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Foreword

The Yale Center for British Art is
proud to present the first exhibi-
tion in this country devoted exclu-
sively to the work of John Golding,
a painter of international outlook
and importance. Born in England,
he was educated in Mexico and
Canada, before returning to
England to complete his research
and to teach both art history and
painting. To describe him as a
British artist is to run the risk of in-
sulating him from his wider con-
text; in discussing his own work, he
refers not only to Turner, but with
no less emphasis or respect to
Cézanne, Orozco and Clyfford Still.
From it all, and especially during
the past ten years of full-time activ-
ity as a painter, comes pure
Golding.

For the present exhibition we are
indebted first and foremost to the
painter himself, to Alex Gregory-
Hood of the Mayor Rowan Gallery,
and to all of the lenders who have
generously agreed to make works
available. Thanks, too, to Richard

Wollheim, who shaped From
Mexico to Venice, the dialogue with
John Golding which appears as the
introduction to this catalogue.
Their discussions took place in the
artist’s studio during May and June
of this year and, at their request,
English spelling is retained.

We are grateful to Marina Vaizey
for the enthusiasm and support she
has shown for the exhibition ever
since it was first mooted. Since
then, the efforts of colleagues on
both sides of the Atlantic have
helped to guarantee its success. |
wish to mention especially Harriet
Berry at the Mayor Rowan Gallery,
Kasha Jenkinson at the Paul Mellon
Centre for Studies in British Art in
London, Leslie Blakely, Constance
Clement, Timothy Goodhue,
Marilyn Hunt, Julie Lavorgna,
Martha Pigott, Vincent Raucci,
Leonard Rogers, and the entire
Operations Staff here at the Center.
The catalogue was designed by
Frank Tierney and produced at the
Yale University Printing Service.




From Mexico
to Venice

We first met, in Venice, in
1955. At that time, as | recall
things, you were working on your
thesis on Cubism, and you were
also painting: but painting less
strenuously than later — or, for
that matter, than you had been
earlier, in Mexico.

J.G.

| have had the opportunity of
following your work virtually since
our first meeting, over a period of
nearly thirty-five years, and an ini-
tial thing to say about it is that it
contains two aspects which are not
all that often found together in
contemporary art: a strong under-
lying unity, and a great deal of sur-
face change, in response to prob-
lems and challenges we shall want
to talk about. In this way your ca-
reer as a painter always strikes me
as more like that of a traditional
artist than that of a late twentieth-
century artist. In so much late
twentieth-century art we find either
repetition all the way down or nov-
elty all the way down. However |
don’t want to talk about this gen-
eral issue, which in fact is that of
the pathology of contemporary art
— what | think of as the wide-
spread failure to form style. | intro-
duced it only to contrast it with
your work. Now the underlying
unity in your work, in so far as it is
not the unity of style, the unity im-
posed upon the work by the hand,
the hand in the service of the eye,




Figure 1

1958 Desnudo Gris
acrylic on canvas

28 x 351z inches
Collection of the Artist

comes, as | see it, from its con-
stancy of subject matter: the
human body.

J:G. You are quite right about
the subject matter of my work. |
began as afigurative artist and
found my way into abstraction
through moving, as it were, up
and into the body imagery of my
painting. Given the fact that ab-
stract art has been with us for
some seventy-five years, it never
ceases to amaze me that it was
only the generation of painters
after my own that'accepted ab-
straction as:a language that
could be immediately picked up
rather than as something that
hadto be worked into. | think
this is why abstract art has been
through, and is still in-a way in, a
state of crisis. A lot of young
artists were excited by the look
of abstract art and began making
abstract painting and sculpture,
but then after a while they be-
came uncertain What their work
was about, |'think it is perfectly
possible to make art out of and
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about other art provided you
know that that is what you are
doing. | myself.grew up in
Mexico and saw relatively little
good abstract art until | began
visiting New York in the very.late
1940s, Apart from a few land-
scapes, my own first works were
all figure pieces. And in one forn
or another the body is still always
there in'my work. The formats of
the paintings over the past two
decades have been consistently
horizental, and maybe this is
why people have seen them as
having connetations with land-
scape. This doesn‘t necessarily
bother me — the space of land-
scape s for me richer and mare
interesting than architectural,
man-made space, and | probably
make use of it; indirectly. But |
recognize that the body is always
there in my work, that that is
what my paintings are about.

F.W. Let us start with an early
work (figure 1). Here we see unmis-
takably the middle section of the
human body, the male human



Figure 2

i?h
Figure 3

body. The gender is not in doubt.
The picture also exhibits another
great theme of yours: light. The
body, and light — and also a third
theme, which is potent in much of
your work, mystery. Mystery, as |
see it, has a short-lived absence
from your work in the period of the
hard-edged descendents of those
early torsos (figure 3), and that
may have been a powerful reason
why you grew dissatisfied with that
“purer” kind of work. Personally |
recall the purer work with affection
because you did a simplified ver-
sion of one of those hard-edged
images for the cover of the first
English edition of Art and Its
Objects.

But to go back to the early torsos,
which tell us so much about the
pictures in the present exhibition,
through their dissimilarities as well
as through their similarities. Mys-
tery is powerful in both groups, but
in the early work it is never far
away from terror, and the terror in
turn comes from the penetration of
the body by light. In the later work

light falls on the body and explores
its surface, but here it drives its way
through the body, often coming at
it from behind, and then generally
from a single source. Light is essen-
tially inquisitorial, and mystery
comes about partly from its suc-
cess, or what it uncovers about our
strange interior, and partly from its
failure, or what the body continues
to hold secret from us. So there is
the mystery of strangeness and,
superimposed on it, the mystery of
ignorance. Do you think this is a
reasonable way of describing the
subject matter of these pictures?

G,



| fully understand, and sym-
pathize with, the distinction you
make between mystery and mystifi-
cation, and when | said “mystery,”
| meant mystery. But | also sympa-
thize with your implied point that
you aren't really the person to ask
about mystery in your work, even
though it comes from you. But |
should like to stay for a moment
with these early paintings, because
I want to concentrate on one par-
ticular aspect of them. Not the sub-
ject matter, but something that
goes along with the subject matter

and provides an analogue to it. It
depends on a certain optical effect,
which helps to carry the subject
matter. These pictures have an
abrasive quality, and | am thinking
of this in a literal way. | don’t know
if you added anything to the paint
in those days, but the pictures have
a very gritty surface towards which
the spectator then feels himself
drawn. He is drawn into the surface
because of this grittiness and, as he
is, he starts to feel as if this grit is
being rubbed across his eyes and
eyelids. It is a sensation that | asso-
ciate with certain pictures by Goya,
particularly the single-figure pic-
tures. They also induce it. It is a
somewhat cruel effect, but the up-
shot is that the spectator feels that
his body, as he experiences it is
twinned with the represented body.
The two are allied through distress,
and the distress that the spectator
feels alerts him to what is happen-
ing to the body in the picture.

Now, without at this stage going
further into this rather specific con-
ception of the body, the body



under inquisition, which after all is
subject matter you have now left
behind, | should like to ask you
something about the pictorial
sources you drew upon in realizing
it. Someone looking at these pic-
tures, either at the time or now,
would have rather superficially
thought of Francis Bacon, Butin
actual fact, these images, as | un-
derstand the matter, derive much
more from Mexican sources. Would
you like to say something about
that? A great deal of your later
work could be anticipated by say-
ing that, over the years, Mexico
gives way to Venice,

J.G.

On the level of mere appear-
ance the biggest or most abrupt
change in your work was when you
shifted from the early painterly,
gritty manner, sombre, with very
little colour, to the hard-edged rep-
resentations of the body, still some-
times without colour, but some-
times with a lot of bright colour
and often a rather silvery effect. But
on a deeper level the really impor-
tant change came later and was
less immediately perceptible. It co-
incides with a shift from pictures
that contain within their edges, or
as parts of themselves, representa-
tions of the body, to pictures that
in themselves or as wholes stand in
for the body. This is what | call
metaphorical painting — the paint-
ing is a metaphor for the body —
and all the paintings in this exhibi-
tion are metaphorical paintings.
They are no longer figurative paint-
ings, we can no longer see the



body in the painting, but the refer-
ence to the body is no less present.
The difference is that this reference
is not effected through representa-
tion. These pictures are manifestly
representational: we see forms or
shapes arranged in depth, or with
one behind, or in front of, another.
But, though representational, the
pictures don’t represent the body.
What has happened is that they
have become metaphors for it. |
don’t want to be misunderstood.
As you know, but | had better make
this clear, | think that a painting
can both be a metaphor for the
body and represent it: Titian
supremely. But your paintings are
metaphors for the body but not
representations of it. Now from this
transformation your painting has
acquired many benefits, many pos-
itive benefits, but there is one
“negative” benefit, a benefit by
deletion, that | should like to bring
up now. Abandening figuration has
resulted in the dissolution of those
great centralized images which, in
one way or another, presided over
most of your early work. It is only

with hindsight that this emerges as
the major liberation it has turned
out to be. Did you feel centraliza-
tion to be a constricting force at
the time? It seems to me that the
example of Bacon, where over the
years, over the decades, remorse-
less centralization has eroded the
expressive effect of the work, might
have made you wary of it. But |
may be reading my own responses
into your work.,

J.G.



Before we look at the later
work, | should like to ask you a
question. |t follows directly out of
what we have been talking about
and is something that troubles
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eryone who admires your work will
be interested in any answer you
have to this question.

J:G:

many people, though it also trou-
bles them that it does. They think
that it is puerile or unsophisticated.
But Clement Greenberg, to his
credit, has always felt that abstract
painters should never lose sight of
the fact that they deny themselves
things that figurative painters could
make use of. Abstraction, in other
words, involves loss: though — and
this is the crucial point — not nec-
essarily overall loss. You are doing
something different from what
Signorelli or Veronese or Poussin or
Manet did. They are all painters
whom you admire, yet there is no
conceivable way in which you
could straightforwardly combine
what you do with what they did.
But how do you experience the
fact that you have denied yourself
part of what was available to them?
There are, | am sure, many ways of
experiencing the loss—including
denying it—but | am sure that ev-




Malevich's Bfack Sqiare very
much in terms of body imagery.
* But if it was, as hesaw it, a tab-
ula rasa, it was also in certain re-
spects a dead end, the end of a
process. He had to look for new
themes through which he could
waork himself back into abstrac-
tion, and he did it through aerial
photographs and se forth; for a
while there was much more vari-
ety in his abstractions — many
more possibilities — though he
produced no'image that was as
powerful as the Black Square;
then of course he ended up with
the White Square: Pollock, after
he had found his way into ab-
straction, subsequently tried to
revive or repeat the processes by
which ke had got himself there,
not always so'totally successfully
the second time round. | think a
very high proportion of abstract
artists, more particularly those
who have found their way inte
abstraction through figure worl;,
and even more particularly those
who have done so through the
single figure, have at certain
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times felt it difficult to renew
themselves and their art. | think
Rothko was ultimately and tragi-
cally very much aware of this.

To get back to a question you
asked earlier: | confronted the
centralized images in earlier
works by moving right into
them. The individual images had
become simultaneously so flat
and so centralized that they
seemed almost like pictures
within a picture. 1 was faced with
the alternative of expanding the
space or the areas around the
image in order to be able to
imove the image about more, to
destroy the centralization, or else
of moving up into the image,
making the image the picture
and subsequently looking for
ways to fill the picture-image
with light and space. The move-
ment up into the imagery was
and still is in some ways liberat-
ing and exhilgrating, but it has
also shut endless doors, endless
possibilities. I'spend a lot of time
locking at other painting and it'is
i )

possibly my greatest pleasure;
but it saddens me that | can now
very seldom respond to its stimu-
lus in'my own work in the way
that | would like to. I love the
paintings in the National Gallery,
but' | can now very seldom draw
on them directly in my own work
in the way that many of my figu-
rative painter friends do. On the
other hand, | often try to echo in
my own work the emotional or
psychological chords that individ-
ual works of the past strike in
me, and | can be very directly in-
spired by colour combinations,
effects of light and so forth.
When the El Greco View of Toledo
was on loan to the National
Gallery, for example, | thought
how good it would be if an ab-
stract painter could produce a
painting that was so mysterious
and so totally dark and nocturnal
and yet so full of light

H.W. Now there is one issue
hich, as far as | can see, is, histori-
any rate, much associated

‘with the rise of abstraction, though

<A
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perhaps only accidentally so: and
that is the disappearance, the at-
tenuation, of detail, at least detach-
able or significant detail. You could,
of course, excise a portion of a
Pollock, but it wouldn't really be
detachable detail. There isn’t detail
in Rothko, though the jagged
edges of the rectangles invariably
come to engross our attention.
Detail abounds in one abstract
painter whom | admire more than
you do; Hans Hofmann, particularly
in his very late work, the Renate
paintings. Now, vour work displays
detail. Now, what do you feel
about this tendency in so much
twentieth-century painting, ab-
stract and non-abstract, which has
the effect of squeezing out local-
ized attention? Do you feel it's just
the end of one historical tendency,
or is it something graver than that?

J.G.



Let me try and be more pre-
cise. How | think of detail is as
something that makes a distinct
contribution to the whole. The
leading idea here is that detail
works in a picture in a way analo-
gous to the way a word is used in a
sentence. A word makes a distinct
contribution to the meaning of a
sentence, even though there are
many words — “and,” “very,” “is”
— whose meaning it would be ex-
tremely hard to give outside the
context of a sentence. Of course
this is only an analogy here, just
because, as | am always so
insistent, pictorial meaning and
linguistic meaning are such very
different things. Now let’s take a
painting of yours for an example.
Take Body: a passage that | think of
as detail is to be found against the
right edge, about half way down,
isolated by narrow pale bands. It is
cavernous, with a split or fissure,
above a lot of far space. We can
identify the contribution that this
makes to the picture — though
remove the passage from the pic-
ture and who knows what the pas-
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sage would look like? In your paint-
ing, as | see it, detail often centers
around incident — to use your dis-
tinction. The successor to the abra-
sive surface, which we talked about
earlier, is constituted by smallish
passages in which the paint (as you
say) coagulates. They remind me of
somewhat similar passages, very
differently produced, which we
find in de Kooning: passages which
| have described as resembling the
breast of a tiny bird. Why | think of
these as successors to the abrasive
surfaces is that they too draw the
spectator towards them — and this
effect has a great deal to do with
their segmentation into detail.
They compel isolated attention, as |
see it.




imposed colour patches and
touches are more separate and
read more as detail and this ef-
fect is reinforced by catching
them up in the pale bands or
flares. The more vaporous treat-
ment of the space at the right
seems to balance the matted
space of the rest of the picture
and is in a sense an escape for
the eye. | do appreciate your
point thatin a lot of more recent
abystraction every mark and ges-
ture seems to be at the service of
the painting as a whole, no mat-
ter how small or broken it may
be, and because of this the eye is
not invited to enjoy or explore
individual areas of the surface.

1 You've talked just now of the
bands or flares in your pictures.
You've anticipated me. | think that
anyone, on looking at the body of
work in this exhibition as a whole,
will eventually become aware of
the three factors I've isolated: the
body, light, mystery. But someone,
wanting to come to grips with the
actual surfaces, would most likely

14

start by trying to grasp the role of

the one recurrent morphological
feature in the pictures, and that is

the bands — and the gap between

the bands. Leaving aside their gen-
esis, where they come from, how
do you think of their evolution over
the ten years of work that this exhi-
bition covers? This would give the
spectator a way of ordering the
pictures.

J.G.: | find it hard to separate the
functions of the bands in the
paintings from their genesis. |
spokeiof theway the figures in
Orozco’s paintings seem to wear
their skeletons on the outside.
The white bands or flares in my
painting are a distant legacy
from himin that they are the
paintings’ bones or substructures.

Originmally, after | had moved into
abstraction, | divided the can-
vases into two or three simple
geometric shapes which had for
me: the quality of presences. The
flares or'bands articulated the
edges of the shapes; they helped

to separate the shapes while the
geometry of the compositions
held the paintings together.
Then the relationship of the
bands to the shapes became
more complicated; bands began
getting into the shapes, animat-
ing and modiiying them: As'a
result of this | sensed how: | could
get more light into the pictures. |
have for a very long time been
obsessed with the way in'which
Braque compresses or accordion-
pleats space up onto the canvas,
so that a painting of an interior
can seern to contain more space
within it than the actual interfor
to which it is related. By multiply-
ing the bands, | think | was in-
stinctively trying to pleat more
light into the paintings. And of
course when light shifts it makes
one more aware of space too, so
that as there was more light in
the paintings and more variety of
light, | think the paintings got
more spatial, too — orat least |
hope so. Originally the pleating
of light was on an upright axis,
and basically it still is; 1 think that




One question that interests
me about your paintings is point of
view. When we look at a painting
of yours, are we looking at an
image that sticks up in front of us
— like the painting itself does — or
are we looking down on some-
thing, or do our points of view (as |
suspect) shift? The question I'm
asking is one that descends from
Monet’s Nymphéas, which in this
respect at any rate were precursors
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of abstraction. Otherwise | regard J.G. N

this as an exaggerated issue. There,
| feel, we look down on to the wa-
tery surface for about the upper
two-thirds of the picture; then, as
our eyes reach the lower one-third,
we find ourselves looking back into
the water from a point barely
above it. | take it that one thing
that this achieves is that it pre-
serves the traditional idea of the
bottom versus the top of the pic-
ture. Would you like to say where
you stand on this? Do you think of
yourself as organizing a picture
with a top and a bottom, or one
which has four sides with nothing
directional about them — like a
swimming pool looked at from
above? Or do you feel a tension
between these two perspectives
onto the work — if you do, how do
you adjudicate between them?
“Adjudicate” is of course an artifi-
cial word, but that’s why I use it.
Because what we are doing here is
trying to make explicit something
that is executed implicitly. And why
not? It always seems to me a per-
fectly legitimate thing to do.



surfaces at such a speed that one
can somehow sense oneself at
the top of the pictures and about
to fall off them. (Tintoretto
sometimes gives me visual ver-
tigo, but this is because of the
high viewpoints he uses and be-
cause the space in his work often
seems to spin.) | don’t know
where Still placed himself when
he was studying his own work,
but | imagine it was relatively
close to. Then when we got used
to the idea of having very big
modern paintings around, a lot
of people unconsciously began
treating them as if they were
smaller pictures by trying to
“hold them down.” | think that
this is why the Newman exhibi-
tion-at the Tate in 1972 had such
a surprisingly poor reception.
One went into these enormous
galleries and saw people stand-
ing too far back from the works.

| suppose the fact that | some-
times stand and work my paint-
ings upside down but couldn’t
ever look at them on their sides
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confirms the fact that | see them
as having a top and bottom, very
definitely. After a few elements
have been laid in, | tend to begin
the pleating process | spoke of at
the top and bottom. Because the
tops and bottoms are more artic-
ulated than the sides, the sides
are more open and expansive;
the eye can drift off the sides
sometimes but seldom off the
top or bottom. But | do work the
paintings on the floor a lot when
| want to paint very 'wetly, and
then I'walk round them in all di-
rections, although the canvas al-
ways remains stretched up be-
cause the exact format is crucial
to me. | suspect that when
painters work on the floer, they
tend to work more quickly, partly
because they are to a certain ex-
tent working blind in that they
can't totally appreciate what
they have done until the canvas
is dry and can be studied verti-
cally against the wall. So; basi-
cally, | see the images as sticking
up in front of me, or in front of
the viewer, but there is also

something of the swimming poal
about them because of the tech-
nique, the way they are
executed.

R, With what someone coming

fresh to this exhibition is bound to

think of as unnatural restraint, we
haven't so far talked about your
concern with colour. Colour is such
a salient aspect of your painting. It
has great meaning for you and
great appeal. | deliberately put it
like that to bring out its twice-over
appearance in your work. And you
have a striking natural sensitivity to
colour compared not only to my-
self — | have rather defective
colour vision — but to almost ev-
eryone else.

| propose starting with something |
remember from a review written by
the Israeli painter Arikah. It has
somehow stuck in my mind. He
asked why it was that almost all
critics in writing about a painter’s
work described it in the vernacular
of colour instead of in the language
of pigment. Of course this was in

d'&’



part malice, or a way of saying that
art critics aren’t technically quali-
fied to write about art, but there is
a way of taking it straight, and, if
we do, then | think that it’s most
interesting taken on the most gen-
eral level. Then it is pointing out
that colour gets into painting only
through the manipulation of pig-
ment: something which people
who approach painting through
slides of painting can effectively
overlook. Because slides make
paintings approximate to stained
glass. But there is also — or could
be — a normative aspect to the
remark. Painting, it might be say-
ing, is profounder, or most itself,
when it emphasizes the materials
of colour. Florentine painting, for
all its great beauty, is constantly
haunted by the aetherealization of
colour: of course, in some cases,
the beauty and the aetherealization
of colour go together, one arises
out of the other. | suppose the his-
torical truth of the matter is that
this aetherealization could be fully
overcome only with the introduc-
tion of oil paint and the emergence
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of the brush stroke: in effect,
Venice. | think we should talk about
Venice, and your work certainly in-
vites it. But before we take this up,
let us take up an issue, a distinct
issue, but one which is the mirror
image of colour as materiality: and
that is materiality as colour. It
seems to me that within painters to
whom the materiality is something
enormously important, there is a
difference between those to whom
this stuff is essentially coloured,
and is so even when they drain it of
brightness, and those for whom
the stuff is not like that at all.
Rembrandt, for instance, for whom
matter is essentially tangible. This
struck me so forcefully the other
day in Vienna looking at the
Titians. There we have a painter for
whom colour is materialized and,
at the same time additionally, the
materiality is something essentially
coloured, | looked at a number of
early Titians, middle Titians, and
then at the great late Nymph and
Shepherd. Now there is no more
colour in this painting, | imagine,
than in, say, a late Rembrandt self-

portrait. Yet even at his most tene-
brist, Titian still strikes me as a
painter who, in loading the canvas
with matter, is encrusting it with
colour, even if maximally muted
colour. In other words, he remains
the opposite of Rembrandt.

Now | would like to ask you two
questions. Is there anything you
can say about colour in your work
—oris it too close to you, like the
element of mystery | raised earlier?
And how do the colour and pig-
ment fit together in your scheme of
things? More particularly, there is
this issue: you use acrylic, and yet,
as far as | can see, you seem to get
out of acrylic something rather like
what the Venetians got out of the
newly discovered oil paint.




tive response in spectators, | sus-
pect, than any other pictorial
property. It strikes me as interest-
ing and peossibly revealing that
whereas one can think of endless
artists who were natural-born
draftsmen — Degas and Picasso,
to name only two, come instantly

‘to. mind — many artists whom

one thinks of as colourists only
became really great colourists in
mid-career or relatively late in
life. There are marvellous
colouristic passages in Delacroix’s
Massacre at Scio, but the painting
as awhole isn’t a colouristic mar-
vel in the way that later works of
his are. Similarly it seems to me
that Bonnard didn’t truly hit his
stride as a colourist until the
‘twenties when he was well into
middle age: Matisse was a natu-
ral colourist, but even so it took
him quite a time to find his feet.

The question of colour asa sub-
stance baffles me somewhat.
When you talk of the aethereal-
ization of' colour in Florentine
art, | suppose you mean that it

is the\
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has so little substance to it — it
can be beautiful and can move
ut it is seldom the painter's
ary concern or vehicle,

k his colour retains some:
residual feeling of “fill in”; one is
always so aware of the contours:
of forms, and yet colour is what
is carrying the pictures more.
than anything else. Of course he
had il paint, but he was apply-
ing it lightly and smoothly so
that, although light seems to
flood the pictures from various
on our side of the can-
vas, the pictures also seem to be
lit from behind. | imagine that
for him light and colour had be-
come more or less synonymous,

and except in pictures that are
totally tenebrist it is always a bit

hard to separate the two. Titian

is so:much more physical and

emotive. But what is interesting
which the senstiots

quality of the pigment and

colour, even its sensuality, be-

comes sublimated. We become

increasingly aware of the tactility
of the paint, -and of the paint as
colour; and yet also increasingly
aware of the fact that it isn't it-

tion. 1 wonder if it would be fair
to say that he feltin terms of
colour; Latterly, and as his eye-
sight deteriorated, he was able
to endow very dark paintings,
the tenebrist paintings you speak
of like Nymph and Shepherd and
the'London National Gallery The
Death of Actaeon, with colouristic
sensdtions even though there is
relatively little colour in them.

Although Veronese's colour is so
incredibly rich and sumptuous, I~
think he used colour much more
intellectually and self-consciously.
Maybe he thought rather than ,
felt in colour. And one can learn
so/much from him; Last time |
stood in front of the Feast in the
House of Levi in the Accademia, |
ail of a sudden realized how he
was structuring those vast:
expanses in terms of his reds;
red, for'me; is the most static of




colours. If you men'tally remove
the other colours from this paint-
ing, the reds are still giving you
the painting’s structure or basic
composition. | don’t think you
could ever mentally remove a
colour from-a Titian. | am also in-
trigued by the way Veronese can
use a very small amount of a par-
ticular colour and yet make it
pervade a picture; one can think
“that is a very blue painting,”
and yet on examination one finds
there is relatively little blue pig-
ment in it. His use of drapery is
extraordinary too. Brapery
sometimes seems to convey
more of the movement and
drama of what he is saying than
the bodies underneath — drapery
as metaphor, | suppose. |

in this century the painter who
has got most out of colour is of

course Matisse. Sometimes he

invents new light sensations with
it, as he did in his Fauve work,
sometimes he recreates natural
light with it, and sometimes he
uses it decoratively, or simply as
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itself, for the pleasure it gives the
eye — | see some of the
paintings of the ‘thirties in this
way. He could also use colour
very physically in the sense of
making one so aware of pigment
and colour as matter, while al
other times — and in these in-
stances colour seems to take us
over even more completely —
there seems to be very little of
the actual stuff on the canvas.
These are the Matisses that em-
apate most light. A lot of con-
temporary abstraction is very
bright but gives out very little
light. Occasionally it actually can-
nibalizes the light around it.
These works look wonderfully
stimulating and alive when one
first encounters them, but after a
while one’s eyes feel dry and
drained.

| myself am obsessed by the

properties of pure pigment,

which is why 1 work so much in

pastel. There is no binding

medium, or virtually none, so

that there is'nothing getting be-
3

tween you and the pure colour
sensation; and the moment you
rub it on'to a white support,
colour seems to be lit up not only
from behind but from within —
the colour is very much there,
but it is-also in a sense insubstan-

tial because there is hardly any

matter to it, In my own work |
see colour and light as totally in-
terdependent. | would never put
one colour down next to another
simply to make one or other or
both more telling and vivid.
Rather, colours injtiate dialogues
which produce light sensations
which in turn echo or induce psy-
chological experience. To this ex-
tent the paintings are about

‘states of mind, although | sup-

pose in a sense everybody’s
paintings are, in one way or an-
other. In the paintings | use
acrylic because of its quick-drying
properties; also it can be used
very wetly without becoming too
thin or insubstantial. As | have
said, the paintings are worked on

for very long periods, and in the

process they become very elabo-
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.. | think that it is crucial for a
spectator of your work to bear in
mind what you say about Veronese
and drapery. | think that it is a fail-
ure to recognize the way you are
implicitly drawing on these effects
of Veronese’s — light falling not
directly on the body but on drap-
ery, or an outer coating of the
body — that leads people off on a
tangent to assimilate your work to
landscape. And that reminds me to
go back to something you said at
the beginning. In agreeing that
your painting always retained its
reference to the body, you said that
some people thought it derived
from landscape, and you said that,
though this wasn’t right, you didn’t
mind. You said that “it didn’t
bother you.” I'll now confess that
this amazed me. | think of you as

an extremely tolerant person, and |
think that is a characteristic of
yours that is to some degree forma-
tive of your painting: it makes your
painting unhectoring, indeed un-
rhetorical, and | personally find this
quality so exhilarating in an art
world full of manifestoes, and de-
nunciations, and declarations of
intent, disguised as paintings.
Nevertheless — and | may be tak-
ing you too literally here — | won-
der how it is that you can not mind
being misunderstood. Of course |
can see how you might think that
what you’re doing could get
through to people at one level, un-
consciously or preconsciously, even
when at another level they concep-
tualize it to themselves incorrectly.
However, isn't there a real danger
in these false conceptualizations? |
say this partly for a particular rea-
son: and that is | think it's becom-
ing increasingly clear that the New
York School has suffered so much
from critics just saying what they
wanted about the artists, and the
artists, or some artists, for one rea-
son or ancther, not challenging




them. But, as | say, | may be read-
ing too much into a casual remark
of yours.

J.G. The whole question of the
ways in which abstract art can be
“read” is so vexed. Undoubtedly
people’s response to abstract art
is even more subjective than their
response to figurative painting. |
remember Frank Stella writing in
Working Space that he “had trou-
ble” with what he called the “un-
derpinnings” of pioneer abstrac-
fion; in a sense this is an odd
thing to say because without
their ideological and intellectual
underpinnings the artists would
never have achieved their ends or
got themselves visually where
they did. On the other hand, |
don‘t think that one has to be
aware of their interest in theoso-
phy or the fourth dimension, for
example, to sense that their work
has content and is profound.

| said earlier that when my paint-
ings began to look like surrogate
landscapes | wiped them out; and
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if | thought that people saw them
as surrogate landscapes, this
would worry me. But if people
see certain landscape connota-
tions in the work, this doesn't
trouble me. Turner’s light is often
straightforwardly naturalistic of
course, and he is the British
painter who has most influenced
me, althoughit is also true that |
respond most to the most vision-
ary and most abstract of his
works. Cézanne haunts me; | am
particularly obsessed by the late
landscapes, and | would like to
think that some of their space
had got indirectly into my work,
even if my own imagery does de-
rive ultimately from the body. |
think that artists got very brain-
washed by the insistence on flat-
ness in so much abstract art, and
for that matter so much figura-
tive art, of the 1940s and "50s.
The painting that | am drawn to
most of all is painting that is very
flat but also very full of space.
Late Bellini means as much to me
as any painting in the world; it is
very flat because it tends to be

very frontal, and the overlapping
images are so tightly bonded to
the surface; but the paintings are
also full of space that comes
through light even more than
through perspective. | agree with
you about it being wrong for
artists to allow critics to falsify
their work and that they should
speak up for themselves, al-
though while one can think of
artists who have writlen marvel-
lously well, one can think of oth-
ers who would have been better
advised to remain silent. Today |
think it is the art impresarios
more than critics who tend to in-
terpret or misinterpret artists’
work for them.

.. Now there is one point I'd
like to end on. You think of your
pictures in terms of their succeed-
ing or not, of their “working” or
not. What is it for you for a picture
to work? Let’s — if you like — take
the painting here that you like best:
can you say why? | don’t mean
conclusively — but can you say
something about why?



).G.. Well, quite obviously the

pictures have to work in the
straightforward way of com-
plying with visual, formalistic
criteria. They sometimes do this
at a fairly early stage in their
evolution, but the-ones that do
50 are in fact often the ones |
have to werk on'longest. There is
no one painting in the exhibition
that [ like best, so can | take the
painting that on recent visits to
my studio'is the one that | think
you liked best? 1 often give my
pictures titles only in'order to be
able to identify them quickly in
my mind after they have left the
studio. Sometimes a title sug-
gests itself to me as | am working
on a painting; this is the case, for
example, with the painting called
Echo, which incidentally, despite
the fact that the greensim-
mediately evoke associations
with foliage, | see in terms of
body imagery — the white,
columnar form is somehow to
me very female, and so | gave
the picture the name of a
nymph. But the picture | am
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talking about, which we have
already mentioned, is pre-
dominantly red. When | asked
you if you could think of a title
for it, you suggested | call it

simply Body; so | did. It was a

picture that began very well; it
had a nice swinging movement
to it; and a couple of painter
friends who saw it urged me to
leave it as it was. But after a
while it seemed to me to be all
surface, both in the sense that it
didn’t have enough space and
depth to it visually, but also in
that it looked exactly the same
every time | pulled it out, so that
after a while it seemed
psychblp‘gicﬂalrly flat too. | went
back into the painting and
worked it over a period of some
months. | kept losing it; after
altering aspects or elements in it,
the picture looked awkward or
inconclusive, but it was also
becoming more layered in every
sense. Then | put it aside again.
Subsequently | reworked it yet
again, quite quickly, and it got
back to looking more like it

originally had, but | could now
look at it for longish spells with-
out getting bored with it. | like
the way it seems to move from
right to left and yet the eye ends
up in the middle of it. To this
extent, although there is a lot of
movement'in the picture, it is
also —to me at least — quite
firm and steady, even quite still.
It is in certain respects a visceral
painting, and a couple of people
have seen suggestions of body
imagery in it.




