Clive Head: The Crossing

Studio Conversation with Clive Head

RB. When did you begin this new body of work?

CH. At the beginning of the summer last year. There are now 9 paintings in progress and | have begun to work large
again.

| have continued to make drawings throughout this period, and regard some of them as belonging to this new series.
RB. How do you decide which drawings to include?

CH. There are those drawings which | made in the garden which really initiated this project, and studio-based
drawings where | am inventing much in the same way as | do when | paint. It’s called The Crossing, which | envisage
as a pictorial state where ordinary life is transcended. Not all drawings that | make have that status. | continue to
engage with the world directly through drawing but that is something quite different from this work.

RB. So there is a Surrealist thread here?

CH. In some respects. The subjects are fantastical, maybe even dream like. My main concern is with the pictorial
means to create that extraordinary reality. Space and time function differently. It’s not just the image that cuts
through rational norms.

RB. So would you describe these as realist paintings, or have you moved on so far from your work as a realist painter
that we shouldn’t use that term?

CH. The challenge is to find a way of making sense of my reality. That’s ongoing, but | know that | can’t fall back on
known means to represent reality. | must find my own means, my own algorithms. | stopped using the camera a few
years ago. Even before then, | was always aware of the need to circumvent the way a photograph denotes reality. In
the end, | concluded that photography is just incompatible with painting, and really has little to do with my
understanding of the world. How | paint now seems to be more honest, more truthful, and more inclusive of
everything that | am.

RB. Why are those drawings made in the garden last summer important? They remind me of Ruskin’s drawings and
mantra to work directly from nature.



CH. Because, through drawing the complexity of nature | discover all these fractal rhythms. | discover not only a web
of lines and marks that make sense of all that | have witnessed, and of course the subject is constantly changing, but
| also find a world of memories and imagined imagery. | draw what is out there, but also what is inside. It’s that
pictorial web that | can use in the studio. Some of these paintings have begun from lines taken from the garden
drawings. | often invert the drawing to remove any literal references to the original subject. The drawings are a
portal into an extraordinary painted world of infinite possibilities. My ties to the natural world, through the garden
or the life model have nothing to do with wanting to depict these subjects but to find a framework which enables me
to paint.

RB. Framework as a process or a physical structure?

CH. Both, and one feeds the other. The outcome that you see here is the consequence of that strategy.

RB. That framework is obvious when | look at your drawings and paintings. There’s a very distinctive assemblage of
marks, lines and in your paintings, really vivid patches of colour set against each other. It’s very direct, complex and
strikes me as both considered and intuitive. As a visible structure it seems to be at odds with the conventions of
figuration or representational art that | might expect to find. There’s no fathomable reason why we should identify
the subjects as clearly as we do in your work.

CH. But that’s what | have come to realise what painting is, as opposed to imaging or illustration. | create a material
structure with the paint out of which I find motifs, narratives, myself. | always wanted to be a painter, but you have
to throw away all those crutches, methods, imports from outside the studio to really paint. You must be true to
painting.

RB. I see the turning point in your development not back in 2013, when you started introducing double images and
moved towards layering multiple images, but in 2018, when you gave up the camera or bringing any models into the
studio.

CH. That was the biggest leap. | knew | had to do that but at the same time | had no idea if | could find a way of
painting that would be authoritative. It had to be visionary, believable and not academic. | always had in the back of
my mind an understanding that painters like Boucher, later in life, had no need for models or preparatory drawings
made from life. He could just paint, and it’s 100% how he envisages what the world should be on the other side of
the picture plane. It’s pure painting, and it’s utterly convincing.

RB. So how are these new paintings distinguished from previous series that you have made since 2018. From the
Indian Summer Series for example?

CH. They are fuller, and perhaps they are less overtly modernist. Those large paintings from 2018 and 2019 have a
more modernist fracture, emphasis on line and a reduced palette.

RB. You were thinking about De Kooning, Gorky, Picasso?

CH. More so perhaps, but those painters belong to a long thread that goes back to Titian, and in these new pieces |
am less consciously making “modern” paintings and just letting them be the way they need to be. The Italians toyed
with the idea of the trans-avant-garde which interests me, but | probably find a more convincing manifestation of
this amongst the School of London painters. In hindsight, | see that the years when | was showing at Marlborough
were important in this respect. Painters like Kitaj were so rounded.

RB. And why The Crossing? Are you crossing over into an idealised place? They are all magical landscapes.

CH. An idealised place, yes, begun in this world and, through the process of painting, gradually finding this new state
of being. There is a magical realism about these paintings, an intensity, which | think is unique to this series, and then
of course there is that magical state where the forms morph into new motifs. The possibilities for generating new
motifs are endless if | get the brush marks in the right order.

RB. The titles make references to Classical mythology, Shakespeare, the Bible. But you wouldn’t regard these as
history paintings?

CH. No, well not in a traditional sense, but maybe my history. For the most part, | have no idea what narratives will
emerge, but it will all be rooted in something that | have encountered. Maybe from a book that | have read, or a
place | have visited, a memory from childhood, or even a popular film. There’s no attempt to illustrate a theme, and
the paintings cut across lots of different narratives. Perhaps the titles are a prod to the viewer to look more closely
and to get inside the painting to spend a little time exploring it.

RB. The series is in progress. You are now completing a second large painting. Will there be more?

CH. Yes. The second painting is a pendant to Pasiphae’s Crib. It’s a winter painting of Northern folklore, quite the
opposite of those Minoan narratives set in a Mediterranean summer, and it’s also a portrait of my daughter (Bonnie



White Queen). There is a third large canvas underway. | have turned the drawing Medway Galatea on its side to start
this as there are lots of good rhythms to open something. It’s beginning to take shape (Trespass in Lemon).

It's important to keep everything open. Perhaps the smaller works are complete now, but they have all been
reworked many times. This project, this cycle of painting should all come to conclusion as one.

Large Paintings

Work in Progress, Trespass in Lemon oil on canvas 64% x 75 inches
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Bonnie White Queen 2022 oil on canvas 76% x 47 inches




Pasiphae’s Crib 2022 oil on canvas 78% x 57% inches




Easel Paintings

The Egger of Bethel 2021 oil on canvas 28 x 42 inches



Will of Oberon 2021 oil on canvas 30% x 50 inches



Of Stone and Hollow Earth 2021 oil on canvas 35 x 29% inches




Perdix and the Pilot 2021 oil on canvas 48% x 37 inches
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By a Pilgrims’ Way 2021 oil on canvas 30 x 33 inches



The Crossing 2021 graphite on paper 23 % x 33 inches

The Forest 2021 graphite on paper 23 % x 33 inches

Zoomorphic Landscape with Hemlock 2021 graphite on paper 23 % x 33 inches
Zoomorphic Landscape 2021 graphite on paper 23 % x 33 inches



Daedalus Scarp 2021 graphite on paper 33 x 23 % inches
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The Marys of Long Friday 2021 graphite on paper 33 % x 23 % inches



Pasiphae’s Crib 2021 graphite on paper 36 % x 26 %z inches



And a Child’s Voice Breaks the Silence 2021 graphite on paper 28 x 18 % inches






When The Boat Comes In 2022 graphite on paper 22 x 29 % inches
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CLIVE HEAD Bn 1965 Maidstone, Kent, England
Currently lives and Works in Gristhorpe, North Yorkshire, England
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