THEMES

As I have been painting for forty or more years, since leaving art school in 1960 there have been a number of themes. Some of them spread over longer and shorter periods – a year, two years, and so on. Some I returned to again and again. I think it was Noel Coward who once said that everyone is given just a few ideas and you spend the rest of your life working with them. I find this so. A period (a theme) ends suddenly, and, seemingly for no particular reason. And for a while I have found myself in limbo. And then, as suddenly, I find my way again and it is a change of direction. In retrospect it all makes perfect sense, though at the time it seems to be aribitrary. As in everything that one does, one thing is based on another, cause and effect, action and reaction.

Here, in no particular order are some of the themes I’ve worked on.

THE BEACH AND SURFERS
THE MALE NUDE
PORTRAITS AND PEOPLE.  During my stay of three months in Paris, for example, in the mid-eighties, I did a great number of pencil crayon drawings exploring Matisse’s ideas, beginning with improvisations of his portraits and then using my own models but still under the spell of his style. I think I came home with something like six hundred drawings. These formed the basis of an exhibition at the Goodman Gallery in Johannesburg PARIS : PORTRAITS.

FRAGILE PARADISE was a series (the title stolen from a BBC series of the same name) based on the local vegetation, and after a visit to the lakelands of Richards Bay. It led to another series HOTLANDS. These landscapes used un-natural colours – no green leaves for example – and were abstracted versions of the landscape. The aim was to capture the mood of the experience, rather than its naturalistic appearance. You must have noticed how, whenever you take photographs of places you have gone to on holiday, they never seem to live up to the memory. These paintings, then, tried to capture the feeling of the experience of the lushness of the landscape, one’s sensual response, and not the look of it.

URBAN TREES.  This was a period exploring architecture and vegetation in the city. It began with the scrawny trees round the parking garage at Overport City and then went on to find many other examples of pathetic bits of landscaping around Durban – trees and bushes which seemed defeated by their surroundings and were often on the point of dying. I used them as a metaphor for life in the city. The series got more and more depressing as it continued and, now, looking back at the last in the series, I see that I must have been at a very low ebb myself. Beginning with vibrant colour, the series ended with a near monochromatic palette of blacks and brownish reds, the trees finally more like rounded boulders, evocative of ancient burial sites.

EMBRACING MALE NUDES in lavish interiors – the KISS series. It began simply with two heads and gradually the bodies grew as the series progressed. The heads and figures are in yellow diagrammatic outline and were painted black. The rooms were mostly in hot reds, blues and orange. The passion of the embrace is felt in the overall mood of the compostions. The Durban Art Gallery has two or more of this series – the boy seen from behind looking over a balcony onto the swimming pool. And others.  All the works in this series which covered a few years, deliberately explored gay themes. It was, I suppose, a response to our new democracy, when, for the first time in my life, I was legal. This series was a celebration of our new constitution.

INDIAN THEMES

ABSTRACTION.  From time to time I have explored a deliberately abstract language, the works closer to music than other works I have done, dealing with mood and ideas, but avoiding illustration and direct reference to things seen.

