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IMAGE 2 

 

 

The Mother, detail with tea table, apple blossom, tulips and view of a city destroyed by war 
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Pliyvyot..... a kuda’zh nam pliyt?  We sail... but where are we sailing too?  Pushkin (from Autumn) 

... soirs de tristesses ... matins de tendresses ...   French chanson 

mit Schlag!***  (see note below)  

 

 

 

 

Utopia 
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PREFACE, DEDICATION AND THANKS 

 

The first part of Image focuses on my development and the Winter Journey series, which is to 

be continued. The second part focuses on my last sequence of large-scale painting. 

* 

Biggest thanks of all goes to my partner Donald who gave me space to develop and 

encouraged me unstintingly throughout the last fifty years and more. He gave me my first 

large public commission, painting the Stations of the Cross at St Peters Church Morden in 

South London. Despite furious criticism and even a consistory court which put the pictures 

on trial to successfully remove them, he defended and continued to encourage me. 

In the first part of Image I wrote about my great teacher Theo Major, paying tribute to him 

there, but here I need to thank his daughter Mary who has been huge encouragement to me 

these last years as I returned to painting watercolours and drawing. She reminded me of his 

inspirational tuition. Without her support I might not have written this book. 

Thanks also to several other women who were crucial to my development as an artist.  

Without the poet Kathleen Raine’s appreciation and faith in me I would not have managed to 

paint Winter Journey, The Sleeping Soldiers or any of the late pictures. At the time being 

dubbed by art experts as the ‘worst painter in England’ her constant advocacy and love, 

which she gave unstintingly to many young writers and artists, gave me the courage to 

persist. The home page of the Temenos Academy which she founded uses a similar candle 

logo to the Soul of Europe. Kathleen Raine shared our vision expressed in her words that 

adorn the page:  A g a i n s t  t h e  n i h i l  O n e  c a n d l e - f l a m e ,  o n e  b l a d e  o f  g r a s s   O n e  

t h o u g h t  s u f f i c e s   T o  a f f i r m  a l l .   She contributed words to a flier about me distributed 

by the Rebecca Hossack Gallery which exhibited the Winter Journey series: Peter Pelz is a 
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deeply dedicated artist, in the sense in which every true work of art is more than an exercise 

of professional skill, being rooted in an imaginative vision which must always be, in essence, 

a vision of the sacred, and a sacrifice of the artist to that source he serves. 

Earlier, at the beginning of my adult life as a painter, another poet, Anne Ridler and her 

husband Vivian, head printer of the Oxford University Press, gave me encouragement and 

were the first to privately commission paintings from me, a gift of time to develop.  

Dolores ‘Lola’ Webb saw my Stations of the Cross, joined my art class at St Peters Church 

and regularly bought my paintings. This permitted me space to explore and experiment. 

While working as an education officer in the London County Council she commissioned me 

to create a large wide frieze on the theme of Grimm’s Fairy Tales, on paper that she could 

attach to the wall stretching uninterrupted round the room, and done in a mixture of gouache, 

crayon, collage and pen. In the middle Hansel and Gretel stand in front of  the witch’s house 

which is an Auschwitz gas oven. Lola gave me the freedom to take ideas beyond their limits.  

Such encouragement is about vision and substance, learning and trying out.  

Another significant woman is Rebecca Hossack who came into my life at the right time. She 

correctly considered the medium of tempera suited my style of painting. Opening space in her 

West End gallery for me to exhibit Winter Journey she gave me a confidence that allowed me 

to finish the final sequence of paintings, through the Sleeping Soldiers, a number of 

miscellaneous portraits and these final roundels.  

*** Mit Schlag.  There is a story behind these two words.  They refer to the topping on cake 

or ice cream in Germany and Austria.  The words sum up a feature of my pictures which is 

meant to be enjoyed, even though it is a naughty indulgence. Nevertheless given how life’s 

problems can be insurmountable these treats can be a blessing, especially if they are not 
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routine. The story has to do with one particular experience during my years working with the 

Soul of Europe, and is relevant to my paintings and fundamental to the way I live and work. 

The destruction of the World Trade Towers in New York on 9:11 happened during our 

preparation of the Coventry Consultation just a two weeks after, at which we brought 

together the warring sides in the Balkans, Serb Orthodox, Bosnian Muslim and Croat 

Catholic, so they could begin to reconcile, face the past and plan for a joint cooperative 

future. The consultation did succeed in moving the process forward, even if with small steps, 

but none the less significantly.  Muslims in Europe were finding themselves vulnerable to 

attack, suspicion and hatred. It became an immediate priority for the Soul of Europe to bring 

people together and find ways of talking about terrorism, discrimination and Islamophobia. 

The conference we set up at the European Union Brussels parliament in 2003 showed how 

difficult this process would be. Anger and fear clouded judgement. It would take time. At 

least strong friendships were forged that have lasted. During several more meetings in 

London, Berlin, again Brussels and Paris people from different communities talked more. 

Noori Bibi and Rizvan Hussein from the organization Jawaab which supports young people 

from Muslim communities in the UK were crucial to this process. Together we set up a 

Twelve Cities Project where similar groups from across Europe could network, share 

experiences, and plan the future. This continued what we started in Brussels in 2003 but for 

all the positive achievements, the developing of good relations, the next conference in 

Duisburg Germany proved the extreme difficulty of achieving our aims. For all the kindness 

and generosity of our German hosts, there persisted a patronising attitude to the Muslims in 

Europe, a subtle sense of discrimination familiar to those taking part now in the Black Lives 

Matter movement which fights vigorously for justice in a system of government that is 

fundamentally racist  
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Where does ‘mit Schlag’ come in? Those words have everything to do with difficult 

situations and describe one of the happiest memories of my times with my Muslim friends 

and colleagues. After meetings made all the more painful by them being talked down to along 

the lines of ‘we know better,’ and ‘we are white Europeans who make the rules’ and ‘you are 

really only tolerated if you become exactly like us’, we attended an event with children and 

rainbow banners meant to celebrate harmony between communities and I could see my 

friends looking unhappy. The daughter of one of our kindly hosts stood next to me and on a 

mischievous whim I asked her if she knew of an ice-cream parlour where I could take my 

friends and colleagues to experience the hedonistic pleasures of a German sundae. Straight 

away and with a smile she led us away from the event, like naughty children bunking school, 

and took us to a parlour decorated in seductive kitsch manner with velvet padded seats and 

pretty lighting. The jaws of my Muslim friends dropped, and I could tell from their shy smiles 

and sparkling eyes that this was exactly what the doctor ordered.  I helped them to be bold 

and choose the most elaborate creations.  Ever modest and shy my friends were fearful of 

going too far, but I insisted on them all topping off their orders with that ultimate delicious 

decadence, ‘mit Schlag’, silky whipped cream which to my palate the Germans do best.  

Heady with the sugar rush we returned to the conference which ended in high spirits, spoof 

interviews, much ribbing, laughter and a concert where Zain one of our colleagues sang a 

folksong from his grandparents’ homeland so beautifully that no one could speak afterwards. 

Above all I will never forget the radiant smile of Tariq, a Muslim community leader from 

Georgia where we had helped him retrieve a minaret taken down from its mosque. Tariq 

watched the group of Muslims and non-Muslims having fun in a way that he could not even 

imagine happening back in his country. For me that smile meant the same to me as the return 

of the minaret. This experience came close to what I try and express in my paintings and 

drawings that try to envision a better world. 
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   IMAGE 2 

MY FINAL TEMPERA PAINTINGS 

PORTRAITS          9 

THE ALMOND TREE        15 

IN THE CATHEDRAL        34 

THE SLEEPING BEAUTY        92 

IN THE FOREST         99 

THE FLIGHT OF THE BIRDS       117 

APPENDIX: MUSIC AND NAKED MEN      123 

The series Winter Journey is written about in the previous first part of Image.  The twelve 

Sleeping Soldiers were painted next but these need less explanation. People can interpret 

them as they please. This I discovered while exhibiting them at my Coffeehouse Gallery from 

1995-1998 when to my delight I once came across a soldier on a break from duty discussing 

them with his girlfriend. He understood them better than anyone, including me.  The Sleeping 

Soldiers are my response to one of the most familiar figures on the world stage, and what 

they say about the human condition. There are no narratives that need clarification. The 

models were all people I knew, several Russians, who had all been through training in the 

Soviet army, a Frenchman and a local gardener. Andrei from the Ukraine appears more 

frequently than the others. I write about him in An Apartment in Kiev.  
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The five large roundels inspired by mythology and fairytales turned out to be my last 

paintings with tempera. Until now I hesitated to explain them, although I write the story 

behind the In the Forest commission in The Road to Chartres. My pictures are intended to be 

enjoyed for the patterns and colours, like abstract paintings. The figures and scenes depicted 

can remain mysteries. People who like the paintings ask the question: ‘What are they about?’  

So it is time to give some kind of explanation which might help decipher what is going on, 

and hopefully provide a key to their substance.  

* 

A Note about Technique 

With the Winter Journey sequence I had yet to learn the process of painting in tempera, such 

as preparing wooden boards correctly with coating of gesso plaster which is sandpapered till 

it shines. Only then comes the application of transparent layers of paint made up of ground 

pigments mixed with egg yolk. As an ignorant novice I made the fatal mistake of not 

preparing the wood properly, assuming hardboard covered in a coat of emulsion would be 

sufficient, so most of the paintings are already irreparably flaking. This is a shame. The 

paintings made up the best exhibition of my life, thanks to the generous and sympathetic 

Rebecca Hossack at her gallery in the heart of London. The art establishment having 

dismissed me for years, calling me the worst painter in England, she took a brave risk. 

Without her encouragement I would not have achieved what I needed to as a painter. She 

introduced me to tempera, correctly judging the slow and meticulous process would suit my 

method of creating pictures. I am forever grateful to her. Fortunately I refined my technique 

in the Sleeping Soldiers sequence, which has only ever been exhibited at the Charlbury 

Coffeehouse Gallery I managed near Oxford. In my judgement these twelve pictures which 

follow the months of the year represent me at my best. I prepared the materials with care so 
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the paintings will not flake or fade. In fact the colours will deepen and glow more with age. I 

also varnished them to give them extra protection. Varnish could protect the Winter Journey 

if I applied it now, but that sequence looks better without a glossy surface which does not fit 

the subject matter.  However varnish adds a fitting sheen of permanence on other tempera 

paintings, especially the small portraits. These include first of all Donald who I have painted 

throughout the fifty years we have known each other, but also friends like Ouzi, a 

distinguished Israeli artist, Eric who I met through Ouzi, Mark a painter and stone carver, 

Mathew a gardener, who posed for me in two of the Sleeping Soldiers sequence, and Alexey 

from Moscow who taught me Russian. These portraits were done as studies to help me master 

the craft of tempera but I consider them among my best paintings. The positioning of face, 

body and flowers is my signature.  

 

Donald with white and red roses  

The carved face is from Freiburg Minster, one of seven supporting the spire 
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                               Donald with Cosmos                                                 Donald with Orange Blossom 

 

  

           Ouzi with wild rose, poppy, wild rose and aquilegia         Eric with poppy and blossom 

 

 

                         

           Alexey with daffodil, primrose and hyacinth                   Alexey with daffodils and blossom 
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                 Alexey with hellebore and snowdrops                           Mathew the Gardener with Mandolin 

 

  

     Mark with canary rose, aquilegia, poppy and cornflower 
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                 Mathew with canary roses and crocus                                   Mathew with Mandolin 

 

 

Matthew the Gardener in The Sleeping Soldier series 
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The Mandolin 

The Mandolin is a portrait of my hand and an abstract design. Structure and image are in 

equilibrium within the circle. The hand, mandolin, doronicum, scarlet pimpernel and naked 

man float freely but bound together in form and colour. Successful or not my paintings are 

meant for the eye. The stories are secondary. 

* 

Dvorak in his final years composed several orchestral fantasy pieces based on folktales. The 

music can be appreciated without knowing the gruesome plot details that are veiled in 

seductive orchestral textures. Chopin based his four ballades on stories but decided finally 

against revealing the narrative sources, stating that the music should suggest rather than 

illustrate. The imagination of the early 19
th

 Century Romantics across Europe drew 

inspiration from sophisticated tales that elaborate on folk myths. In particular femmes fatales 

as described by Keats in La Belle Dame sans Merci were popular. The French Undine 

appears in German legends as the Lorelei, who seduces and then lures men to their death. 
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There is also the Fair Melusine who when her mermaid nature is revealed turns into a 

monstrous snake. Male fear of the female in post-revolutionary times may be a response to 

women’s demand for equality. They were challenging patriarchal despotism that confined 

them to the traditional roles of mother, virgin and whore. A contemporary of Keats and 

daughter of an early campaigner for women’s rights also resorted to myth when expressing 

fear of arrogant masculinity monstrously unleashed. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein still 

resonates. We know that Undine inspired one of Chopin’s Ballades. It could be number two 

with its alarming cascades interrupting a seductive barcarolle. Moments of tranquil security 

are suddenly shaken by violent storms and surges. It could also be number three with its 

seductive rhythms. The music can be appreciated without knowing the source of inspiration. 

In this spirit I painted my last large tempera roundels. The narratives can be surmised – or 

not, as the case may be. Let the figures and the scenes suggest their own stories. There is no 

need for them to be identified in the manner of interpreting a Renaissance painting where 

mythological figures and stories would have been so well known to a well-educated viewing 

public that no explanations were necessary. Contemporaries could identify each and every 

character making up that otherwise mysterious gathering in Botticelli’s Primavera. The hope 

is that my pictures share emotions, thoughts and trigger the imagination. 

 

The Erlking is a crayon drawing from my teenage years, inspired by Schubert’s song. 
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THE ALMOND TREE 

 

The underlying theme of these last paintings is freedom and openness, windows being flung 

open and fresh air blowing in. They are a resolution to the inescapably painful subject matter 

of the Winter Journey and Sleeping Soldiers series. My favourite colour has always been 

blue, the blue of the sky. Tempera is able to provide a particular luminosity of blue because 

of the transparent layers of pigment which provide its foundation. One of the painters who 

took part in my Workers Educational Association (WEA) art classes during the 1970s taught 

me this technique. An elderly man with decades of experience produced oil landscapes of 
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such quality I just let him paint undisturbed, watched and learnt from him. He told me what 

most art students know early in their training that a foundation layer of red illuminates the 

final layers of blue. He painted in oils, but I discovered that with the medium of tempera the 

final result is even more radiant. I used rose madder and then finished with cerulean and 

ultramarine. This blue frames and binds my final paintings. The clear bright sky is the most 

important feature in all of them. 

Like most of my paintings, and just one of many reasons that they displeased the art 

establishment, these last five are personal. They are an examination and attempt at resolving 

life’s problems, specifically mine. Now that there is no longer time and energy to attempt 

epic narratives I focus on flower watercolours and filling small sketch books with fine-line 

ink drawings, portraits, illustrations, vignettes, abstracts and fantasies. These will continue till 

I am no longer able to paint and draw. 

* 

The Grimm’s fairytale which launches The Almond Tree on its journey contains familiar 

tropes of family dysfunction, acts of barbarism and revenge including a mill wheel that 

eventually crushes a wicked stepmother. This sadly ubiquitous demonic figure in fairytales is 

a woman generally seen as a threat to family life, mistreating children in her charge. She 

represents male fear of strong women who refuse to be subservient in the household which 

they feel the need to control.  The stepmother fears insecurity and does what she can to 

protect her interests. The fairytale witch is a similar character: a strong independent woman 

with apparently supernatural gifts, who has therefore to be brought under control and killed.  

For all the grim brutality in their narratives the greatest fairytales also offer essential 

resolution with themes of renewal and return to natural equilibrium often symbolised by a 

blossoming tree. My painting has a few references to the original story but leaves it mostly 
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behind. The fairy tale triggered memories of my mother and her traumatic life journey, and it 

became of huge significance to me that I could at last depict her lying in a meadow glowing 

in the sun, blossoms covering the tree above her and a sky reaching into infinity. Her traumas 

affected much of my life, so being able to free her from them became not only a necessity, 

but also liberation for me. I at last could make my peace with her, decades after her death.  

She is surrounded by daffodils, the flower I associate with her birthday in April.   

The central image is of the ancient ruined temple at Petra, carved in the rose-red rock face of 

a remote valley in Jordan. I release the temple facade from its rocky imprisonment so it floats 

free against a blue sky. 

Petra’s  crucial place in the painting was triggered by a memory of a popular song that 

haunted a generation in 1960s Israel where I worked on two kibbutzim. It gives this picture a 

significant political resonance. Petra became a place of mythical longing for young Israelis, a 

desire potently expressed in the song. Hemmed in by surrounding Arab nations who resented 

the existence of this new nation everything beyond Israel’s land borders remained enemy 

territory. In the North the border with Lebanon had yet to become a flash point. I gazed over 

it from a hillside above Galilee and saw how the railway line stopped at a set of buffers in 

front of the entrance to a tunnel. I felt thwarted desire: a sharp stab of regret that no one could 

make that journey to the other side which looked so enticing with snow clad mountains 

shimmering and floating over dark green cypress forests in the distance. This tantalising view 

of paradise however contained a bleak reminder of injustice and suffering. I could also see a 

pall of smoke hanging over a large refugee camp inside Lebanon a few miles away from the 

border. These were Palestinians who had been driven out of their own land on which I stood. 

To the North East of Israel the border with Syria at the Golan Heights presented a perpetual 

danger because Syrians descended at night to kill any Israelis they could find. Two people 

lost their lives this way at the kibbutz of Tel Katzir just below the Golan Heights where I 
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spent some months working. I met young soldiers posted there to protect the border and noted 

the fear in their eyes. This explained why the annexation of this corner of Syria by Israel after 

the Six Day War became a priority. I climbed along the Southern border with Egypt, the 

mountains of Sinai stretching for miles to the West. At one point of my walk more soldiers 

leapt out from behind a rock and barred my progress. The longest border is between Israel 

and Jordan. During my stay this caused the most grief because it divided the city of Jerusalem 

and prevented access to the West Bank. Like the Golan Heights this region became a priority 

for Israel to occupy after the Six Day War and continues to be colonised with determination 

regardless of the cost to Palestinians living there. Israeli policy as I write now is to confine 

them to reservations. The Palestinians know that the ultimate aim of Israeli nationalists is to 

eliminate them altogether. In 1963 I looked through the Allenby Gate across the sluggish 

trickle of the River Jordan over to Bethlehem lying in the valley below Jerusalem, and felt the 

ache of longing to go where I could not.  

I slept on the then rarely visited and unspoilt beach at Eilat on the southern tip of the Negev 

Desert. This jewel of a position had yet to become a major resort by the Red Sea. Sitting on 

the fine sand examining exquisite sea shells, with my back to the steep rugged dark rocks of 

the Sinai where soldiers had warned me to go no further, I looked up at the glowing rose-red 

mountain range beyond the border with Jordan and again felt the longing of so many young 

Israelis to explore and see the famous ancient temple of Petra there. The fact that it remained 

inaccessible and forbidden made the yearning even more intense. 

The political ramifications of this nostalgia are too deep and wide-reaching to explore here. 

In the background to my painting The Almond Tree is the awareness I experienced during my 

time in Israel that not so long ago these borders were easy to cross and Palestinians had the 

same access to Petra as the Jordanians and all Arabs. Even the early Zionist Jewish settlers 

arrived to at first suspicious but then warm welcome from Palestinians who appreciated the 
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prospect of co-operation and collaboration to make the desert bloom. Perhaps these first 

immigrants from an anti-Semitic Europe even managed to take a rest from cultivating vines 

and orange orchards to visit the temple in the Adom/Red Mountains of Jordan. Too quickly 

the Zionist idea became exclusively nationalist, and the borders hardened so that this small 

country on the eastern shores of the Mediterranean became bounded North, East and South 

by bitter enemies intent on exterminating the newcomers whose survival and existence 

depended on a military might backed by a US intent on keeping a controlling foothold in the 

Middle East. The early settlers however were aware of the crime involved in creating a 

Jewish state of Israel. One of them wrote to colleagues and family back in Europe: ‘The bride 

is beautiful, but sadly she is married to someone else.’  

These resonances may not be discernible in this spring-like innocent-seeming picture, but 

they are there in the temple floating against a clear blue sky. My paintings tell stories, and 

interpretation for better or worse is part of what I intended. 

My relationship to Israel and Palestine is detailed more in Dust (Book 2 Part One, Maps, 

Compasses and Minefields, on page 80, The Serpent in the Pardess). There is also a personal 

story about my mother connected to it which is directly relevant to my painting. Three 

surviving cousins of my father, whose parents were murdered in Auschwitz, became 

founding members of a kibbutz and this is where I went to work during one of my gap years 

before university. My parents happened to be there also because the BBC had commissioned 

them to make a documentary about developments in Israel. My father felt immediately at 

home in a nation run by Jews but his family took against my mother and there were 

unpleasant scenes.  A few years later my parents divorced, and although the trigger for that 

event lay in my father’s relationship with another woman, I trace this to the time in Israel.  
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When the documentary had been made they left me, returned to England and I came of age, 

emotionally and politically. This took place while experiencing new relationships, making 

observations and reaching conclusions about world politics. One of the most interesting 

people I came to know turned out to be someone my parents interviewed for the 

documentary: Helmut, a non-Jewish German, one of a number who left their homeland in 

disgust at their parents’ part in the holocaust and wanted to make amends by working in the 

toughest conditions. He took part in the back-breaking project to make the desert bloom, one 

of Israel’s prime ambitions.  He worked in the southern part of the country so my parents 

took me on the long drive through the Negev desert to meet him. Along the way battered 

remains of cars were left to rust as a warning to motorists to drive safely. Near the end of the 

journey a corner is turned before the road descends steeply and the eye is rewarded with a 

spectacular view over an arid valley with the rugged Adom mountain range on the other side 

stretching north and south to the Red Sea glinting azure blue on the horizon. Travellers like 

us would have been most struck by an astonishing strip of green, several acres in size, shining 

like an emerald in the valley and surrounded by miles of rock and sand. This kibbutz had 

succeeded in making the desert bloom by cultivating tomatoes. Though treated with the same 

suspicion as poorly paid Palestinian labourers employed by kibbutzim to help with the 

harvest, Helmut lived and worked there, taking the hostility in his stride as part of a sacrifice 

to atone for his parents’ crime of silent acquiescence in the Holocaust. The only person I ever 

met and knew who like Leonardo de Vinci used mirror-script (I had to hold his mail to a 

mirror to read it), this sensitive thoughtful dedicated man kept in touch with me for several 

years. I regret losing contact because there were too many questions unasked. His good looks 

and the radiant melancholy of willing sacrifice could not fail to attract and I wonder to this 

day what happened to him. How does he feel now about the country he left his homeland for? 

Did he marry and raise a family? A mirror reflecting a face and the almond blossom lies on 
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top of ruins at the bottom of the painting and is a tribute to him as are the naked men: a 

respectful nod to Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel muscular figures who frame and witness the 

events of creation as told in the Old Testament.   

* 

The Almond Tree is based on a Grimm’s fairytale, usually translated as the Juniper Tree. The 

tree responds elementally to the grisly events of the story: child murder and bloody 

retribution. The beauty of the tale is the way nature heals and permits a miraculous 

resurrection. This is the background to my painting: a tree that witnesses and then protects the 

survivors, and a bird that sings truth which brings resolution. Several celebrated 19
th

 century 

artists  inspire me as much as the stories they illustrated, in particular Ludwig Richter and 

Moritz von Schwind, a friend to Schubert.  Schwind produced a series of drawings for The 

Juniper Tree. The simplicity of line and image is potent in the manner of the composer’s 

songs.  

 

The picture of the girl finding the dead body of her half-brother is shocking in its directness.  
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The final image of retribution when the bird drops a mill wheel on the step-mother’s head has 

the characters losing balance while the tree stands sturdy at the centre, spreading its branches 

protectively over the girl burying the bones of her dead and half-eaten brother under it: 
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 I have a particular fondness for the three energetic workers placing the mill wheel carefully 

over the bird. I love the shadow falling across the third man to emphasise how the sun is 

shining directly on the wheel and the bird.  

 

The witty touch of workers eagerly carrying out their task, the satisfying design and the 

lyricism of the setting offset the story’s grim matter. The way it is drawn reminds me of 

Dürer in the blending of back and fore grounds and the earthy physicality of the straining 

male bodies. I love Von Schwind’s focus on the dynamic curves of the labourers, especially 

the relationship between the three pairs of legs. The bird gains power from their sturdiness, 

and is ready to soar and fly, even with the mill wheel round its neck. 

The seriousness and delicate detailed style of these 19
th

 century illustrators never patronises. 

They include the German romantic Ludwig Richter, the pre-Raphaelite Walter Crane, Heath 

Robinson’s exquisite illustrations to Andersen’s fairytales, Herman Vogel and many others. 

Disney’s Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs takes inspiration from that tradition but the 

differences are instructive. Look at Ludwig Richter’s intimate take on the same subject. Note 

the sophistication, attention to detail and avoidance of caricature.   
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There is so much poetry in these pictures. They need no narrative to explain what is 

happening. For instance in the left hand picture the wicked queen disguised as an old woman 

presents Snow White with a poisoned apple. This scene in the Disney film emphasises the 

drama building to an electrifying climactic storm in which the wildly cackling old woman is 

swept away by the elements. In  Ludwig Richter’s interpretation: it could be an old and 

young woman engaging in a quiet innocent conversation, which is Snow White’s experience 

of the visit. However the dark wood behind suggests something more sinister. In his other 

illustration to the same fairytale nature completely dominates the action; the figures almost 

irrelevant beneath the overshadowing forest. Ludwig’s trees are always drawn with such care 

and appreciation for their strength and fecundity, a subject that inspired many 19
th

 century 

artists, most notably the Russian painter Shishkin who specialized in gigantic forest scenes. 

The story these trees frame is a detail. The main subject is nature and our imagination.  

I cannot match the skill of these illustrators, who included great English women artists like 

Kate Greenaway and Cicely M Barker. I have to find a different way, while stealing ideas.  
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Walter Crane treats his subjects seriously and gives them a frame which creates a dream-like 

atmosphere. Note how beautifully he draws the horse and the ship cleaving the waves.  

 

The use of space on the page is a hallmark of Hermann Vogel’s illustrations. Note the design 

for the illustration to Frederick and Catherine, the delicate lyricism strikingly at odds with 

the outrageous misogyny of the story. Vogel’s title piece image for the Frog Prince captures 

the dank erotic atmosphere lurking between the opening lines of a tale that can be endlessly 

interpreted. There is however no escaping the humiliating position of a strong-willed woman 

in a patriarchal society. The drawing spotlights her but the darkness of the forest behind her 

hints at danger. What is she letting herself in for? 
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Along with Ludwig Richter, on the left, Wilhelm von Dietz on the right influenced my 

drawing style, as may be discerned in the cityscape drawing below and the one following:  

 

City Street at Night 
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My grandmother loved this drawing of mine in particular. It is for me an archetypal image: 

the wanderer travelling light with a knapsack going out into the world and entering a thick 

forest. Night and the forest are constant themes in my drawings because the fine lines feather 

the darkness in a way that makes it vibrant rather than a flat fist of negativity.  

. 

Call of the Wolves has a disturbing theme inspired by a farmer in a wild part of Scandinavia 

who wrote about an experience when his dog heard the call and entered the dark woods 

where the wolves killed and ate him. 
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January 

 

 

Triumphal Arch 

These examples of my drawings show the influence of Hermann Vogel’s use of space on the 

page, as do The Signpost and other drawings for the Winter Journey sequence:  
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The Signpost 

 

 

                                       Solitude                                                                    The Lime Tree 

 

 

                                      Good Night                                                      Dream of Spring in Winter 
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In the Village 

 

Wachet Auf! Wake Up!  A self-portrait with a lime tree and scenes inspired by Wagner’s Mastersingers 

 

Wake up! precedes my Winter Journey and Sleeping Soldier cycles but has themes that I 

continue to explore in my last tempera paintings, as for instance the use of windows that 

frame different images and stories. This large drawing takes its cue from the passage in 

Wagner’s The Mastersingers when the citizens of Nuremburg catch sight of their favourite 

poet Hans Sachs and launch into one of his songs. He is the master of ceremonies and 
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illuminates Wagner’s message that art is the highest expression of a united community. The 

toxic nationalist undertones in the opera are hard to ignore, especially in a final peroration 

when the poet warns against foreign influences. The uplifting theme of the power of art to 

bind people together cannot hide the hate-drenched ideology, particularly egregious in 

Wagner’s case because, despite his claims to the contrary, foreigners (French Berlioz and 

Hungarian Liszt for a start) and Jews (such as Meyerbeer and Mendelssohn) did influence 

him. Wake Up’s main figure is a self-portrait, here in the act of drawing the picture. A lime 

tree becomes a focal point in the opera and the backbone of my picture, as is the almond tree 

in my painting:  

 

As often in fairytales a bird sings the truth and reveals a crime which requires punishment. In 

the story which inspires The Almond Tree this bird sings to a jeweller and a cobbler, because 

a necklace and pair of slippers become gifts as reward for the song. The craftsmen appear in 

the two windows on either side of the tree, both attached to the temple floating free in a clear 

blue sky. The men are portraits of working men who used to attend my art classes because of 

their love of music and painting. They understand the song of birds. As does the group in a 
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window lower down who appear to be on a lunch-break. All these working people contribute 

to the just resolution of a grim story. 

 

The terraced houses are my memory of childhood in a Lancashire mill town.  The temple of 

Petra soars above the grey city. A rider races out of the picture and my mother, who is shown 

elsewhere in the same picture, spreads arms as she lies in the sun. Another figure reappears 

from the previous two cycles: the perennial soldier. He haunts much of my work, even when 

uninvited as here. Fortunately he is not hunting, fleeing or killing but resting exhausted. 

When will he be released from grim duty? Is he a young conscripted Tzabra Israeli soldier? Is 

he mourning the inability to visit the forbidden temple of Petra in Jordan’s Red Mountains, as 

celebrated in that haunting popular song from the 1960s? 
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The Almond Tree detail with Helmut’s mirror on the surface of the millwheel at the bottom 

The painting is dedicated to my mother. The woman reading a book next to the body crushed 

by the mill wheel could also be my mother as young woman who above all else introduced 

me to the potency of the mythic imagination. The painting grows out of this figure and the 

mill wheel that reflects the sky and blossom on its polished surface. This is a subliminal 

reference to Helmut the young German working on an Israeli kibbutz in the 1960s whose 

letters could only be read in a mirror. 
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IN THE CATHEDRAL 

 

In the same way my mother is central to The Almond Tree, my father is key to In the 

Cathedral. He can be seen in the blue jacket on the bottom left. 

To the surprise and disappointment of his sister this refugee son of a Jewish family in Berlin 

converted to Christianity. She had just survived Auschwitz where their parents were 

murdered, and at the end of the war having reached safety in Germany managed to contact 

my father in the UK. She survived by holding on to the dream of joining him when her 
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nightmare ended only to discover he had married someone who resented her presence. On top 

of this he announced that he had decided to be ordained in the Church of England. The family 

Jewish background having been secular and not Orthodox, this development and sudden 

interest in religion perplexed her.  The first five years of my life were spent in a small 

Christian community at a centre called Wistow near Leicester. My parents had previously 

met, courted each other at the Tolstoyan Whiteway Colony near Stroud in the Cotswolds and 

conceived me there. Christian socialist principles guided them both through the trauma of 

exile, family loss and surviving the austerity of the post-War years.  My aunt did later admire 

radical theological thinkers such as Dorothea Sölle but all her life mistrusted and disliked the 

institution of the Church, which had on the whole been a passive and frequently active 

supporter of the Third Reich and its policy of anti-Semitism. Catholics in occupied Eastern 

European countries like Poland enthusiastically cooperated with the extermination of Jews by 

allowing their churches to be used as gathering stations for unsuspecting thousands to be 

transported to their deaths. There were a few priests and theologians whose exceptionally 

brave resistance and protest cost them their lives. Imagine her shock to hear that my parents 

planned to move back to Germany, a place she was trying desperately to leave. Their 

declared naive but zealous intention of bringing a new religious faith to this benighted nation 

and help bring about its redemption shocked her even more.  When she asked my father the 

reason for his conversion he gave an evasive answer that never failed to amuse us.  He 

explained how Christ’s marvellous insights and parables inspired him with their humanity. 

Having convinced himself that he would find this teaching being put into practice by the 

Church of England of course he met with disappointment wherever he went. He then would 

say that if not in that place then perhaps he would find it in the next one. My father could tell 

jokes with perfect timing, making it impossible not to find them funny: a skill I dismally lack. 
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His explanation always made us laugh out loud. He would also make that expression of 

smiling self-deprecation and shrugging gesture which I paint in the picture. 

My father’s wit and intelligence intimidated me. I prattle a lot, a nervous habit of trying to 

seem cleverer and more knowledgeable, a trait which still makes me cringe with shame.  One 

day in my early teenage years he shut me up by saying he only wanted to hear from me if I 

had something wise to say. My mother laughed and told him not to be so cruel. Though 

meant as a joke, of course, his remark cut deep.  I could never match the brilliance of his 

intellect and focused on painting better to express emotions, a creative process he always 

admitted to finding difficult. More importantly that while his intellectual gifts as a writer and 

speaker were acknowledged in books, articles and broadcasts, he had nothing but admiration 

and encouragement for my painting. He divined more in my work than I did and spoke 

eloquently about all the arts, music in particular, while admitting sorrowfully that he could 

neither play an instrument nor draw or paint. 

He reckoned music to be humanity’s highest achievement, a belief hard not to share, and 

loved Wagner, introducing me to the epic Ring Cycle early in my life when the Radio used to 

transmit performances direct from Bayreuth. He translated and explained the story to me 

while my mother who did not share this enthusiasm occupied herself with spring cleaning, 

vigorously beating carpets on the washing line. Parsifal which inspired images in this 

painting did not figure then in our listening. We both had ambivalent feelings about a 

controversial music drama written by Wagner to consecrate the new opera house specially 

designed and built to mount performances of his work. Neither of us could relate to the 

heavily scented religiosity with its disturbing racist, anti-Semitic and misogynist overtones. 

These also repelled Wagner’s contemporaries like the philosopher Nietzsche a one-time 

admirer who turned against him. Composers however were enthralled by Parsifal’s score 

with its potent orchestral textures.  The theme of healing by compassion and wisdom repelled 
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Hitler, an otherwise ardent Wagnerite. For years I found Parsifal stifling and tedious, 

agreeing with Mark Twain who wrote an inimitably hilarious description of Bayreuth in his 

entertaining Innocents Abroad. He complained of having to listen to an old man who after 

singing mournfully for hours on end then exits the stage to die. Poor performances did not 

help, and I remember a particularly unpleasant one in Stuttgart during the mid-1960s. A 

wounded Amfortas screamed rather than sung his role. This had nothing to do with the 

character’s pain. The singer’s worn-out voice with a nasty flavour of self-pity struck me as 

being more about losing a war than interpreting his role.   

Years later several recordings opened my imagination to Parsifal, in particular Hans 

Knappertsbusch’s live Bayreuth performances with their sense of liturgical exaltation. The 

ceaseless flow of gravely beautiful music moves steadily if slowly to a radiant climax. It 

works best in my mind’s eye although an inspired director can trigger the imagination. I only 

experienced stolid and moribund traditional productions, including surprisingly an 

embarrassingly awful one at Bayreuth. The mostly far-right audience spiced with a sprinkling 

of ardent Wagner fans from America loudly sharing fussy commentary in the intervals 

provided more interest than what happened on stage. The lowest moment came already early 

in the first act when Parsifal shoots the swan and this significant moment turned to bathos 

when someone chucked a stuffed cloth bird from the wings so it landed with a dull thud on 

the stage. I could only admire the performers’ ability to continue singing without laughing. 

The startling events in the first two acts of the opera, which as Mark Twain pointed out is on 

the whole lacking in drama, need particularly inspired direction and rarely receive it. Wagner 

does make challenging demands, as for instance the end of the second act when Klingsor’s 

spear is suspended magically in mid-air, a moment which I have never seen achieved 

convincingly. The better interpretations tend to be minimalist and suggestive, appealing to the 

imagination. These included an understated performance at Covent Garden affectionately 
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conducted by Bernard Haitink who coaxed a rapt performance from the orchestra. The 

direction drew attention away from the tricky moments and opted for evocative simplicity. 

For instance when the elderly knight Gurnemanz leads Parsifal into the temple and says ‘Here 

space becomes time’, a pre-echo of Einstein’s theories to come in the next century, the 

direction had the singers walking on the same spot while subtle lighting indicated a change of 

location.  Most operas work best for me in my head as I imagine the scene while listening to a 

recording, but none more so than Parsifal. 

Gfted a rare ticket I visited Bayreuth in memory of my close friend Christopher who had 

weeks earlier died of AIDS. After meeting at a performance of Il Trovatore we used to 

accompany each other frequently at the opera.  He had a particular love of Parsifal. His 

illness mirrored the suffering of Amfortas and although the character I depict In the 

Cathedral is not Christopher, his spirit hovers over the painting. An architect he opened my 

eyes to the structure and details of old buildings, especially churches and cathedrals. 

* 

Before painting the subject in tempera I produced a large-scale drawing which indicates how 

as I grew older the opera meant not only more to me but significantly inspired my creative 

life with its theme of sickness and healing, a child-like hero who has to embark on a long 

life’s journey before achieving the wisdom of empathy.  

In  Spring, Summer, Autumn, Winter and Spring Again the Korean film-maker Kim Ki Duk 

took a similar theme and worked it to a similar resolution, though one infused with irony and 

a melancholy acknowledgment of the truth about life. With no reference to the opera at all he 

explores that part missing between the Second and Third Acts of Parsifal. The boy who also 

innocently but fatally harms wild life has to endure the mistakes, follies and crimes of youth 

before returning home to painfully atone for his past until he becomes a wise teacher.  
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The Water of Life 

My drawing Water of Life takes inspiration from the first part of Parsifal’s third and final act. 

The boy returns now a matured man after years of experience. He has developed the quality 

of compassion which gives him power to bless and heal. During his cleansing baptism of 

Kundry, the woman he rejected at the moment of seduction because he remembers Amfortas, 

the man who suffered an incurable wound during sex with her, Wagner provides a famously 

lyrical passage describing the flowers and grass in the meadow beginning to grow again: a 

celebration of Easter, specifically Good Friday, the day which remembers the crucifixion, a 

death which is the necessary step towards resurrection.  

In my drawing the sleeping figures and windows link to another old fairytale which has 

inspired me throughout my life: The Sleeping Beauty, the theme of the large scale tempera 
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painting I describe next. The striking insight that change happens slowly is common to both 

stories. Long waiting and even sleep is part of the process, the organic cycle of nature. The 

seed must die before moisture and heat brings it to life.  

 

The Water of Life details 

 

In both Parsifal and The Sleeping Beauty many years pass before healing and awakening. In 

Parsifal it is the wisdom of empathy which brings about the climactic scene when a spear of 

wounding and death becomes the instrument of healing: ‘Nur eine Waffe taugts/only one 

weapon is fitting’. The spear that opened Christ’s wound closes ours.   

 

The Water of Life detail 
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In The Sleeping Beauty a hundred years have to pass and then a path must be beaten through 

the dense overgrowth to enable a return to life. For me this always had more to do with a 

universal historical truth, that it takes generations for healing to take place and not with the 

more familiar romantic notion of man and woman finding love. There is anyway a disturbing 

presumption in the act of waking a sleeper with a kiss. What if the woman does not fancy the 

man who wakes her? She has no decision in the matter and is in effect assaulted while lying 

comatose.  

The Sleeping Beauty is related to Parsifal in significant ways, and speaks to me about 

something else as my commentary on that painting hopefully makes clear. The German title, 

Dornröschen, Thorn Rose, gets to the heart of the matter: the price of desire.  This is also the 

essence of Goethe’s witty poem set famously by Schubert: Heidenröslein, Wild Rose. We 

want to grasp and possess beauty, but sharp thorns protect the flower and cause us pain. A 

spear and thorns link the two fairytales as they do my paintings. Goethe’s observation has a 

wry wit: ‘Musst es eben leiden/Just have to put with it,’ whereas Wagner sets out another far 

longer and more arduous way to renewal. Both stories influenced my outlook that has always 

been a blend of naive utopianism perpetually challenged by the real world where struggle, 

injustice and pain appear to be the perennial human condition. Hobbes’ famously withering 

words about life being ‘nasty, brutish and short’ always make me laugh. I acknowledge their 

truth but refuse to accept their finality.  Closer to my heart is the insight of Ozu’s Tokyo 

Story. The Japanese director made the film in the devastating aftermath of his nation’s defeat 

in the Second World War. By focussing on an elderly couple and their children against that 

background of dishonour, wreckage and survival Ozu touchingly and without judgement 

reveals the post-war disintegration of family and tradition.  The famous observation ‘life is 

disappointing’ far from being despairing indicates that hope is essential because in the film 

this comes from an unexpected source: the widow of the son who never came back from 
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battle. No one knows what happened to him. The parents’ grief is so strong they can’t at first 

accept the daughter-in-law who attaches herself to them.  Setsuko Hara, one of Ozu’s 

favourite actors, in a performance of quiet subtlety shows how grief makes strong and her 

presence is like a blessing: a spear that heals.  Ozu’s film is a Japanese painting where nature 

and the elements are depicted in an eternal cycle and human beings move across the 

landscape aware of their relative insignificance and the transience of life. The film uses this 

pictorial effect most effectively when the narrative is punctuated by shots of a harbour, with 

ships slowly coming and going across the still water. It is this universal perspective that 

inspires my painting: a need to set human suffering in as wide a setting as possible. My 

drawings and paintings also take inspiration from Breughel with his mighty panoramas. His 

people may be small in the context of nature, but each one has a life as multi-faceted as a 

diamond. That perspective has spiritual significance and is for me about hope.   

A Greek myth variation on the story about Adam and Eve eating the forbidden apple of 

knowledge before being chucked out of Eden, has Pandora, another of those independently 

minded women a patriarchal society likes to blame for all the world’s woes,  opening a 

forbidden jar.  Her fatal curiosity releases all the evils of the world. Why God forbids eating 

the apple and why all global nastiness is kept in a jar is not explained, but the punishment and 

evils are what we remember from the stories. Regarding Pandora we tend to forget that one 

element stayed behind in that sinister jar: hope. For the Judaic religions there is always the 

hope of paradise regained. 

* 

As in The Almond Tree buildings provide my paintings with pivotal structures. Their position 

helps with the balance of hanging and viewing a roundel.  The temple of Petra liberated from 

its rock floats over The Almond Tree. Soaring over In the Cathedral is the Minster at Freiburg 

with its spectacular steeple carved so daylight shines through the gothic tracery. This 
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architectural sleight of hand takes its inspiration from the Black Forest that overlooks the 

city. The Minster became a place of pilgrimage for me from my later teenage years ever since 

my first visit there. At that time my aunt lived in Stuttgart on the other side of the Black 

Forest. Her neighbours, the young manager of a local bank and his wife, were culture loving 

people who let me play their piano and took me to the theatre. Herr and Frau Klemm were a 

godsend and it is one of several big regrets of my life that I lost touch with them. They drove 

me to Freiburg on a weekend excursion and could have had no idea what a continuing 

influence the Minster would have on my life. I write about the building in The Road to 

Chartres describing it as an expression of community between people and nature celebrated 

in not just its architecture but in vivid depictions of the Green Man, a male face that often has 

green foliage sprouting from his mouth. This pagan symbol appears not only in what is for 

me one of the most outstanding examples of Medieval glass painting but in other parts of the 

cathedral. Seven faces support each of the seven columns that provide the framework of the 

steeple. These Green Men are formidable and on first sight intimidating. They represent the 

untamed power of nature and the forest in particular. Yet they support and nurture. We can 

put our trust in them. I used two in these portraits of Donald, the first Green Man covered 

with a cosmos flower and the second emerging from a rose: 
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Freiburg Minster stands in the centre and at the heart of a city that is not too big. For 

centuries every morning except Sunday a market sells local produce in the shadow of the 

cathedral.  This city has for me a special beauty unspoilt by changes over the decades and 

prides itself on being one of the ‘greenest’ in Europe. Everyone I take to Freiburg falls in love 

with the place too. Within minutes of the centre walks lead deep into the thick wild fairytale 

forest or through lush meadows and valleys where in the summer under trees overhanging 

rivers half naked beautiful young men and women sit on the banks, read, chat, and keep their 

feet cool in the rippling waters.  

* 

My love of Freiburg has a political context which sowed another seed that became the source 

of inspiration for my painting, reaching a kind of resolution in these last large tempera 

paintings.  1964-1965 formed me as a person and my view of the world and humanity. My 

socialist convictions had been considered too extreme in my schooldays: where teachers and 

pupils mocked my belief in leniency to criminals and murderers. Whereas my schoolmates 

supported capital punishment I insisted crime needed understanding not punishment.  The 

two years of living and working in Israel and Germany substantiated this view which only 

grew over the years to this day as I ceaselessly continue to think and learn.  

The year in Israel that became part of the backdrop to The Almond Tree set me off on a life’s 

quest to consider and evaluate the consequences of history and political injustice. The year in 

Stuttgart opened my eyes to capitalism’s social and economic priorities. Personally I 

benefited from the good luck of working at the Porsche factory where the relatively well-paid 

job helped me save money for university studies. My time in Stuttgart left two contrasting 

impressions. On the one hand there were the benefits of wealth and on the other the 

brutalising injustices of an acquisitive society with the unfair distribution of that wealth.  The 



45 

 

city prospered thanks to the lucrative industries flourishing there. A variety of high quality 

cultural amenities were available to those who could afford them. These included an opera 

house, one of the few surviving buildings in Baroque style, where the best German singers 

performed regularly, particularly memorable Wolfgang Windgassen, then the world’s leading 

heldentenor in Wagner and the soprano Elizabeth Grümmer in Mozart. The rest of the city 

destroyed by the war had been rebuilt quickly in stark modernist style which declared 

devotion to wealth creation and offered an affluent life style to the privileged. The Porsche 

factory where I worked occupied a well designed space for producing one of the world’s 

most desired cars and provided an exemplary slick business model that functioned with 

smooth relationships between labour, management and customers. Film stars like Elke 

Sommer visited to watch the process of their cars’ creation on one continuous production 

line. Porsche represented the epitome of German efficiency. The workers earned a decent 

wage, enjoyed state-of-the-art washing facilities, were paid holiday allowances and had good 

relations with the management, whose representatives came regularly to check on safety 

standards and complaints or needs.  When the time came for me to leave, the heads of the 

personnel department, educated and charming people, regretted my departure. They invited 

me to join the management and gave me a fulsome letter of reference which I still have, a 

reminder of the temptation I momentarily experienced to choose stability and wealth: one of 

those paths in Robert Frost’s famous wood that would make ‘all the difference’.  The moment 

lasted barely a second because of the second impression made on me by my time in Germany 

that affected my spirit and did indeed change the direction of my life. 

On the one hand as a privileged white male I could enjoy what Stuttgart offered. On the other 

hand the city revealed the toxic aspects of a society dedicated to a prosperity enjoyed mostly 

by ambitious and ruthless go-getters and the privileged few. For all its benefits I never felt 

lonelier in my life. Although my much-missed amicable fellow workers got on well with me I 
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made not a single close friend. This puzzled me because no one shunned me. Then a few 

years after I left the city violent events revealed the disturbing truth about a continent and not 

just Germany that had resolutely turned its back on the history of two brutal world wars and 

refused to discuss let alone learn from them and examine the consequences.  Stammheim 

where I shared my aunt’s flat became the site of one of the most notorious prisons in the 

country a place where leaders of the Red Brigade urban terrorists were held before and after 

trial in conditions that amounted to torture.  

These revolutionaries some of whose followers I later came to know were of my generation 

born after the war. They reacted aggressively against a society they considered corrupt and 

without morals even as it pretended to be decent and law-abiding. They watched 

documentaries like Night and Fog and visited exhibitions about the Holocaust and their 

parents’ role in it, facts that had for almost two decades been kept under wraps. I remember 

watching my German contemporaries staggering out of cinema screenings of Alain Resnais’ 

seminal film, traumatised by what they had just seen. Rage fed the Red Brigade. One of the 

followers explained this reaction in the form of a declaration to their parents: ‘We hate you 

and can never forgive you for what you did.’  The previous generation still could not deal 

with the truth of what it had been party to and was outraged by a hatred expressed as 

rebellion against those perceived to be unpunished citizens of a nation responsible for the 

carnage of war and genocide. These rebels were misleadingly dubbed ‘Hitler’s Children’. The 

Hitler Youth were in fact the parents: ardent young Nazis who had been raised to obey and 

carry out any order however barbaric and whose children became declared enemies of what 

they considered an impenitent state. When caught these urban terrorists were held in 

deliberately soul-destroying isolation, treated way more severely than even the worst Nazi 

criminals who had been responsible for the murder of thousands. This asymmetry of justice 

continues today. Far-right extremists who go on killing sprees, people like the Norwegian 
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Anders Breivik are given a comfortable punishment whereas non-white terrorists and even 

those only suspected of terrorism are held in degrading conditions. A white right-wing 

extremist is considered honourable, ‘one of us’, regardless of how violent and lethal his or 

her actions, because the motives are considered patriotic.  Left-wing activists and non-white 

terrorists are treated as enemies of the state. For them the same rights do not apply as for right 

wing extremists who believe they carry out the will of the nation. The others seek to 

undermine the nation and therefore can expect to be punished with ruthless harshness. The 

asymmetry of justice points to society’s priorities. This I came to learn during the year in 

Stuttgart, especially the importance of being absolutely clear about understanding these 

priorities. The rebels I knew all failed and either went underground, disappeared or were 

assimilated back into society, becoming investigative journalists, writers and even politicians. 

Right-wing patriots are treated with respect even when they are violently aggressive as shown 

by their glamorous media treatment and the tremulous respect accorded to those who despite 

flouting regulations and enraging many people, get away with crimes on a massive scale 

because they rule the country. The right-wing nationalist aggressive white male constituency 

holds the levers of power. Rebels are crushed and have no chance against the heavily policed 

nation state. It is no surprise to me that regardless of his popularity with many, especially the 

young, Jeremy Corbyn, with his left wing rebellious background, ended up demonized and 

defeated, even within his own political party despite a popular manifesto with its set of 

reasonable and constructive policies. The media and establishment attacked him personally 

and remorselessly and made certain to destroy him completely.  

The urban rebellion of the 1970s had yet to come, but my experience living in Germany 

revealed the social and political background which led to the insurgence before the mayhem 

ignited. The Red Brigade aimed their anger specifically at bankers and heads of business 

organizations, because then as now these institutions were correctly understood to be more 
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powerful and influential than the politicians they controlled. The contrast of profit-motivated 

affluence,  its seductive glitter promising material benefits for the many but accessible just to 

a few, revealed a European culture expressed in art of ever-increasing elitist sophistication 

while deploying methods of extreme brutality to protect its sense of superiority. Insurrection 

is punished with no limits: civilization turns on a coin to sanction barbarism. I observed how 

Enlightenment principles of democracy and justice exist alongside xenophobia, racism and 

bigotry towards any deviation from established patriarchal norms. I noted how these phobias 

encourage division between people and communities which is the key to controlling them. 

When the losers start to apportion blame, then governments and corporations deflect the 

anger that should focus on them onto those who are considered less deserving of rights, 

people such as foreigners and minorities.  

In my youth minorities such as gays in a homophobic society felt the oppression with special 

harshness even before AIDS provided a excuse for bigoted disapproval and rejection. Even 

the ‘sympathetic understanding’ of those with more liberal outlooks was equally or actually 

even more oppressive: ‘Poor you! You can’t help who you are so we will defend you, as long 

as you acknowledge that you are not normal, and therefore have to accept your lower status.’  

In Israel my relationship with a man in his 30s brought communal shame on my family. 

Having been ostracised I never returned to Israel. Being a long term resident of the kibbutz, 

Wolfgang, the slim beautiful Jewish immigrant from Argentine with whom I enjoyed my first 

love affair, was forced to bring our relationship to a callously abrupt end.  I could not wait to 

leave. In Germany the lack of any relationship made the experience of oppression bleaker. In 

the Cathedral is an expression of this personal story. The wounded man is a reflection of that 

experience, common to many. My silhouette at the bottom holding a brush is looking directly 

at him. Years later when I told my father about my unsettling teenage experiences in Israel 

and Germany his sympathetic response surprised me. ‘If only I had known,’ he told me. ‘If 
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only you had told me then...’  His wish to understand touched me especially for being so 

unexpected and is a reason for my dedication of In the Cathedral to him.  

My father revered Bruckner, the ardent Wagnerian, and insisted on listening to the 5
th

 

symphony with friends who could not make head or tail of it. This always amused me but I 

share his love for Bruckner. With vaulting long paragraphs these symphonies have famously 

been described as cathedrals of sound, hence another link to my father in this painting.  This 

music relationship with my father expressed itself most in my piano-playing. It is a deep 

regret that he cannot listen now that I’ve improved sufficiently for him to at least hopefully 

enjoy listening to me. He is my audience whenever I play.  

For all his radical political and social thinking which my father discussed at length and 

enthusiastically with anyone prepared to listen, he kept reticent about matters of international 

injustice where I would have expected him to take a stand. For instance he could not bring 

himself to criticize the treatment of Palestinians in Israel, a place he felt immediately drawn 

to and where he told me he felt at home for the first time in his life.  Similarly on my visit to 

Australia where he enjoyed the last four decades of his life, taking regular walks for miles 

through the bush in Victoria, he rarely if ever spoke of the oppression of aborigines although 

I could not keep these subjects out of my mind. The history of oppression remained a blind 

spot.  However sympathetic to my coming of age pains he remained ignorant about the nature 

of homophobia and even expressed shock at facts I shared with him about state-sanctioned 

persecution and killing. These blind spots may have been linked to an unwillingness to talk 

about family and Germany a country which had rejected him and killed his parents. I could 

learn nothing from him about that side of my family, and missed the chance to discuss the 

politics of the time, the background to his life-story and what effect it had on mine.  I could 

only look at old photographs whose mystery made the unmet faces with features like the one 

that looks back at me every morning in the mirror particularly poignant with untold stories. 



50 

 

My paintings explore these mysteries, setting them in a wider hopefully more universal 

context to trigger the memories and imaginations of those who look at them. A series of 

large-scale drawings were the first steps to tackling epic subjects. Nine of them, three foot by 

two foot and done with the finest nib of a Rotring pen, taking days and weeks to complete, 

prepared the way for the Winter Journey, Sleeping Soldiers and these final roundels. One 

drawing in particular, The Visit makes direct use of old photographs. People sit round the 

table talking while two elderly ladies are left in the dark. Once visiting friends in Vienna, I 

noted how their grandmother and an elderly woman neighbour, both wrapped in blankets, 

were left seated in a dark annexe while the rest of us continued our conversation in the 

brightly lit drawing room. This disturbed and surprised me, but shoulders were shrugged. The 

women assumed not to be interested in joining in seemed quite content in the shadows. 

 

The Visit  

Patches of light become important features of my final paintings 
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The picture is about time past present and future. In the dark room with a grandfather clock 

the elderly women sit silently with past memories, perhaps listening to the sound of 

conversation in the brightly lit room which had once been a space they owned. The window 

on the far wall looks out onto a landscape.  The promise of what is to come is tempered by 

the bird of prey in the shadow above. 

 

The Visit, detail with window and bird 

 

The use of photographs and various tropes like the nude figure on the clock door became 

subject matter for Winter Journey and my final tempera paintings.   

                 

The Visit, details with family photographs and glimpse through the door 
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In The Visit, one of my favourite drawings, the past is darkness and mystery, longing to be 

unpacked. Who are these faces, some familiar others completely strange as is the case with 

most families, especially those who come through wars and genocide? They take up the 

largest part of the drawing. The present is brightly illuminated with everything being talked 

about.  The future is a luminous moonlit night with mysteries to be explored. The view 

references Joseph von Eichendorff’s celebrated Moon Night poem and early romantic notions 

about the night which is full of possibilities, dreams and hopes. Novalis’ Hymns to the Night 

are another potent influence. My illustrations for these poems were published in Temenos and 

will be discussed later in the context of In the Forest.  

I now identify with the two women sitting silently smiling while past present and future 

vibrate  round them.  

 

The Visit, detail with two elderly woman 

* 
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The year 1965 in Stuttgart set me on a life’s journey solitarily exploring those links with the 

past and my roots. For all the mistakes, misbehaviours, failures and misadventures that 

followed in my personal life, this line of research remained constant. It inspired and occupied 

all my creative endeavours. There is always a connection between the personal and political 

so I always chuckle wryly when reading those magazine features in which celebrities are 

asked personal questions, especially the one: ‘Whom would you like to say sorry to?’ Usually 

it’s a parent or some person wronged in the past. My answer could only ever be: ‘Where do I 

start?!’ Mistakes and misadventures are all part of the journey that can be read in the 

paintings inextricably linked with the world as I experience it.  Having been taught by 

Theodore Major, a great artist, and not graduating through art school, a major reason for 

critical disapproval I am always my harshest task master, so nothing said to discourage stops 

me carrying on. Some are repelled by the personal aspect, and Judy Collins who worked for 

the Tate Gallery went so far as to say my Stations of the Cross for St Peters Church Morden 

were so bad and disturbed her to such a degree they made her ill.  

 

Peter’s Denial: Stations of the Cross 1973 St Peters church Morden 
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The Crucifixion, Stations of the Cross 1973 St Peters church Morden 

I never set out to upset anyone. In fact my hope is that the pictures attract the eye and trigger 

the imagination. Whatever psychodrama is depicted, as in the Morden Crucifixion, above, I 

try to provide the balm of a bigger perspective: nature, life carrying on regardless and human 

beings occupied with everyday matters. Art challenges, disturbs and even shocks when it 

reflects the truths of life. Religious art is expected to be consolation. For me consolation 

works best in the context of reality, not in denial or evasion. The experts declare art must 

speak for itself and not need explanation. My paintings don’t fit this strait-jacket. A friend 

described them insightfully: they are illustrations to stories not yet told.  

Now I reveal these narratives. As with many of my pictures In the Cathedral contains 

several. Myth, history, relationships and personal experience blend and weave together. 
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For example in the lower left hand part of the painting above the portrait of my father note 

the shadow of a soldier pointing a gun behind the Parsifal figure who is taking aim. The man 

shading his eyes and looking at the swan about to meet its end is my father’s best friend and 

my godfather Peter. Both German Jewish refugees they were interned together as ‘friendly 

aliens’ in Australia during the war and although afterwards both followed different directions 

they forged an intellectual if also competitive bond that lasted a lifetime.  

Whereas my father kept silent about his life, my aunt had no such reticence and during my 

year with her in Germany would have answered any question if I had been in the receptive 

frame of mind to ask. She did explain his difficulty coming to terms with what happened to 

their murdered parents. Survivor guilt lasted all his life. He had been the intelligent, well-

educated sensitive one of whom much had been expected: a Musterknabe/golden boy whereas 

my aunt was assigned and in fact embraced the role of black sheep. It turned out that this 

rebelliousness helped her survive not just the horrors of war and Auschwitz, but the many 

troubles that followed. 
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* 

There were kitsch pleasures to be had with my aunt in Stammheim during the relatively 

peaceful days of 1965 before angry youth politics kicked off and those times are among my 

pleasantest memories. Every Friday after a 9-5 week’s work we lined up a couple of treats.  

She worked as secretary at a Trades Union office where female colleagues exchanged 

nostalgic memories of the war years, while fully aware of the concentration camp tattoo 

visible on her arm. We would share these stories over an ice cream sundae, and laugh at their 

ignorance  and heartlessness. Before taking on the job at Porsche I spent a few wretched 

weeks at a workshop making cheap radios where the wheel-chair bound boss paralysed from 

a war injury patrolled the assembly line like a sinister villain in an antiquated police thriller. 

One day his perpetually beery side-kick patted my blonde hair and whispered drunkenly into 

my ear: ‘What a wonderful SS man you’d have made!’ My aunt laughed out loud when I told 

her.  After the sundae, always laced with schnapps and topped of course ‘mit Schlag’ (*see 

Dedication), we would go to the small local cinema which screened mediocre German films 

about girls in dirndls or historical romances featuring women with breasts bursting out of 

tight costumes. A series of German manufactured Westerns about an idealized American 

Indian called Winnetou at least starred a sexy German actor I could fantasise over. Run of the 

mill British films in the immediate post war years were mostly devoted to celebrating victory, 

starring the definitely unsexy stiff upper lips and steely eyed determination of John Mills and 

Jack Hawkins. However, in contrast to German cinema of the time, the UK also produced a 

number of significant films, classics like The Third Man which explored darker more 

complex themes of betrayal, corruption and the crisis of humanity, inspired by the confusion 

and a need to understand the truth behind the cost of war.  Germans were not ready yet to 

explore the same territory so their cinema focused on forgetting the recent past, hence the 

sunlit nostalgia for bygone innocent times that exist only in fantasy while making mostly vain 
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efforts to de-Nazify the images.  The films of Rainer Werner Fassbinder, Margareta von 

Trotta, Wim Wenders and Volker Schlöndorff  just to name a few influential visionary artists 

of German cinema, were yet to explode across European screens, and these mavericks 

burning with outrage at their country’s recent history and its effect on politics and society 

made up in spades for the previous two decades of dearth. But for the time I worked in 

Germany my aunt and I had to put up with innocuous and ultimately tedious escapism. 

Delightedly rubbishing the films, we would stroll back to my aunt’s flat up a hill past 

orchards leaving behind us a meadow near to the ice cream parlour and cinema where an 

intimidating concrete top-security complex had yet to be built. 

During my year there, before Stammheim prison made this modest suburb of Stuttgart 

notorious, I witnessed in the city a dark side of post-war urban life which has continued to 

poison all of Europe, not just Germany: the divisive, racist, mean-spirited and opportunistic 

exploitation of foreigners. People from other countries, mostly former colonies or allies in 

war, had been invited to help rebuild the economy and prosperity of post-war Europe. Instead 

of being welcomed and respected they were discriminated against and abused. Caribbean, 

Indian and Pakistani families came to the United Kingdom to fill jobs that needed doing. 

North Africans came to France, Indonesians to the Netherlands and Turks, Eastern and 

Southern Europeans moved to Germany for the same function. Called guest workers, 

Gastarbeiter, they were paid less than native workers and lived in crowded apartments where 

the rents were shockingly high. Despite having to share rooms they had to pay more than I 

did for my single room. On top of everything, rather than enjoy gratitude for their hard 

labour, they suffered incessant insults, hatred, suspicion and resentment. For these people the 

whole purpose of working in an economically turbo-charged Western European country 

being to send money home, the sheer cost of living made this almost impossible. As a 

consequence most were forced to stay on years longer than they intended in order to make 
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ends meet. In Stuttgart I noted how to escape cramped living conditions they gathered nightly 

in the centre of the city, favouring the central main railway station with its spacious entrance 

hall. I observed these people socialising and with no money to spend try to entertain 

themselves: men in small groups gesticulating, discussing, arguing and sharing problems and 

anxieties. The personnel department at Porsche promoted me to foreman putting me in charge 

of several of these workers, all of them better qualified than me. I never got to know them 

because within a matter of weeks I left to start my university studies. The impression never 

left me of a continent that refuses to learn the lessons of its failure that had led to the 

catastrophe of two world wars, both waged to satisfy competitive, discriminatory and toxic 

nationalist interests. 

The arts can express the Zeitgeist even before people are aware of it. In Stuttgart I sensed this 

on several occasions. A concert and an opera caught the spiritual unease of the time. At a 

performance of Bruckner’s 4
th

 Symphony I identified little of the ‘romanticism’ for which the 

work is famous. The rustling sounds of the strings and horn calls which usually conjure 

images of forests and wide landscapes were full of menace and dark undercurrents. The 

celebrated  Wagnerian conductor Hans Knappertsbusch and the orchestra seemed to be 

looking back at the recent past with a shudder. No subsequent performance of this symphony 

matched the power of that one, made all the more threatening by being played to a tired and 

unresponsive audience in a concert hall built after the war in bleakly functional style.  Then a 

gruelling production of Parsifal confirmed my initial suspicions about a piece that at the time 

seemed a lengthy slog of tedious piety. To be fair Wagner never intended the work to be 

played anywhere other than his specially designed opera house at Bayreuth dedicated to his 

own creations so they could be experienced in optimum sonic and visual conditions, the 

orchestra invisible and sightlines favourable to every member of the audience. The stage of 

the Baroque-style Stuttgart opera house, though suited to Mozart rather than Grand Opera, 
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could not accommodate what Wagner called a Weihfestspiel, in other words a piece 

composed in consecration of the new building. The singers crossed Stuttgart’s small stage 

yelling, screaming and barking. Their performance spoke to me of shame and anger at losing 

a war and even more painfully of a cultural heritage that had been turned into an expression 

of extreme nationalism.  

It took many years before this negative impression of Parsifal gave way to love. Luckily a 

warmly sympathetic interpretation of the score at Covent Garden by Bernard Haitinck opened 

my ears to its beauty followed by recorded interpretations of Parsifal, especially those by the 

same conductor of the Bruckner symphony. They made me imagine and think about the 

ambiguous meaning of this elusive work. The main theme as I said before focuses on a 

person that is wounded, suffering and unable to be healed or die. The way to recovery is long, 

hard but ultimately simply requiring our humanity. This is what I now read into the 

experience, but disturbing elements remain, all corroborated by Wagner himself in his own 

writings and openly expressed phobias. I take comfort from the fact that despite his virulent 

anti-Semitism, he preferred the first performance of Parsifal to be conducted by Hermann 

Levi, a Jew. There are acoustic recordings of Levy’s interpretation, made in the early years of 

the 20
th

 century but surprisingly vivid for their time and it is unlike any other I know. Levy’s 

insistence on clarity reveals the structure and subtlety of Wagner’s composition, quite 

different from the blurred incense laden halo of sound usually associated with the piece.  

* 

Hans-Jürgen Syberberg’s provocative and controversial film interpretation of Parsifal 

influenced my painting. The anti-Semitism of this openly right-wing director opened the door 

for him later in his career to make a feature-length filmed interview with Winifred Wagner. 

The composer’s daughter-in-law had taken over the running of the Bayreuth Festival from 
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Wagner’s widow, became an ardent admirer of Hitler, helping him financially during his 

years in prison where with her support he wrote Mein Kampf, a personal manifesto. After 

Hitler’s release she treated him as an honoured guest at productions of her father-in-law’s 

operas. As Syberberg’s film shows, the now elderly woman, decades later had no regrets and 

frankly confessed to missing the dictator. This candour makes the interview a valuable 

document about European, not just German, attitudes to populist nationalism which is again 

taking hold in many countries. Political leaders who promise national pride in times of crisis 

win widespread devoted support enough to gift the opportunity for seizing absolute power. 

This is happening once again in 2020 as I write this, but now all over the world, including the 

United States and here in the United Kingdom.  Syberberg’s cinematic interpretation of 

Parsifal lays bare a seam of unapologetic xenophobic nationalism not just specific to 

Germany, but throughout Europe. It is instructive how a country with one of the most 

transcendent traditions of music, literature and enlightened humanist thought could embrace 

the ideology of Nazism, completely aware and accepting of the consequences including 

genocide. Jews, gypsies, gays and the physically and mentally disabled were after all 

regarded ‘untermenschen/sub-humans’ polluting the national stock. Germans considered it a 

necessity and even a kindness to exterminate these parasites. Jews with their international 

blood ties, global business interests, and apparent lack of patriotism despite dying in large 

numbers fighting and sacrificing themselves for their country in a World War, were seen as a 

particular threat to the nation state. The same language and thinking continues today 

especially in Europe and America where current government policies discriminate against 

minority ethnic groups and treat refugees as vermin. Hitler never kept secret his ideology of 

world domination based on virulent racism, homophobia and anti-Semitism. Mein Kampf 

became essential reading even more important than the Bible for most Germans. Everyone 

knew well in advance what this ideology entailed. Other European nation states shared this 
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ideology as all countries occupied by the National Socialists helped them carry it out, in some 

places like Hungary, Austria and the Ukraine with particular zeal.  The United Kingdom 

would have cooperated with similar enthusiasm too had it succumbed, as suggested 

controversially in Kevin Brownlow’s film It Happened Here.  It is not as though the British 

had not used similar methods in controlling and governing its many colonies across the 

world, in fact providing examples for the Germans to follow. Empire, global rivalries and 

nationalist pride triggered and fuelled both World Wars. Countries fighting Germany did not 

consider stopping the Holocaust and persecution of minorities as priority. Jews fled when 

they could or were rounded up and exterminated. The racially pure national stock then took 

advantage of whatever benefits came their way, including jobs, money and property.  

Syberberg acknowledges this seam in Europe’s culture and provocatively includes a swastika 

flag to accompany Parsifal’s first act choral procession. He interprets Wagner’s creation 

without smoothing over its abrasive contradictions of beautiful music and divisive ideology.  

In his idiosyncratic blend of traditional and contemporary 20
th

 century elements Syberberg’s 

most startling take on the myth is a gender-swap half way through the opera. Without 

recourse to cinematic trickery he allows a young man and a young woman to alternate in the 

role of Parsifal, one taking over from the other as on a stage. The teenage young man 

resembles an Italian Renaissance painter’s angel with a mass of curly hair framing the cute 

face of an innocent who has yet to experience life.  The beauty of the young woman 

transcends this childlike innocence. Serene and thoughtful, patiently absorbing what life 

throws at her, she is filmed in various aspects of the feminine from a battle-ready Joan of Arc 

to a mother figure in the final act where Syberberg seats her in a meadow of flowers and 

fountains in the pose of a Dürer Madonna. The two actors lip sync to the music, so a powerful 

heldentenor’s voice, already incongruous in the teenage boy but coming from the mouth of 

the slender girl adds a startling frisson to the drama. 



62 

 

My image of Parsifal raising bow and arrow at the swan is also a woman, an androgynous 

figure as in the film. If you look carefully her sinister shadow is a male soldier in full gear, 

also taking aim with his rifle. This feminine perspective has a link to my father because while 

lecturer in Australia a thesis on Wagner’s opera submitted by one of his female pupils 

impressed him. She interpreted Parsifal from the point of view of its most complex and 

interesting character: Kundry, a witch-healer-seductress damned to an eternal life of 

atonement for the misdeed of laughing at Christ on the cross. Multi-faceted Kundry 

dominates the narrative even when apart from one word and a few groans she remains silent 

throughout the last act. The film accords her an omniscient role, watching over the events, 

seeming to control them while embodying several patriarchal archetypes of the female: a 

mother who nurtures and heals, a whore who seduces and corrupts, then finally a queen who 

partners the dying king. These are the aspects of the drama that inspire my picture. However 

the disturbing elements in both opera and film cannot be overlooked. 

Syberberg references Wagner’s original production which expressed the composer’s 

ideological intentions. For instance it depicted the malign sorcerer Klingsor as a manipulative 

rich Jew. This perennial outsider is prepared to castrate himself in order to join the exclusive 

Christian community, be assimilated into the nation state. The sacrifice is in vain. Racism and 

exclusivity that have always been a dynamic of European politics and nationalism are 

reflected in both Wagner’s and Syberberg’s treatment of the Parsifal myth. Like Syberberg’s 

films on Hitler and Ludwig II there is a deliberately amateur quality to the direction, the 

productions that appear to have been filmed in a shed with backdrops, puppets and artefacts 

used to create the illusion of a stage on which we the viewer can move around with the 

performers. This imaginative approach is enhanced by a high quality musical performance 

with superlative singing in all parts, led by a warm-voiced youthful Robert Lloyd as the 

knight Gurnemanz, a seductively expressive Yvonne Minton as Kundry and Rainer Goldberg 
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singing Parsifal with rare beauty of golden tone. They transcend the seemingly amateurish 

production values, which are in fact deliberate and effective. Lloyd is the only one of the 

main singers to act his part in the film. His good looks and youthfulness give a romantic 

dimension to a role that is usually interpreted as a tired old man. I mistakenly remembered 

Kundry appearing as a Dürer Madonna in the last act. It is in fact Parsifal who takes on that 

role. When Kundry washes the female Parsifal’s feet and dries them with her hair there is a 

link with Mary Magdalene. There is also a sexual frisson in this gesture, here between two 

women.  The feminisation of Parsifal mitigates the misogyny of Wagner’s original vision 

where the only woman in the cast is a sexual predator and to be feared.  

My take on the predominantly male community differs radically from Syberberg’s view of a 

tight-knit reactionary white-supremacist group, close to Wagner’s vision no doubt. For me, a 

group’s existence under permanent threat of extinction had parallels with my own gay 

community, particularly during the time of AIDS. My architect friend Christopher, David the 

violinist and Colin the actor died. This painting is about recovery, not death. Rebecca 

Hossack on the upper right suggests Kundry in her gesture of bringing healing flowers.   
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The spirits of Christopher, David and Colin do however haunt the painting, invisible in the 

snowy whiteness. Survivor’s guilt includes empathy with another’s suffering. Rather than 

creating tragic scenarios, for me the best tribute to friends who have died is to remember 

them at their best, which is why they appear so in The Guesthouse from Winter Journey.  

 

         Christopher              David            Colin 

details from The Guest House, Winter Journey. The guest house is a graveyard, so my painting is a reflection on 

war’s killing and death by virus. Christopher was an architect, David a violinist and Colin an actor. 

 

The Guest House from the Winter Journey is also the first Sleeping Solider, a link between the two series 
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People who were very much alive at the time I painted In the Cathedral populate the snow-

covered scene. There is even a new birth: 

 

In the Cathedral, detail 

* 

Andrei Tarkovsky’s film Nostalghia ends with a startling and mysterious image of a temple 

materialising over the landscape, cradling but also floating above it. This inspired the 

structure of In the Cathedral. Tarkovsky’s films are hard to categorise and the emotional 

response they create has more to do with the director’s cinematic language seemingly guided 

by dream and free association rather than narrative or logic, although his films are tightly 

structured with a clear trajectory from beginning to resolution. This unfamiliar way of 

making films that takes inspiration from all the arts, poetry, painting and music in particular, 

is perplexing to viewers looking for traditional forms of narrative. To be appreciated, his 

films need only a receptive eye and ear.  Children, as I experienced when screening his films 

for them, respond immediately without the need to understand the cultural references. In 

contrast educated adults who might be aware of them tend to be nonplussed by the mystifying 

imagery. Tarkovsky rejected the notion that his images might be symbolic. Of the dog 
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suddenly appearing in Stalker and which critics assumed to have special significance 

Tarkovsky said: ‘A dog is a dog’.  Within the robust framework of each film he allows 

chance to happen. In The Sacrifice he would insert scenes based on dreams he had during the 

making of the film.  His Swedish translator the luminously beautiful Layla Alexander-Garrett 

told me that Tarkovsky decided on the spur of the moment to include a brief shot of her. The 

personal content of his films becomes universal. The then Soviet controlled film industry 

expressed suspicion about the themes and purpose of his films, reacting against the religious 

imagery and assuming, perhaps correctly, the presence of subversive messages. Audiences 

however responded with enthusiasm. Tarkovsky’s emotions and concerns reflected those of 

people who watched his films. He told me that his most personal one, Mirror, about the lives 

of his parents during the war years, received particularly positive responses from many 

people who recognized their own lives and experiences shown there. The films were shunted 

to the provinces and art-houses but won global recognition in spite of efforts to suppress his 

work. Like his father Tarkovsky is a poet. His films are poetry. 

Tarkovsky’s blend of personal and political influenced the way I created the content of my 

paintings and drawings. War, destruction and brutal inhumanity are the global context in 

which our individual lives try to find meaning and purpose. Tarkovsky’s films keep to a 

single narrative or theme, a journey, a decision and outcome. This simple framework allows 

for imaginative freedom and suggestion. The same structure allows for the multitude of 

stories and images in my paintings. They are an organic part of the whole picture.  

My style starts from a clear uncomplicated structure, drawings based on light and dark, 

paintings also with carefully planned space in which vivid colours, generally flowers, anchor 

the eye with attractive shapes.  This framework should be strong enough to accommodate any 

number of stories, which in the drawings emerge from and are part of the shadows: 
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The Shipwreck – large drawing  inspired by Hans Andersen’s The Little Mermad.  

The expanse of white gives the accumulation of detail on the right hand side of the The 

Shipwreck dramatic perspective. At the beginning of Andersen’s story the mermaid rises to 

the surface to observe the human activity from a distance. She sees a way of life that attracts 

her, but will be achieved at physical and emotional cost, one too great for anyone to survive. 

For all its popularity and charm this is in fact one of Andersen’s darkest stories, yet ending on 

a note of hope. She dreams of human love but reality dashes them. One of the many striking 

elements in this masterpiece of a story is the Mermaid’s touching naiveté.  She has faith in 

the human race and considers it noble, warm-hearted, paragons along the lines of Hamlet’s 

description of man but without the bitter irony. Although the story’s resolution is disliked by 

many it never fails to move me. The body fails but the spirit takes on a purgatorial 
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immortality. She is encouraged and inspired with the promise that once the world of people 

has learnt to behave with humanity her purgatory will become heaven. This expression of 

hope is for me transcendent. 

My drawing is about the mermaid’s observation of human activity. Saving a prince’s life 

after the shipwreck sets the narrative in motion. 

             

The Shipwreck details, above and below 
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Whereas light and dark create the structure of my drawings, a similar counterpoint is 

achieved in the paintings with flowers, as in my tempera painting The Mother: 

 

The Mother 

The window as a frame within a picture is a theme that is a common feature in my paintings 

and drawings. It is about looking both inside and outside and this device provides a simple 

but dependable structure which allows for details and secondary images complementing the 

main image without overwhelming it.  The mother in the window owned the gallery which 

gave me my exhibition in Dusseldorf, Germany. All the other babies are me, in the arms of 
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my mother, top left, and my step-grandmother on the right. I am also crawling below across a 

blossom-strewn meadow and, top right grown up, hugging my cat Mackerel.  

 

 

The Mother, details 

 

The Grandchild, drawing celebrates my maternal grandmother. She loved me unconditionally and cared for me 

always. Her spirit is constantly with me. 
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* 

As said before Parsifal provides In the Cathedral with the narrative hook of a wounded man 

needing healing. Syberberg’s film triggered the feminization of the hero. The shooting of a 

swan has to do with humankind’s desire to needlessly destroy, transgressing the balance of 

nature.  This sacrilege goes back thirty thousand years at least when people covered cave 

walls with painted animals: predators and prey in an eternal dance of mutual dependency, 

survival and sustenance. Respect for the beasts bestows sanctity that is made visible in every 

line and shape. The boldness of design and intensity of vision have never been surpassed, 

which taught me years ago that there is no such thing as progression in art. In fact the history 

of art can be seen as an attempt to regain the numinous in the creative act, what our pre-

historic ancestors managed without tradition to draw on. 

Rescuing the swan from that embarrassing moment of bathos at the Bayreuth production, 

rather than landing it with a dull thud I let it soar majestically. It might be one of Sibelius’ 

flock which inspired the finale of his fifth symphony but Wagner also describes the beauty of 

the bird’s powerful flight in a brief lyrical passage.  

Another narrative referenced in the source myth from which Wagner devised his drama is 

that of a moribund society also in need of healing and renewal. Though as I’ve pointed out 

this theme can be interpreted along nationalist or religious fundamentalist lines, the beauty of 

Wagner’s music rather than the narrative inspires my own understanding of renewal in which 

brutality and bigotry are renounced in favour of understanding and common humanity. The 

key moment in the final act is what became known as the Karfreitagszauber, the magic of 

Good Friday, when nature is seen to renew itself. The drama ends inside the temple with a 

scene of transfiguration.  My painting is about expectation and possibility, not transcendence. 

Out of the large expanse of white the spire of Freiburg Minster floats freely, an umbrella 
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protecting the people below and is seen from the inside with light entering through its filigree 

sculpture and two of the minster’s windows.   

 

In the Cathedral, detail with swan and the tower of Freiburg Minster 

* 

Themes of social collapse, a ruined world and renewal which are basic to most of my pictures 

are also treated in Tarkovsky’s films. I showed Ivan’s Childhood to a group of thirteen and 

fourteen year old boys at a school where I taught briefly. Bred on Hollywood entertainment, 

they came up to me afterwards with tears in their eyes and thanked me for the screening. 

They had never seen anything like it and the story of a young boy orphaned by war, then 

fighting and sacrificing his life on the front line during the Russian frontline battles with the 

retreating German army in the final months of the conflict, somehow spoke directly to their 

own lives and roused their curiosity about a history they did not know.  When I invited 

Tarkovsky to attend the Festival of the Apocalypse at St James’s Church in 1984 as the main 
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speaker with a showing of all his films to date, he told me that he only accepted because of 

the part of my letter which described the reaction of my pupils to Ivan’s Childhood. 

 

Andrei Tarkovsky and his wife talking to me and Donald while attending the 1984 Festival of the Apocalypse at 

St James’s Church, Piccadilly, London, which I organized in 1984. He gave a keynote lecture on the subject of 

the Apocalypse to a packed church. We screened his films and arranged a meeting with the actor Roger Rees 

whom he admired and hoped to involve in a film of Hamlet. To accompany the lecture Roger recited the Book of 

Revelation. There is a story to be told about the friendship between Andrei and Donald (on the right). The film-

maker famously defected on his visit to the UK. This endangered the lives of his son and mother who were left 

in Moscow. Donald then visited the Soviet Union on a mission to support dissidents, and managed to meet the 

relatives and begin the process of arranging for the son to come to the UK.  He succeeded. Andrei who was soon 

to die of cancer told Donald he wanted him to adopt his son. None of that happened. His wife and son moved to 

Italy and all contact ceased after Andrei’s death. 

Tarkovsky’s epic Andrei Roublev explores the life and the dangerous times of the celebrated 

icon painter, an artist with whom he clearly felt kinship regarding loss of faith and subsequent 

inability to create in a repressive and barbaric world.  The final casting-of-the-bell sequence 

provides its climax. The director trod a politically dangerous tightrope because the parallels 

between medieval and contemporary Russia with its bloody massacres oppression and 

tyrannies are provocatively plain to see. The epilogue to the film is a healing balm. We have 

just seen the painter comforting the boy who makes a devastating confession: to save his life 

he had pretended to know the secret of casting a bell. He must have remembered enough 
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from his murdered father, a famous caster of bells. The boy’s monumental achievement 

triggers a breakdown. It is his confession that inspires the artist to start painting again: the 

triumph of hope, faith and the imagination against all odds. Without a break Tarkovsky’s 

camera then takes us on a journey across the surface of Roublev’s famous icons, revealing the 

intensity of their piercing gaze and consoling beauty of form and line.  The subtlety of the 

direction and control of the film’s epic proportions, depicting on the one hand the apocalyptic 

horrors of war with huge crowd scenes, and on the other hand interspersing the drama with 

moments of challenging intimacy, inspired the proportions and content of my pictures.  

Tarkovsky became a film director with an international reputation, so the Soviet authorities 

had to grudgingly allow him freedom to create.  In contrast to Andrei Roublev, his next film 

Mirror is a chamber work, a reflection on family history including Tarkovsky’s poet father 

reading his own poetry. Again the brute reality of war lurks in the background and there is a 

specific reference to the brutality of Stalin, which must have alarmed the authorities. They 

restricted its release to specialist cinemas hard to access. However word of mouth about its 

value travelled and for many it became their favourite Tarkovsky film. The manner of 

interweaving personal and universal narratives inspired my pictures. The personal becomes 

universal because Tarkovsky is provocatively honest, especially about himself. His films are 

about the truth of human lives and their relationship to the world and global events. His films 

trigger the imagination. Narrative and the beauty of the cinematography are open to 

individual interpretation. For me the opening and ending of Mirror are sublime moments in 

cinema. They remind me of friendships, family, history, pleasures and regrets. Intimate 

moments, seemingly only relevant to the film maker, become universal.  When I see 

meadows of waving grass I think of the woman waiting for her husband. During the final 

sequence the opening chorus of Bach’s St John Passion accompanies the grandmother and 

grandson on their slow walk into twilight and forest. 
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Into the Woods.   

My grandmother’s favourite drawing of mine, a theme I return to often. The forest is for me a mysterious place, 

full of danger but also freedom and promise. For me a comforting place it is about journey, facing demons and 

finding peace. Here it is about setting off from home to a challenging, unknown, but exciting world. 

 

 

Call of the Wolves 

A recent variation on a similar theme, this drawing took inspiration from the story of a man in northern 

Scandinavia whose dog seduced by the call of wolves disappeared into the forest never to be seen alive again. 

I plan to write more about the forest in my piece Moon Night. 
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* 

Being conceived and born in 1945 the aftermath of war and humanity’s perpetual 

despoliation of the Earth are regular themes in my art, as can be seen here in the smashed 

construction at the bottom of In the Cathedral: 

 

My drawings in particular team with ruins and devastation of war, but also the detritus of a 

world addicted to consumption and waste: 
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In the Forest detail 

 

In the Forest 

This large drawing also takes inspiration from a Wagner opera, specifically here the central scene of Siegfried 

where the hero sits outside the dragon’s cave waiting to learn about fear and listening to the forest murmurs. The 

dragon is guarding a hoard of gold, acquisitions which end up in a vast rubbish tip. Ruins and waste 

predominate in many of my paintings and drawings. This is how I interpret the forest in Siegfried. The white 

space gives the basic structure, a gash right down the middle of the picture. The windows are eyes. 

Wherever there is devastation nature takes over, as in Australian Bush fires when old trees 

are burnt and space is released for seeds to sprout into saplings that will create a new forest.  
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The Sleeping Beauty roundel which follows In the Cathedral looks forward to that new 

growth, but In the Cathedral, these drawings and the Winter Journey sequence are to do with 

destruction and ruins, especially Stormy Morning but also the background to Frozen Tears: 

 

Stormy Morning 
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Details from Stormy Morning, painted during the war in Yugoslavia 1991-5. Towns were shelled and bridges 

blown up. Symbolic links between communities like the famous bridge at Mostar were deliberately shattered. 

The broken bridge at the centre of Stormy Morning, rips the painting’s structure apart. 

 

 

Frozen Tears: in memory of David Cosovsky 
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This detail from Frozen Tears from Winter Journey depicts two destructions, one material and one human. The 

black empty windows in buildings ruined by shelling are familiar images of war. The painting is dedicated to the 

memory of David Cosovsky, a friend and violinist who died of AIDS. Above the camellia is David as I 

remember him in his final moments. After our final goodbye his buddy arrived to keep him company. David 

turned away from me and fixed his eyes with fear and gratitude on this kindly young man who would hold his 

hand and be faithful company during the last moments of life. Buddies were unsung heroes of this holocaust. 

Destruction, ruins and urban scrap heaps continue as themes in the Sleeping Soldier series: 

 

Sleeping Soldier in September with my main model and former soldier Andrei from the Ukraine 
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Utopia 

 

Utopia, the lower portion. Boys dancing on a bombsite. 

 

Utopia, the upper portion. Commissioned by the great journalist Jeremy Seabrook and inspired by William 

Morris’s novel, News from Nowhere, a socialist manifesto A green shoot appears in the upper window. There is 

a link between this roundel and The Sleeping Beauty, which I will discuss next. White space becomes ever more 

important in my final paintings: a blank sheet for new ways of living and hope. 
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These two paintings are hung like this, so the round vision of a better life floats above the 

smaller picture of two boys dancing on a city’s ruins: 

 

Utopia 

 

 

Triumphal Arch, drawing.  The triumph has to do with hope and not victory in war. The urban landscape is a 

ruin and the people dissatisfied however hard they try to find pleasure. The light through the archway is blinding 

with possibility. 
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Rhinegold, drawing.   At the end of Wagner’s Ring of the Nibelungs, after all the double-dealing, rapacity and 

death, all a consequence of its theft, the stolen gold is returned to its source. The picture depicts the material 

spoils as detritus, stuff used and discarded, which then pollutes the earth. The end is therefore also a beginning. 

* 

Industrial wasteland is the setting for Tarkovsky’s Stalker where two men argue about 

science and morality. They invite a ‘holy fool’ to guide them through this man-made 

apocalyptic landscape to a mysterious room where he promises they will find the answer they 

search for. The dialogue of two arrogant men who claim to know and understand everything 
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takes place in the scene of nightmares familiar in an age where discarded man-made materials 

clog up oceans and litter the countryside.  This is the landscape I portray in my paintings. 

Solaris is ostensibly a piece of science fiction, a modern fairytale about a planet where 

memories become corporeal.  This film, which precedes Stalker, portrays inner desolation 

brought about by personal loss and guilt. It opens with a shot of floating reeds, held long 

enough for us to become one with the flow and sound of water.  This restful scene contrasts 

later with an equally extended sequence driving through a densely populated metropolis. The 

film’s cathartic ending recreates Rembrandt’s The Prodigal Son, one of the most famous 

acquisitions in the St Petersburg Hermitage, and therefore an image familiar to most 

Russians.  The beginning of Solaris is about leaving home and the ending is a return. 

The Russian word which is the title of Tarkovsky’s penultimate film Nostalghia goes beyond 

home-sickness to describe deep desire, closer to the German word Sehnsucht.  English has no 

adequate translation for a longing for home that also encompasses love and life’s purpose. 

This happens with particular intensity when we experience displacement, either as refugees 

or by inescapable choice we feel ill at ease in the world where we are treated as aliens. 

Millions experience this state of mind now, more than ever before and across the whole 

world. Wars, climate change and political oppression drive desperate humanity to find safety 

and a future elsewhere. Men, women and children risk life and die on this journey. For the 

blinkered and vapid reason of selfish nationalism the developed world which could and 

should for its own self-interest and survival let alone morality and responsibility welcome 

them instead shuts and bolts the door creating fortresses to keep out these poor but 

immensely brave and talented people who promise to transform and enrich our world. For 

now the figure of the refugee, derogatorily branded as migrant, a pestilential insect, an alien 

invasion, embodies the starkest judgement on the current inhumanity of a continent which 

perpetually boasts of a moral decency it clearly lacks.  The figure appears in my pictures 
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generally as a thin naked man, wandering ceaselessly, alone with nothing, and in my Winter 

Journey sequence occasionally stopping to look, inviting the viewer to do the same: 

 In the Village from Winter Journey is written about in the first part of Image. The naked wanderer stands on a 

piece of industrial wasteland and with the soldier on the right looks across a dawn misted meadow towards the 

first streak of sunrise. The black figure emerging from the burnt out chassis of a car looks tenderly at the 

wanderer.  In the Village reworks Morning Dream, below, painted two decades earlier, a renewal in my life 

. 

 

Morning Dream 
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In her 2018 film Fireflies Bani Khoshnoudi poignantly portrays in depth and with insight the 

emotional and psychological state of today’s refugee. Tarkovsky’s exile in Nostalghia, 

similarly ill at ease in a foreign land, finds some kind of peace and eventual spiritual solace in 

the final transcendent closing moments of the film when a temple appears ghost-like over the 

landscape, an image that directly inspired In the Cathedral. 

I painted these pictures decades ago, and it disturbs me painfully that they reflect human and 

global dilemmas which have if anything worsened and deepened. Hope is more necessary 

than ever and my final paintings attempt to give substance to that elusive essential quality. 

* 

Light also became more important in Tarkovsky’s final two films, blindingly so in Sacrifice 

which is about nothing less than the end of the world and one man’s insane attempt at 

averting such catastrophe by offering up his own life. Madness stalks Tarkovsky’s films, the 

kind that is relative to the madness of human society and which raises the question: who is 

mad and what is madness? This is possibly a reason why rational educated people tend not to 

like Tarkovsky’s films : his insights are disturbing.  Already in Andrei Roublev there are 

crazy figures who challenge the world’s sanity such as the man at the start of the film who 

launches himself off a church in a balloon, shouting ecstatically: ‘Ya lyetu, ya lyetu.. I am 

flying, I am flying,’ before crashing to earth. The camera is the man, so we share his 

ambition. We try and most of the time we fail. But occasionally miracles happen, as at the 

end of that same film when a boy, crazed by desperation to avoid being killed claims to have 

mastered the secret of his murdered father’s skill at casting bells. Of course he expects to fail 

but in fact succeeds beyond all his expectations. He can only follow the memory of what his 

father did, and he oversees the immense task with ferocious focus. The bell is finally raised 

and peals across the wide landscape to the astonishment and awe of the hundreds gathered to 
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witness the event. This triumph triggers the boy’s breakdown but it is this youthful defiance 

of hope and determination over brute reality that inspires the artist to start painting again.   

Although Tarkovsky’s films end with images of resolution, they are fragile and unlikely. The 

dead tree at the end of Sacrifice is preposterous.  A boy waters it and we see the sun and the 

glittering sea behind, giving the impression of rustling foliage, although we know the tree is 

dead. This visual paradox recalls Luther paraphrase of the Old Testament prophet along the 

lines of: ‘If the world were to come to an end, I will plant a tree.’   Cancer cut Tarkovsky’s 

life short in his prime. Sacrifice could be viewed as a final statement, but from my 

conversations with him Tarkovsky had every intention of directing other films, including a 

Hamlet with Roger Rees. He outlined to me ideas for a film about St Anthony who famously 

withdrew into the desert where he endured and overcame temptations and inner conflicts.  

World events are the backdrop to Tarkovsky’s films: the Second World War, the Cold War 

and threat of nuclear extinction. Painters, scientists and ‘holy fools’ wander perplexed across 

these apocalyptic scenarios. Themes from his own life, memories and dreams are refracted in 

their stories and situations. The emotional response of my young pupils to Ivan’s Childhood 

proves the power of this weaving of the public and personal. This is my approach to painting. 

 

Sleeping Soldier in July, detail with Alexey, a former soldier in the Soviet army resting on a bombed city. 
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Illuminated manuscripts and Moghul miniatures are another influence on my style although I 

can never approach their transcendent refinement of painterly skill.  

 

Detail from February in the Tres Riches Heures of the Duc de Berry, below 

 

In February from the Tres Riches Heures of the Duc de Berry, one of my favourite images, 

the season of snow is the main subject and the various vignettes adorn it like a jewelled 

necklace. The eye first takes in the landscape and wintry feel of exterior cold under a metal 

grey sky, the pruned fruit tree and the cosy interior glow, then zooms in on the incidental 

activities, the woodcutter raising his axe and the farmer driving produce to town, the beehives 

resting under their snowy caps, the sheep huddling in a pen and birds scavenging for crumbs.  
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There is a wit in the foreground vignette: a lady daintily reveals a petticoat to warm her feet 

at the fire while next to her the peasants whose little house she is visiting show no 

compunction in splaying their bare legs wide in front of the blaze. Note the subtle social point 

being made in a picture muted of colour to fit the season in the way her elegant dress painted 

in ultramarine, an expensive pigment made from ground lapis lazuli, is echoed by the cheaper 

blue of the wood cutter’s jacket. This is the world conjured up by Shakespeare in Loves 

Labours Lost describing Dick the shepherd blowing his nail and greasy Joan keeling the pot 

while ‘nightly sings the staring owl’. In the comedy’s convoluted plot of courtly romantic 

intrigue the playwright gives a name to those whose labours sustain privileged aristocratic 

lives glamorously attired in finely spun materials and dining at sumptuous feasts. 

These elegantly attired people and their fairytale palaces adorn the Tres Riches Heures, but it 

is mostly the workers who dominate the foreground of this exquisite set of miniatures 

devoted to the months of the year, The French historian Michelet wrote how after looking at 

one of these magnificent chateaus he sat down and wept, thinking of all the people who toiled 

building it, never to set foot there afterwards let alone live in it. Although these miniatures are 

a tribute to labour, the people who build the palaces and feed those who live in them are the 

main theme. In those years I would have bent every sinew to be apprenticed to these artists so 

I too might be given the opportunity to illuminate a similar devotional book. My final 



90 

 

pictures are homage to an art form sensitive to the seasons, nature and our place in it, a 

relationship celebrated never more magnificently than in these miniatures and Brueghel’s 

paintings, that has entranced me all my life.  

 

In the Cathedral, details of the centre 

Snow dominates, and the figures emerge out of the wintry landscape 

 

Quite unconsciously I use blue as in the Tres Riches Heures February, but without the 

satirical intent. The sparing use of colour in such a picture adds to the intensity of its 

presence. For me the winter season is about the seed that has died and is sleeping until spring 

when it sprouts into fresh life, roots spreading and stem stretching into the sunlight. That is 

the underlying theme of In the Cathedral: hope and expectation of new growth at a time of 

death. I have explored these themes all my creative life: 
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The Final Fall under the Cross from the Stations of the Cross 1973 St Peters Morden has these words written by 

me under it, written almost half a century ago they are still relevant to my paintings: ... as white winter drains 

the earth of life and colour, freezing the world for a seasonal slumber, so I sink under my burden – no more 

than a bundle of dead wood, yet containing the weight of all the world’s sorrow and longing.  In vain animals 

seek shelter and food in a barren fruitless landscape, ruled over by the cold shell of our city, sucked dry of all 

but the outline of life and purpose. But a concentrated richness of life pulsates in me, waiting the moment to 

release itself in a new and more spending flowering. So I lie as the seed under the earth and wait. 

 

Love winter...when the plant says nothing. Thomas Merton. 
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THE SLEEPING BEAUTY 

 

My paintings and drawings try to make sense of life and the world around me. The two 

previous paintings focused on my parents’ stories. The Sleeping Beauty is about me. My face 

appears in the window but this is not about the prince coming to wake with a kiss. I open the 

upper window onto an awakening: new growth after a long winter. 

The part of the story which interests me is the long sleep, for a hundred years in the oldest 

versions, a catatonic state that affects a whole community. A thick forest of brambles grows 

over a seemingly dead civilization. The German title: Dornröschen/Thorn Rose suggests a 

flower that is hard to access, requiring persistence and courage.  
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My earlier paintings on this theme focuses on the the act of wakening: 

. 

The Sleeping Beauty, oil, 1976 

The early picture above prepared the way for my first Sleeping Beauty painting below.  Using the same model, 

Robert, who happened to be tall and very slim, I explore the theme of a community put to sleep for a hundred 

years. The baby, an image of hope for new life, mirrors the gesture of the waking man: 

 

The Sleeping Beauty, oil, 1977 

The erotic element is hinted at in Goethe’s Ganymede, which I’ve also painted several times, 

in which the poem focuses not on the rapacious god but the boy who welcomes and yearns 

for his embrace. Beauty attracts desire, but can also be a willing partner. 
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After Winter Journey with its themes of alienation, war and disintegration, I put war to rest in 

the Sleeping Soldier sequence, which prepared the way for The Sleeping Beauty. Several of 

the models for this series were soldiers in the Soviet army. I rain flowers down on them. 

           

                    Sleeping Soldier in July                             Sleeping Soldier in March 

 

                

Sleeping Soldier in Autumn is Matt the gardener.        Sleeping Soldier in November is Maxim from Russia 
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Sleeping Soldier in Autumn on the left is Igor, also a former soldier, who journeyed with me from Kiev to 

Berlin. Sleeping Soldier in Winter on the right is Mathieu: a tragic story because this deeply depressed young 

man committed suicide. I did not guess this could happen at the time I painted him, but that I chose the coldest 

time of the year, his heart frozen, indicates I must have had a presentiment. 

                  

                       Sleeping Soldier in Spring                                            Sleeping Soldier in Summer 

Sleeping Soldier in Spring is Andrei, surrounded by narcissi, camellias, forsythia and primroses. The site of war 

is far beyond the horizon of a city untouched by bombs and there are no ruins. He is a civilian now, stripped of 

fatigues. Kiev’s Andreyevsky Cathedral is on the hill behind him.  Sleeping Soldier in summer is my final 

portrait of Andrei as a sleeping soldier. Blue clematis, a rambling rose and yellow poppies dominate the 

painting. He poses completely naked on a dead tree trunk.  There is no sign of a city or war and destruction. 
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Sleeping Soldier in May is a self-portrait.  The soldier below me is very much awake. 

 

Through the months of the year from spring to winter nature takes over. The image of the 

naked figure lying under the moon in Sleeping Soldier in May prepares the way for the final 

paintings, particularly The Sleeping Beauty and In the Forest. 
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* 

The final tempera paintings which form the substance of this book are about waking up, 

recollecting the past and looking forward with hope. That is why the most important part of 

In the Cathedral, The Sleeping Beauty and The Flight of the Birds is the empty central space 

in which anything can happen. The window in The Sleeping Beauty floats over it: 

 

The Sleeping Beauty, detail of window and centre space 
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Branches and vines twine over the remnants of cities, buildings, and empty window frames. 

The sleeping figures are friends each with their own story.  

 

The Sleeping Beauty, details of sleepers 

 

The sleeping figures wrapped in roots and twisting growth are friends living and dead. Late-

summer roses and other autumnal flowers scatter over their slumbers as they do in the 

Sleeping Soldier series, but this time a misty horizon opens up to new possibilities.  
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IN THE FOREST 

 

The Road to Chartres (on the website) tells the background to In the Forest, a commission 

from my father to his oldest friend Peter after whom I am named. They met as teenagers in 

the Second World War while interned together in Australia and forged an intellectual 

friendship that lasted a life-time.  It is my penultimate large-scale tempera roundel, three foot 

in diameter. For a long time I considered it my last painting in that medium, but The Flight of 
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the Birds, which I always considered unfinished, is for all its faults in fact intentionally open-

ended and brings my sequence of big narrative paintings to an organic close. 

The Sleeping Beauty should be able to speak for itself, but In the Forest like The Almond Tree 

and In the Cathedral is full of stories and incident.  Although I want people to enjoy looking 

without knowing what they are, explanation may open windows and doors. 

 

The Puddle, drawing 

This drawing has a similar structure: a picture within a picture, though here it is a circle 

inside a square. Based on Andersen’s short tale A Drop of Ditchwater, the activity is violent 

and dirty though it needs a microscope to see what is going on. Hubert Selby Jr’s Last Exit to 

Brooklyn inspired the central image, specifically the horrifying segment tackling vicious 

misogyny about a free-spirited woman who ends up gang-raped to death.  Selby’s seminal 

book examines urban life with a brutal honesty that my paintings attempt. Some of my urban 
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scenes in their use of colour and depiction of different stories, in the manner of Hitchcock’s 

Rear Window, appear superficially entertaining. Then some detail of gruesome activity hits 

the eye. Three of my urban paintings were once exhibited in a London West End gallery, the 

owners so delighted with the colour and lively detail they put them in expensive frames. Then 

on the third day I received a phone call commanding me to come immediately and remove 

them, giving no reason. As I took them down my eye suddenly focused on those gruesome 

details, and I understood their look of disgust. This is urban life as I see it. It is not just about 

fun, bright lights, cafes and theatres, but also, as in The Puddle, violence and death.   

.  

The Puddle, drawing, details.  The eyes are mine witnessing the violence but also looking at the viewer. 

 

            

The Puddle, drawing, details. The three women at the top left are balanced by the three soldiers below right. 

* 

 



102 

 

In the Forest plays with the same structure as The Puddle but scenes of urban brutality are 

replaced with celebration of family, history and mythology. The dark material can however 

still be glimpsed in the small sheets of paper at the bottom of the painting. Love and intimacy 

rather than horror and violence pervade the central night scene, the lovers illuminated by a 

full moon and star filled sky.  

The structure came first: a square inside a circle with tension between the two. It is the girl at 

the top who maintains their equilibrium. The square is a view into another world. 

 

The circle becomes a frame where all the action takes place with busy detail. The nocturne 

with lovers seen through a vine knotted frame provides a contrast of undisturbed peace. The 

other tension in the painting is between the surrounding bright cloudless day and the 

nocturnal centre: a night when stars fill the sky with a sense of infinite space and eternity.   

In the 1980s the poet Kathleen Raine commissioned from me a series of drawings for the 

Temenos Academy Review, a publication of lectures, poetry, stories and reviews, to 
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accompany Jeremy Reed’s translation of the German poet Novalis’s Songs of the Night. 

Night scenes suit my style. With a fine line pen I create darkness which is vibrant. 

               

           

Four Songs of the Night, inspired by Novalis, published by Temenos in 1996 

* 
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In the Forest has two pivotal figures. They are the portraits at the top and bottom: two 

children, a boy and a girl. It is the girl, called Nancy on top who as I said controls the 

picture’s balance. The boy called David at the bottom is placed off-centre to suggest a 

pendulum swinging between the two figures across the picture. The root branches on which 

the boy sits spread along the border of the picture and emphasise this impression. This 

painting is about time and history, past and future, memories, disappointments and hopes.  

    

In the Forest, details of the girl at the top and boy at the bottom,  pivotal figures who create the painting’s 

equilibrium. There is a serendipitous sky link between both figures when they are juxtaposed as here: a 

swinging wave like the motion of a pendulum. Although the basic structure of a large-scale painting, especially 

a roundel, has to be clear from the beginning, and the main subjects precisely placed, the results always throw 

up ideas and connections that I am not aware of at the time. The pendulum motif only dawned on me after years 

of looking at the painting, yet once seen it is clear as crystal. Pictures work when the act of making them is open 

to chance. All I do is to paint them as well as I can. 

Nancy observes all that is going on while she tends flowers including yellow poppies, 

aquilegia and wild roses. David the boy is busying himself painting one picture after the 

other, illustrating mostly fairytales. Nancy and David are the children of my father’s life-long 

friend Peter and his wife Gabi who commissioned In the Forest. Gabi spoke to me for hours 

about its subject matter: her life story and specifically memories of childhood in one of the 

most idyllic parts of the German countryside before fleeing Nazi persecution.  She then gave 

me envelopes packed with family snaps which I used in the painting. Afterwards I made two 
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etchings of the children from these photos, the ones used in the painting. Because of the 

etching process the images appear in mirror form. 

              

Nancy and David, etchings 

I only knew Nancy and David as children when visiting their parents once on the Mull of 

Kintyre where the family spent holidays. What happened to them is not part of the picture’s 

narrative. Nancy grew up needing special care and David became a religious fundamentalist 

who rejected his parents. Here they are children with all life’s possibilities open to them. 

* 

Myths and folk tales have inspired many of my paintings and been guide through life. On my 

journeys across Europe and during the Balkan projects I always carried a copy of Grimm’s 

Fairytales. The boy’s busy productivity, painting one picture after the other and letting the 

sheets of paper fly in every direction reflects my creative life. Most of these paintings have 

disappeared, scattered across the world as gifts, sales and commissions. Guests and visitors 

might be attracted to a picture and take it. Sometimes pictures might be stolen from an 

exhibition, which I would always take as a compliment. For any artist it is satisfying and 



106 

 

affirming to have paintings hanging in other people’s homes. The pieces of paper with 

images that float across the bottom of In the Forest are memories of these images. 

The children’s father, Peter had a special admiration for  The Shadow, one of Hans Christian 

Andersen’s darkest stories, as with my favourite Pushkin’s Queen of Spades, both timeless 

judgements on a corrupt and alienating society that priorities money, materialism and status 

above humanity. Peter is by the lower right hand corner of the night scene. He is looking 

down at my illustration of The Shadow. 

 

Peter introduced me to the world of theatre, Ibsen and Brecht, ballet and exhibitions, 

memorably Picasso, taking me out in the way my parents could never afford. In the Forest is 

a tribute to Peter’s encouragement and appreciation of my paintings, important in those 
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teenage years when pictures mostly failed but occasionally, as in this illustration for 

Schubert’s song The Erlking, reassurance that I could create an image with impact: 

 

The lovers in the night scene at the centre of In the Forest are based on the relationship 

between Peter and Gabi. Devoted fans of DH Lawrence novels they used to talk ecstatically 

about making love outdoors under the sky. My parents did the same, and I may well have 

been conceived in a meadow somewhere in the Cotswolds. I have painted this theme several 

times, including the commission for Lola Webb below: 

 

The Lovers, detail with trees and roots all wrapped with the bodies 
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The Lovers, oil, takes inspiration from Act 2 of Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde, the moment when the servant 

Brangaene sings a warning and the lovers pay no attention. 

 

 The Lovers, detail with Brangaene singing her warning, for me one of the most beautiful passages in the opera. 
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Peter’s wife Gabi, is above on the left of the nocturne holding a small branch, shaped like a 

snake. Young David below is painting one of her favourite tales about a white and red rose.  
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The nocturne in my penultimate painting is peaceful and without busy activity but related to 

this earlier intensely detailed drawing that takes inspiration from the scene in Humperdinck’s 

opera Hansel and Gretel, based on the Grimm story, when the children fall asleep in the 

forest and angels protect them.  

 

Hansel and Gretel, drawing owned by Michael Carleton, Germany 
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In the forest, details.  Above on both sides are family scenes scattered with flowers. 

 

The theme of a night scene viewed through a window is at the heart of my earlier drawing, 

The Visit, where again there is tension between dark and light. The drawing is about past 

present and future.  The old women sit in the dark past. People chat in the light present. The 

view through the window is into a future illuminated by a bright full moon, 

    

The Visit, and detail of view through the window.  
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The nocturne in the painting In the Forest could be the view through a window, or might be a 

picture in a frame. It is a view into past memories of joy and also a future with darkness 

illuminated by another full moon and a myriad of star constellations. 

In The Lovers (pages 106-107) painted in the 1970s, the forest is all enveloping, whereas 

despite the title of the later picture In the Forest, the lovers are no longer part concealed by 
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trees but embrace in the open under a clear sky.  Nature and the night are about union of the 

heavens and the earth. One of the most beloved of all Romantic German poems for me as 

well as all German speaking people is Joseph von Eichendorff’s Moon Night, with its 

evocative first line: Es war als hätt der Mond die Erde still geküsst – It was as if the moon 

had quietly kissed the earth. I painted this in 1979 and am in the process of writing a piece 

about the early Romantics, also called Moon Night. 

 

Moon Night 

My urban landscapes at night tend to express the terrors of darkness and what humanity gets 

up to that is destructive and menacing. My rural night scenes are about peace and union. 

War and destruction are not entirely absent from In the Forest, one of my most idyllic 

paintings. A sheet of paper flying up the left side of the picture, sticking to a tree and just 

beyond Gabi’s reach shows the familiar entrance to Auschwitz Birkenau, one through which 
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trains carried members of Peter and Gabi’s family, and my own, to their deaths. Just beneath 

the nocturne is a gloomy barely visible inner-cityscape.  

 

In the Forest, detail on the lower left of the painting, with the Auschwitz-Birkenau image stuck to a tree. Below 

it are illustrations painted by the boy David for Andersen’s Little Match Girl and Grimm’s The Frog Prince, a 

tale that provides a thread in my book The Road to Chartres.  

 

In the Forest detail with squeezed below the nocturne a dark cityscape, an echo of Terror in the City. 

The sliver of an urban landscape echoes my painting from 1978 called Terror in the City. 

That disappeared, hopefully stolen and not thrown away, and this is the only extant photo of a 
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painting which expressed my experience of city life, entertainment, cafe life but also feelings 

of alienation, moments of manic fun, sex, sudden acts of violence and ultimate loneliness. 

The pivotal images are the driver on the right and the explosion on the left, with the city 

landscape and all its frenetic activity covered by an angry scarlet sky: 

 

Terror in the City 1979, oil 

 

Terror in the City, oil, details 
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PENELOPE 

 

Penelope 

This is a commissioned portrait of Penelope Eckersley, and a riff on the wife of Odysseus, 

with the hands unravelling the embroidery at the bottom, the dog who recognizes his master 

and the islands of the Aegean floating on a morning mist above. This recalls a slow sea 

journey I made in 1964 between Rhodes and Athens as dawn broke, a magical memory. 

Destruction of war can be seen in the distance at the top of the painting with the city of Troy 

burning, but more and more in these late pictures the light and empty space grow and spread 

across the painting. The window frame is beginning to dissolve. 

I consider Penelope to be one of my most beautiful and successful paintings.  
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THE FLIGHT OF THE BIRDS 

 

The Flight of the Birds 

 

My father commissioned The Flight of the Birds, and is my good bye to large scale pictures. I 

stopped painting for years after. At the time it struck me as unfinished and a number of the 

figures stiffly and badly painted.  In the Forest felt like a fitting endpoint to a sequence of 

paintings which began with the Winter Journey so for years this picture disappointed and 

dissatisfied me. The Flight of the Birds never hung anywhere and moved from place to place 
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more because the size made it hard to dispose of and it felt wrong to burn it, especially after 

all the hours of work. As a result the painting has been slightly damaged, and in no condition 

to be exhibited. 

However, looking at it now after more than a quarter of a century the Flight of the Birds 

works as a picture, and I consider it a fitting finale. The structure and main pivot point to the 

picture’s meaning and purpose.. Most of the figures are Andrei whose beauty I celebrate in 

the Sleeping Soldiers sequence. Here two of the three poses he struck for me are exaggerated 

and clumsily painted, maybe my reaction to a relationship coming to an end. The best is on 

the right where he stands proud and self confident. When the coffeehouse gallery took all my 

time and energy we lost contact. The painting is about farewell and change. There is no blue 

sky, just a white mist. The main pivot is almost completely hidden, because the mist 

envelopes its main body. 

The pivot is a bridge, specifically the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco. On the lower left 

side of my picture it starts in front of the window through which my maternal grandmother is 

looking: my paternal grandmother is opposite on the upper right of the pictjre, portrayed as a 

young woman. The trajectory of the bridge ends in the middle, invisible, leading to a city that 

is shrouded in mist. The other end of the bridge starts at the top of the painting behind a 

young man examining his naked body at a window. The bridge leaps out of the picture 

towards the viewers, soaring above us. 

Bridges have accrued potent symbolic meaning over the centuries. This one in particular has 

a mythology of its own. Hitchcock used it to overpowering effect in what many consider to 

be his best film, Vertigo. A young friend of mine the gifted critic and cineaste Mark Finch 

committed suicide by jumping off it. This happens regularly there, people deliberately 

choosing the bridge for the final act of their lives with no chance of survival or being rescued. 
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It also provides them with a last view is of the city which failed them. There can be no more 

dramatic exit. This is a bridge of spectacular beauty but also terror. It crosses one of the most 

dangerous stretches of water and is a stupendous feat of engineering. From it one can see the 

city of San Francisco then to the East the whole the Bay Area, and to the West out across the 

Pacific Ocean which stretches for thousands of miles to another continent.   

For me bridges symbolise leaving life and crossing over to what may happen after.  This 

became clear to me in one of my most vivid, beautiful and comforting dreams. Loaded with 

sacks on my back and bags in both hands I struggled exhausted through the city streets to a 

departure lounge. A kindly woman, like the ones who sit at check-out counters, guided me 

through. Approaching the exit I suddenly realized the baggage had been left behind and 

turned to retrieve it. The woman smiled and told me I would not need it. With a sense of 

relief at not having to lug my bags anymore I left the building and stepped onto a bridge with 

water from a swollen river washing over it. I trod carefully towards the middle from where 

the other side came into view: a landscape stretching to a far horizon under a cloudless sky. I 

noticed the hills there did not have a single shadow. Several distant figures were moving in 

my direction, but I couldn’t make them out, perhaps on their way to greet me. At that moment 

I woke up with an intense feeling of peace and happiness. I wanted to return to that bridge 

and finish the crossing. Immediately I understood this to be a dream about dying: especially 

the sensation of having all burdens lifted, all baggage left behind, no more anxieties, pains 

and regrets. 

As with the famous Tarot card, death is not about fear and pain but about change. Death has 

always been understood by mystics to be a passage between one life and another. In my case 

the bridge in The Flight of the Birds is prophetic because my life did indeed change 

completely. I put the tempera materials away and never used them again. For five years I ran 
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a coffee house and then launched the Soul of Europe with Donald. When I returned to 

painting it would be to watercolours and pen drawings. 

The theme of the painting as a whole may be about dying, but the resurrection is already there 

in the twisting branches bursting with greenery and a scatter of flowers. 

The dream happened after the death of my father.  Several years before dying he gave me the 

title of this last painting, The Flight of the Birds.  He had recently come across Farid ud-din 

Attar’s The Conference of the Birds. In this classic text of Sufi Islam a gathering of all the 

birds sets off to find an ideal ruler, the legendary Simorgh. The book is about their quest 

which turns out not to be what they thought, but most movingly a discovery, 

acknowledgement and understanding of their true selves. In my own favourite book, 

Nizami’s Seven Stories of the Seven Princesses, also steeped in Sufism, the fifth and most 

substantial tale The Tale of Beautiful Mahan deals with the same theme, discovering himself. 

Each of the seven stories is a jewel. The first is sensational and best known through 

Andersen’s bowdlerised but still powerful re-telling: The Garden of Paradise. The fourth tale 

The Riddles of Turandot is nothing like Puccini’s opera. The princess’s apparent cruelty is 

not about revenge or spite against men. She is cleverer and more gifted than any male suitor, 

so they need to measure up. The riddles are extraordinary because they have more to do with 

sensitivity, empathy and the emotions rather than the intellect.  This is not about cleverness 

but relationship. Like the wait in The Sleeping Beauty and the journey in the Parsifal myth 

wisdom and emotional maturity require time and patience, so the suitor spends years in the 

desert with a teacher before embarking on the attempt to win Turandot’s heart.  They give 

themselves to each other with joy and a sense of wholeness. It is my father in fact who 

indirectly introduced me to Nizami. The German who translated my parent’s best known 

book, God is No More, gave them a copy of The Seven Stories as a gift. That’s how it fell into 

my hands and I treasure it to this day. Nizami is impossible to find in bookshops so, 
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commissioned by Kathleen Raine, I translated these stories myself from the German copy, 

and they can be found on my website. They contain all the wisdom about life that I need to 

know.  

Illustrating these stories has always been an ambition, but the beauty of the original 

miniatures, jewels of Persian art, that accompany the book are so perfect that I never felt up 

to the task. However the stories inspire everything I paint and draw, so in a way my pictures 

are all illustrations of Nizami. The original miniatures are mostly of Shah Bajram seated with 

his seven wives one night after the other, each of whom tells him a story before they make 

love. The symbolism of number and colour are as important as the narrative. Black suits the 

tragedy of the first tale. The blaze of white radiates the final comic adventures of thwarted 

lovers, a favourite of Kathleen Raine who commissioned the translation from me. This 

delightful warm-hearted clear-eyed tale ends the book in a mood of celebration: the triumph 

of love over all trials and tribulations. In between Nizami has covered those aspects of life 

most important to human beings, the pain of desire and suffering, conflict between good and 

evil, tricky relationships between the sexes, self-understanding and the necessity for healing 

and forgiveness. Just one exquisite miniature illustrates the final tale which takes place in a 

young man’s private garden invaded by beautiful women who bathe in its ponds and springs: 
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There is no way anyone can paint the scene more beautifully than this miniature with graceful 

trees framing and rising out of the pool, so I don’t even try.  Gardens, trees, flowers, faces 

and bodies are however a constant theme in my pictures: 

 

Self-portrait with flowers and naked man 

 

Most famous for his epic love story Layla and Majnun, Nizami wrote the Seven Stories of the 

Seven Princesses at the end of his life. He declared that they were the summation of all he 

had learnt, describing himself as a snake that devours life whole and then digests it slowly. 

This book does convey a sense of wisdom gained over a life-time expressed in stories so 

simply and beautifully told that anyone can appreciate them.  

There is no reference to Attar’s epic in my painting, just a flight of birds. Of course the birds 

are representations of us, and in that sense the figures tell the same story, all together and 

separately on a journey to self-knowledge and above all self-acceptance. 

* 
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APPENDIX: MUSIC AND NAKED MEN 

 

Chamber Music 

As an Appendix to this book I would like to write about music in my pictures. Not having yet 

mastered the technique of tempera, Chamber Music painted before the Sleeping Soldier series 

is already flaking badly. The many faults embarrass me but Rebecca Hossack expressed a 

particular fondness for this painting. The quantity of faces and flowers almost crowd out the 

central players. The roundel shape just about holds everything together. This is an allegro 



124 

 

radiating light and energy. Painted in the early 1990s, before the founding of Chineke, 

inspiration came from a group of South African chamber music players. 

 

The Quartet, oil painting 1979 

Chamber music has been a constant in my life from the start. A group of instrumentalists 

playing together listening intently to each other and performing with no self-regard is for me 

the epitome of music-making. My parents loved the late Beethoven quartets and I associate 

the music with moments of grief and stress, especially my mother’s frequent illnesses. My 

father would play the slow movement of the opus 132, a thanksgiving hymn for recovery, 

while she moaned with pain. They took me to recitals given by quartet ensembles at Bolton’s 

Civic Centre. Several like the Smetana and Budapest came from behind the Iron Curtain in 

Eastern Europe. I thought about the journey across Europe to this grimy Lancashire town and 

watched them while they performed and imagined their daily lives, what kind of people they 

were with families waiting back home far away and dependent on their earnings These tight-

knit groups, described by members of the Amadeus Quartet as being closer than a marriage, 

played as one instrument, so familiar with the notes they had played countless times together 
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that it all appeared effortless. On one occasion I felt sorry for the Smetana Quartet who after 

the concert stood stranded on the pavement outside Bolton’s Civic Centre in the pouring 

winter rain and my father had to help them find a bus to take them where they next needed to 

be, a hotel hopefully and a good night’s rest before travel to the next gig and then home. The 

oil painting above is a meditation on this kind of ensemble performance, emotionally and 

intellectually highly charged. The music is like a flame which consumes the players from 

within. The listener becomes an eavesdropper on an intimate and often intense conversation 

about matters of life and death, spiritual as well as athletically physical. Piano and vocal 

recitals tend to be about the performers. Quartets are about a conversation between equals, 

which is why this particular form of composition appeals more to me than any other, aurally 

and visually. I love the way performers face each other in a circle, communicating easily, the 

circle open only to an audience. In my 1979 oil painting the second violin and viola dominate 

with their accompanying dialogue while the first violin is wrapped up in a high flying solo 

and the cello provides a firm foundation. In the tempera roundel, painted years later, audience 

and players are mixed up and the music explodes across the picture. The players, in the detail 

below, are concentrating calmly on their performance: 

 

Chamber Music, detail 
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As said before Rebecca Hossack had a particular fondness for this picture, including it in 

several exhibitions alongside other artists she represented. Rarely for me  it is a sunny 

painting without a cloud, my thank you to music, a perpetual source of consolation especially 

when I play the piano, transporting me in the words of a Schubert’s song to a ‘better world’. 

The abundance of blossom and spring flowers, the swoop of birds hunting for nesting 

material all celebrate the new season. The city on the hill is not in ruins. 

 

Chamber Music, details above and below 
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Mozart 

Painted around the same time as Chamber Music, Mozart is more relief of spring and summer 

with fresh green sprouting on bare branches against a misty dawn. Apart from a couple of 

scenes from his operas the picture is more about the sensation of listening to Mozart. 

Matthew the gardener from the Sleeping Soldiers holds it together, unfurling the painting. 

The young man playing the piano keyboard, below right, is my favourite part of the picture. 

 

Mozart, details with Susanna in The Marriage of Figaro on the left. 
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Seven Lamps Triptych, St James Church Piccadilly 

The theme of music in my paintings is about human relations and the expression of 

communal spirit, a society where everyone without exception is equal. This is depicted inside 

the Seven Lamps Triptych. People share a picnic and dance.  The city is full of music. 

 

Seven Lamps Triptych, detail of interior 
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Seven Lamps Triptych interior, central image detail with picnic and dancers 

 

 

Seven Lamps Triptych interior, central image details on left and right 
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Seven Lamps Triptych interior, centre detail with musicians. The city is all about music making. 

 

Seven Lamps Triptych interior, left and right wings. Note the window opening and the trees thick with foliage, 

birds and animals 
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Seven Lamps Triptych closed. The deliberately uneven circles led it be wittily dubbed the Seven Lumps Triptych 

 

Seven Lamps Triptych closed details to the left and right 

The Utopian vision of the interior is offset by the wintry scene on the outside, the seven lamps illuminating the 

chief ministries of Donald (Donald Reeves) during his almost twenty years as rector there. My fingers attempt to 

keep the side leaves closed while taking the photo from a printed card, the dream of a human paradise wanting 

to become reality.  The St James Baroque Players under Ivor Bolton performed Bach’s Mass in B Minor at the 

picture’s unveiling, the music expressing the spirit of what I tried to achieve. I particularly like the way the bare 

branches and hands frame the lamps. The trees flourish with foliage when the triptych is opened up. 
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The Family of Man, drawing. The blatant subject matter of my picture prepares the way for future paintings and 

drawings like the one below. The mass of human flesh sheds bodies like seeds that are blown into the distance to 

create new life in the vague outline of a city. The snake pursuing prey on the tree to the right is a reminder of the 

dangers in paradise. The tree roots are the site of procreation. 

 

The Feast, drawing, is a contrasting view of the human family. Trees frame the action again. 
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The Feast, drawing. Details with self portrait on the right. On the left the image of a father cradling his son, a 

victim of war, invades the feast.  

 

The Feast, drawing. Details show my mother as a girl stroking a cat, on the left, and my grandmother holding 

me as a baby on the right. Family images are worked into many paintings that followed. 

The sequence of my work from these drawings in the late 1980s through the Winter Journey 

and Sleeping Soldier series turned out to be a preparation for the final tempera paintings. All 

the drawings and paintings are a record of my thought processes on the chief matters that 

have concerned me throughout my life, political, social and personal. The last large-scale 

roundels are a kind of resolution. This book is meant to reveal these thought processes, to me 

as well, because only by looking back on the pictures done years earlier do I now understand 

the link between the drawings that came first and the paintings that came last. 
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Chamber Music, details 

 

 

Chamber Music, details 

In Chamber Music people and nature are all at one in music. The distant city is a place of 

promise. Along with the interior of the Seven Lamps Triptych this is certainly my most 

optimistic and celebratory picture with the underlying premise that music unites while each 

person has the freedom to be a separate individual.  It is a matter of grief to me that I had not 

yet mastered the art of tempera so the painting is deteriorating fast. 

* 
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A FOOTNOTE TO THE APPENDIX: NAKED MEN 

 

A Midsummer Nights Dream, after Shakespeare 

‘I am sent with broom before to sweep the dust behind the door’ Puck 

In Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel, the Ignudi, young male bodies that frame scenes from the 

Old Testament while flaunting blatant sexuality, always delighted me. It would be interesting 

to learn how the papal authorities responded to this powerful injection of homo-eroticism into 

their holy of holies. A hilarious cartoon, possibly by Ralph Steadman, shows the artist taking 

the Pope into the chapel for a first viewing of the finished work, a colossal achievement by 

any standards, and the Pope says: ‘I’m sorry but I don’t like it’. However broadminded he 

may have been, the writhing naked male figures must have startled him a little. The Ignudi 

have encouraged me to explore and celebrate the naked male body and they invade almost all 

of my pictures. They appear prominently in Winter Journey much to the dismay of my aunt 

who usually appreciated my painting. She hated those.   



136 

 

There’s no getting away from the naked men in my pictures, and since they have been an 

important feature of my paintings and drawings maybe they also need some explaining. The 

Midsummer Night’s Dream drawing is a culmination of years of nude studies, mostly from 

photos, rarely from life because I’ve not been that lucky to meet men happy to strip off and 

be models. I never disguise the fact they are photographic models, and in some paintings the 

artifice is intentional, as for instance Dream of Spring in Winter from the Winter Journey, in 

which the models are meant to look tantalisingly unapproachable and unreal: 

 

Dream of Spring in Winter, from Winter Journey 
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Naked men painted from life are celebrated in the Sleeping Soldier series.  The reality of 

these models is essential to the theme of rest from war, in contrast to Winter Journey where 

fighting and destruction are real and naked vulnerable humanity is a dream. My main model 

Andrei , a former soldier,  had total confidence in his body. This naked man is approachable. 

 

Sleeping Soldier, details from the series with Andrei who I knew and painted from life 

 

The last lines of Shakespeare’s plays generally have special resonance and even a light touch 

after searing dramas. In the comedies it is often a song that rounds off the evening. Feste’s 

song When that I was and a tiny little boy, with the refrain for the rain it raineth every day, 

seals the end of Twelfth Night in a wistful mood that suits the play. From When icicles hang 

by the wall, the song that together with It was a lover and his lass ends  Love’s Labour’s 

Lost,  Dick the shepherd blowing his nail and greasy Joan keeling the pot have haunted me all 

my life, the everyday folk taking the stage away from the aristocratic players. The valedictory 

scene in A Midsummer Night’s Dream when the fairies make amends for the havoc they have 

created opens with Puck bringing peace and harmony to a drama of considerable emotional 

conflict. His valedictory I am sent with broom before, To sweep the dust behind the door, 

inspired this drawing. I have often painted forest scenes with lovers, inspired by this play. 
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A Midsummer Night’s Dream, oil painting 1980s. This more conventional interpretation came first, with Titania 

centre and the men chasing after their lovers.  My drawing on the same subject features only naked men. 

 

Model, drawing, just one of too many to count, all studies from magazines collected for the photos: an 

unabashed celebration of male beauty at a time of virulent homophobia when I had no access to this quality of 

physique to study.  The photographic models I drew were mostly fitness fanatics, working class men, straight 

and gay, only too happy to earn extra cash by posing and proudly showing off their magnificent bodies. As is 

apparent in my pictures the faces attracted me as much as the physiques. In those early years I did meet and get 

to know a number of these friendly athletic types, but too shy then to ask, even though they liked me, came to 

my exhibitions and would probably have been only too delighted.  
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Nocturne 

I would like to end with a drawing. Nocturne is similar in mood to my dream of dying and 

inspired by a Schubert song to words by his close friend Johann Mayrhofer with whom he 

shared lodgings for a while in Vienna. They worked together on many songs which are 

among the greatest in the composer’s output. This song moves me more than any other and 

for a long time I chose it to be played at my funeral. Since I won’t be present to listen that 

won’t be necessary. The main themes in so many of my pictures are in this drawing: a 

window now lit up, a distant city rising out of a landscape that stretches beyond into the 

distance, trees here with luxuriant summer foliage, and the moon shedding soft light on all...  

i vsyo dremalo pri vdochnovitelnoy lunye: and everything dreamed under the inspiring moon 

(Pushkin, Tatiana’s night scene in Eugene Onegin). 
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In the poem to Schubert’s song an old man takes his harp and strides singing into the forest. 

He welcomes the holy night. ‘Soon it will be accomplished; soon I shall sleep the long 

slumber that will release me from all sorrow.’ The trees rustle: ‘sleep sweetly, you good old 

man’. The swaying grasses whisper: ‘we will blanket his place of rest’. The birds call out: 

‘leave him at peace in the grassy grave’. The old man listens. The old man says nothing.  

Death has bent over him. 

For all the morbidity of the words Schubert’s music is heart-easing balm. The moment the old 

man launches into his song the beauty of the accompaniment and the soaring melody carry 

me to a place of peace and restfulness. This is the death Bach celebrates in his cantatas, a 

release from worldly cares and burdens. I am that old man. 

* 

Since the last tempera paintings, after several years pause running the Coffeehouse Gallery in 

Charlbury, Oxfordshire, and then working for the Soul of Europe, I began to paint again. 

Rebecca Hossack once suggested to me that I should focus on expressing the intensity of my 

feelings in painting flowers, a suggestion I did not understand at the time, that being such a 

radical departure from my usual complex material. Now I paint only watercolours of flowers 

and fill notebooks with drawings on themes that inspire, concern and fascinate me. 

 

Sweet Pea  
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Snowdrops 
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Camellia 

 

 

Pimen’s Monologue in Pushkin’s Boris Godunov, from ongoing books of drawings 

Now I fill small books with drawings that are sometimes illustrations, studies, flowers, faces, bodies, doodles 

and sketches where I let my pen and imagination take me where they will. These ‘scratchings’ as I call them, 

always done last thing at night, will continue until I can no longer hold a pen.  This particular drawing is 

inspired by a speech in Pushkin’s play which brought the poet trouble from the censors. The old monk Pimen 

reflects on a life recording the history of his country.  I identify with Pimen who speaks of the importance of his 

anonymous heartfelt task so people will one day be able to understand their past, the good and bad. This has 

been the purpose of my work with the Soul of Europe, and all my books. The composer Shostakovich who lived 

under a political regime as dangerously repressive as that suffered by Pushkin also identified with this character. 


