
 

Domenico Theotocopoulos, El Greco (born Candia 1541): 
Why did you imagine being interviewed by me?
Jonathan Parker (born Belfast 1968): Because afterwards I 
can ask you about what you're working on at the moment 
although, wait a minute, I haven’t imagined how old you are. 
DT: How old would you like me to be?
JP: Well, even if I can’t ignore knowing about your late work, 
I'd like us to be the same age, about 48. I think you finished 
your “Burial of the Count of Orgaz” last year. 
DT: Yes, that’s right, people come to Toledo from far and wide 
to see it. Good idea making us contemporaries and meeting 
in Durham. It’s like Toledo here and that’s interesting, your 
thing about our knowledge of an artist’s entire body of work 
being difficult to ignore and I wonder how you view these 
portraits within your career, to date. 
JP: Looking at the four together, I’d say they might prove 
pivotal. I approached the first (Deborah 2011) when I was 
very much in “river” mode after a decade trying to simplify 
the complexities of the Thames through my tideway paintings 
and it was on a balcony adjacent to St. Paul’s that I first met 
all the Trevelyan College Principals together, including 
Deborah who came first. So I painted that view. The 
warehouses from the past, captured in a photo by my late 
father, are trying to wind back the clock several decades. I 
suppose the inclusion of something else, like a bit of river 
landscape or a figure, that refers directly to our other 
preoccupations as painters at the time is fair enough, isn’t it? 
Didn’t you include Titian and Raphael in the corner of one of 
your “Christ in the Temple” paintings?  
DT: Yes, with Michelangelo and Clovio. 
JP: I’m also thinking of how you used your views of Toledo 
but I think that’s in the future for you. 
DT: Oh, I better pretend I didn’t hear that although it makes 
sense conceptually. You used the word pivotal yet there is 
strong continuity because of scale with every figure standing. 
Were you inspired by my portrait of Vincenzo Anastagi?
JP: No, I don’t know your Vincenzo but in the near future (for 
you) a painter called Diego Velasquez from Seville is going 
to be making a name for himself. His powerful portraits of 
Aesop and Menipo have been on my mind for years and if I 
look at Vincenzo Anastagi, now, I can see what you mean 
and it’s interesting how the image was on the front of the 
Frick’s “Men in Armour” exhibition and tagged -knights and 
warriors- because leading up to these portraits I painted and

drew dozens and dozens of soldiers on panels the same 
size as the four portraits, like a musician practicing scales. 
I was thinking about honour and its greater evidence 
displayed in someone standing up. 
DT: It’s nice to think honour might still be considered 
relevant in 430 years time. There seems to be a subtle 
distinction between each work with the two of Martyn and 
Nigel being pretty much monochrome, giving a suggestion 
you didn’t want to display too much emotion at that time. 
That was, after all, following your grandmother’s death, to 
whom I know you were very close. But can you say 
something about the painting technique common to all the 
figures?
JP: I developed a way of creating a stencil on the canvas 
which would then lend itself to fluid painting on top, 
answering the painter’s dilemma of giving the work 
immediacy and life, despite the essential lack of animation 
in dried paint. If you look at them from the side it's easier to 
see the distinct surface qualities, which in the end, I 
believe, are what gives a painting depth. 
DT: You also manage to portray a certain human complexity 
in their faces, particularly the latter three. Do you know 
how?
JP: It could be because, in this pivotal period, I've learnt to 
base portraits on two, and only two, formal encounters with 
the sitter (stander); the first having an unknown, inquisitive 
quality for both parties and the second being much more 
relaxed, in which the irrational can play a part as we share 
the memory of the previous sitting. This taps into my 
presentimentation credo - the paral lel between 
remembered dreams and painting with feeling.  
DT: That universe inside us is important to access and 
portraits can be a way to try.
JP: With the last one of George things were slightly different 
because the two encounters were either side of a single 
night and that was sandwiched between driving there and 
back from Durham and I realised later that what I was 
doing was making a painting about the experience of 
painting that particular person, then. 
DT: Well done. What did you want to know about the “Burial 
of the Count of Orgaz”?
JP: For starters, where do you think the last brushstroke 
can be found?
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