of ‘57, when David wasn’t yet twenty, his portfolio was ready. He sent it to the Royal College of Art in London, as well as to another art school, the Slade, to increase his enrolment chances, because the Royal College took only one student out of ten. He was chosen for an interview and went to London, unable to sleep the night before, aware of his ignorance and his inferiority compared to his rivals, who had grown up surrounded by museums.


He was accepted.


Before starting at the school, David had to fulfill his military service requirement. A conscientious objector, like his father, he was sent to a hospital as a health care aide, first in Leeds, then in Hastings, and he spent two years taking care of elderly and sick patients all day long, rubbing their decrepit bodies with ointment, and washing the dead. He didn’t have time to paint, or even to think. He fell asleep at night trying to read Proust and wondering what an asparagus was. He was aware of his good fortune. He wouldn’t be doing this exhausting and thankless work his entire life. The Royal College awaited him.


The time finally arrived.


He was in London, in the most prestigious art school in England, one of the best in the world. His new friends were filled with certainty on subjects he had never even thought about. The day when one of them exclaimed, “You can’t paint like Monet anymore after Pollock!” David blushed as if they were talking about him. He discovered that figure painting belonged to the past, that it was anti-modern. French painting was of no interest to any of the other students. He would have been ashamed to show them the pop trait of his father that he had been so proud to sell four years earlier, and which he had painted in the vein of the Euston Road School or of French artists such as Vuillard and Bonnard. People were interested only in American abstract works: huge paintings that represented nothing, whose titles were numbers. David had, of course, seen the big exhibition of abstract expressionism at the Tate Gallery in the winter of ‘59 and discovered de Kooning, Pollock, Rothko, Sam Francis, and Barnett Newman. That exhibition, then those at the Whitechapel Gallery, had shaken his conception of art. You were contemporary or you were nothing.


What would his first work at the school be? Certainly not a figurative painting. He already had a strong Yorkshire accent, he was terrified at the idea that he would be considered provincial, a Sunday painter. He had to stay on safe ground: drawing. A human skeleton hanging in one of the rooms inspired him. A skeleton, that was original. A large drawing with all the details would reveal his perfect training in anatomy and perspective.


Everyone noticed his skeleton. A tour de force, they said. He had passed his first trial, hadn’t made a fool of himself. He felt a bit more at ease. One of his friends even offered him five pounds for it. He was an American, a rich student, a former GI who had returned to London on a generous GI Bill stipend. You had to be American to pay five pounds for a student’s drawing. Ron was five years older than he, married, and had a baby. He lived in a real house, unlike David, who shared a tiny room with another student in the lively Earl’s Court neighbourhood. Ron painted slowly and didn’t care what the others thought. His free spirit reminded David of his stubborn father. They became friends. They both arrived at school early in the morning, earlier than the other students, and had a cup of tea together before getting to work. They talked about art, art history, contemporary art. David had realised for some time that the painters he had known in Bradford, even his teachers at the School of Art, weren’t artists. He finally understood why: they didn’t question their place and relevance in the history of art. One couldn’t be an artist without asking oneself that fundamental question and finding an answer to it. He no longer had anything in common with the innocent boy he had been, the one who spent happy summers ambling around, pushing his pram filled with tubes of paint and brushes, stopping here and there to sketch a tree or a house. Figure painting was good for poster- and Christmas’ card artists. He had had a close call, but the new atmosphere he was breathing in had opened his eyes: he would be modern. Ron shook his head and smiled.


David should have been happy. He had done everything he could to get into this school. The day he was accepted, he had felt as if he had passed through the eye of a needle, had entered paradise, had been rescued from the life of an office employee that was the lot of his brothers, his sister, and his neighbours in Bradford. During the two years he had worked at the hospital, he had dreamt of his future existence and developed a serene patience, knowing that his deliverance would come and awaken him from what felt like a century of sleep. Now he was finally free, but that anticipated, desired happiness that should have been within his grasp escaped him. For the first time, he no longer felt joy in painting. He felt strangely detached from his work, without energy or enthusiasm. Maybe he had been wrong. Maybe he was just an impostor. His American friend listened to the twenty-two-year-old, completely at a loss, pour out his anxieties. They also talked about other things, politics, literature, friendship, love, the vegetarian diet that David, like his parents, practised. His daily conversations with Ron at least allowed him to feel less alone.


“This is what you should paint,” Ron said one day. “Things that matter to you. You don’t have to worry about being contemporary. You already are, since you live in your time.”


The idea was interesting. There was no point in struggling to belong to one’s time—one belonged to it by definition. Ron’s figures, indeed, didn’t seem to have been painted in Manet’s or Renoir’s time. In any case, something had to change. If David didn’t rediscover pleasure in painting, he would end up like an old, dried-up lemon left out on a kitchen counter. As a matter of fact, he felt like painting vegetables. No one could accuse him of being anti-modern, because their round shapes seemed respectfully abstract. But in his mind, they were vegetables. He then painted the tin of Typhoo Tea from which he took a bag every morning when he arrived at school, and which reminded him of his mother. In addition to the words “Typhoo Tea,” he had the idea of adding a letter or a number here and there which would force the viewer to get closer to the painting to decipher them. He was smuggling in a bit of intimacy. The letters and numbers engaged the viewer instead of leaving him at a distance, as abstract painting did.


Ron shared a corner of his studio down the hall with another student, and when David went to see him in the afternoon, he also chatted with his studio mate. Adrian was gay. The first openly gay man David, at the age of twenty-two, had ever met. He had known for a long time that he liked men, but his sexual activity was limited to rare, furtive encounters about which he spoke to no one in places where he went alone. The day when one of his friends told him, “I saw you in that pub with that bloke and I saw what you were doing!” he had blushed, terribly embarrassed by the unfortunate coincidence that had brought a student he knew into a pub far away from their school, where a stranger he had met an hour earlier in the Leicester Square cinema was fondling him. Afterwards, his own reaction had made him angry. Would he have blushed if the student had caught him with a girl? And would the student have even mentioned it? What gave him the right to talk to him with such mocking familiarity? David painted a work that he called Shame, without any other identifiable shape than that of an erect penis in the foreground. While he listened to Adrian unashamedly tell him about his homosexual adventures, he thought, That’s how I want to live. Adrian advised him to read the American poet Walt Whitman, whom David had heard of, and the Egyptian Greek poet Constantine Cavafy, whom he hadn’t.
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