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Jonathan Parker and his
Works

Fig. 1. The golden blue
device/compositional tool.
Flesh tint paper,
20.32 x 25.4cm, 2007.

Familiarity And Mystery

Jonathan Parker is one of the most
important and innovative artists
currently working in the United
Kingdom. Born in Belfast in 1968, he
was educated in London and served
artistic apprenticeships in both Spain
and Cuba before graduating from
Northumbria University in 1992 with
a degree in Fine Art. In the same
year, he won the prestigious Royal
Academy Richard Ford Award with a
promise to develop his feel for time

through painting. This achievement
was inspired by two seemingly
disparate experiences. On the one
hand, life with his grandmother in
the great house of Wallington in
Northumberland, a lively existence
within a frozen museum space, and a
taste of life in the socialism-or-death
heat of Havana, where he staged his
first, breakthrough one-man show,
aged 22: Dibujos/Drawings
(May 1991).
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Parker’s exhibitions with Mercury
Gallery in Cork Street (1997–2000)
subsequently placed his work in
relation to twentieth-century British
and European art, demonstrating
how breaking new ground, within
a figurative tradition, can be valued
by art collectors and critics alike.
The dealer, Gillian Raffles, now
retired, considered Parker’s paintings
to have a mystery and poetry, a
responsiveness to the intricate power
of light, which are rarely found in the
works of contemporary painters.
Between 2000 and 2010, a period
of tremendous change in the art
world, Parker embarked on a body of
work known as the River Collection.
This was unveiled at a major solo
exhibition, Wind & Fire, Earth &
Space, Water, hosted at the River
and Rowing Museum in Henleyon-Thames in 2010. Depicting the
muddy reaches of the river from
Hammersmith, where his cousin,
Julian Trevelyan, had shared his
Durham Wharf studio with Mary
Fedden, downstream to the Pool of
London and Tower Bridge, Parker’s
works envision the Thames as a
shifting narrative territory peopled by
standing figures — vertical tangents
at rest long enough to be fixed by the
immediacy of his brushwork.
As Parker continued to paint the
river, yielding permutations that

invoked narratives central to
European painting, allusions to
the inheritance and history of the
natural world ceded to more specific
philosophical issues such as the
nature of immediacy and its link to
self-consciousness and subjectivity.
This led him from the tidal foreshore
to the landscape of memory,
encouraging him to find release in
the raw energy of standing figures.
Presented according to scale, as if
reflected in a mirror, the paintings
explore the relationship between
familiarity and mystery, probing
beneath the surface to offer insights
into the experiences and personalities
of the subjects portrayed.
Developed from preparatory
sketches transferred to canvas
on a stencil, Parker’s paintings are
produced as the result of a gradual
process of accretion. Sources of
inspiration are recorded, but their
significance is left open, posing issues
to raise or questions to be addressed.
Several months, or even years later,
the artist returns to add details,
thereby completing the compositions.
The process, which functions as
a personal learning experience,
assumes the form of a progression
from the physical/geographical to the
human/organic, investing materiality
with narrative significance. The
elimination of sources of conscious
interference produces an instinctive,
Familiarity And Mystery
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creative style in which spontaneity
and authenticity are allowed to dictate
meaning. As the painting begins to
cohere as an artistically unified whole,
the artist then steps back, attempting
to place himself in the mind of the
observer by looking at his work
through binoculars or a draughtsman’s
lens. Concluding details are then added
before the composition is finalized.
Parker’s art shuns the mass-produced,
the commercial, and the inauthentic.
In addition to mixing paints to form
distinctive combinations, he adapts
his brushes, generally elongating them
with counterweights fixed to the
end so as to achieve balance. This
allows him to paint without moving
his head and losing his line of sight.
He also makes his own canvases,
using two layers of muslin to create
a varied weave capable of generating
interference. A distinctive feature of
his art is that large patches of muslin
often remain unpainted, their strange
luminosity preserving the potential for
additional details to be added.

Familiarity And Mystery

Parker’s most recent paintings explore
the potential of a compositional
tool, his golden blue device (fig. 1).
Modelled on the proportions of the
human body, the tool consists of a
series of interconnecting arcs and
diagonals. Pointing upwards at the
same time as pointing downwards, it
recalls Leonardo da Vinci’s Vitruvian
Man, allowing the artist to put himself
into the painting process in a Gormleyesque manner. He is able as a result to
transform the exercise into an exciting,
relaxed process, determined as much
by the content of individual sections as
by the composition’s overall aesthetic.
This exhibition showcases two key
aspects of Parker’s work. The thirteen
paintings of the Wallington Series
(nos. 1–13) celebrate the history of
the Trevelyan family at Wallington
Hall, focusing in particular on the
artist’s grandmother, Patricia, its final
occupant. Collapsing distinctions
between past/present, inside/outside,
and fantasy/reality, the paintings
explore the complex associative
qualities of memory, depicting
Wallington as a magical and mysterious
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location, a place of unrestricted
adventure and limitless imagination.
The second major strand (nos. 14–26)
examines Parker’s prowess as a
portraitist, exploring the relationship
between representation and
interpretation, between the obvious,
external attributes of the sitter and
the latent qualities evoked by the
artist’s brushwork. Focusing in part
on family members, the exhibition
also includes figures observed at
Henley Regatta as well as Principals of
Trevelyan College, Durham.
The exhibition is completed by

three other pieces (nos. 27–29)
that extend and complement the
works on display. Two of these
relocate Francisco de Zurbarán’s
cycle of Jacob and his Twelve Sons,
part of the permanent collection at
Auckland Castle, to contemporary
contexts, while the final work, Flights
from Gravity (III), offers a tantalizing
foretaste of the exhilarating future
direction of Parker’s work.

Familiarity And Mystery
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The Wallington Series
Following a visit to Soviet Russia in
1935, the landowner and Labour
Party politician, Sir Charles Philips
Trevelyan (1870–1958), stated his
intention to relinquish the 13,500
acre Wallington estate and country
house so that they could be held
in perpetuity for the people of
the United Kingdom. The 1937
National Trust Act enabled Sir
Charles to do this, and by 1942
the transfer had been completed,
the first ever donation of its
kind. The specific terms of the
agreement ensured that, despite
being effectively disinherited,
two generations of the Trevelyan
family could continue to live at
Wallington if they chose to do
so. After Sir Charles’s wife, Lady
Mary Trevelyan, died in 1966, their
daughter, Patricia (1915–2013),
occupied the five-room west flat
until 2011, when the Trevelyan
family connection finally came to
an end.

Familiarity And Mystery

The Wallington Series, produced
by Patricia’s grandson, Jonathan
Parker (b. 1968), commemorates
the emotional ambivalence of
the transition. Exploring the
transient nature of time and the
ephemeral quality of individual/
collective memory, the thirteen
paintings, produced between 2010
and 2015, offer a succession of
complementary perspectives on life
at Wallington, focusing in particular
on the relationship between the
house and its environment and the
interconnectedness of past and
present. Wallington, figured as a
hive of invention and discovery, is
envisioned as a location where the
familiar and the fantastic succeed
in achieving a form of impossible
resolution. As inside becomes
outside, and reality is overlaid
by memory, the paintings fuse
contradictory planes of reality,
producing a haunting, dream-like
quality.

The thirteen paintings exemplify
various aspects of Parker’s
compositional technique. Drawing
on a relatively restricted palette,
they employ contrasting colours
produced by mixing and applying
paints in unusual combinations. Two
notable examples are ultramarine
and burnt umber, which yields a
warmish grey, and alizarin crimson
and viridian green, which produces a
type of pearly grey. The combination
of the two, evidenced in particular
by the second painting, Kitchen, is
reminiscent of the medieval penchant
for grisaille figures. A notable
difference is that, in Parker’s case,
contrasting colours are generally
applied by the brush simultaneously,
the distinction between light and
dark counterpointing the relationship
between the poetic and the cognitive.
This technique produces an air
of unrehearsed spontaneity that
opens up the potential for multiple
interpretations.

15

Fig. 2. Wallington Hall.
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South West Corner (What Shall I Do?)
The first painting in the sequence, and
by far the largest, focuses on the south
west corner of Wallington Hall. The
composition was originally intended
as a one-off, but subsequently inspired
the series, introducing a number of key
stylistic and conceptual features.

Fig. 3. South West Corner
(What Shall I Do?),
work in progress.
Oil on muslin 210 x 140cm, 2010.
This early working version adopts
a lighter and more vibrant palette.
The large section of unfixed muslin
at the lower portion evidences
the artist’s approach to painting as
a journey of discovery.

On his return from the Soviet Union
in 1935, Sir Charles placed Patricia in
charge of Home Farm at Wallington,
a position of significant responsibility
at a time when such roles were
generally only entrusted to male heirs.
She subsequently served as Manager,
liaising with the local, male-dominated
farm community. Standing on the left
with a brace of lambs in her arms
and a ewe at her feet, a youthful
Patricia is presented as an industrious
and indefatigable toiler, a crucial link
between human and animal worlds.
Depicted also more than half a century
later, an older, less mobile Patricia gazes
out into the Wallington landscape.
Seated in front of the window where
she breakfasted, she asks ‘what shall
I do?’ The question, which can be
understood on several levels, refers

in part to her predicament as the last
Wallington occupant, and in part as a
reference to the debilitating afflictions
of age. It also picks up on Parker’s
spontaneous, improvisational approach
to composition, the sitter given no
clear instruction as to how she should
pose.
The painting gains much of its
emotional intensity from the process of
doubling. Overlaying the youthful onto
the mature Patricia produces a crucial
lack of unity in the subject, making it
possible to raise questions concerning
the nature and fixity of identity and
the ineluctable passage of time. A
powerful childhood connection,
echoed by the lamb/ewe relationship,
is evoked by the diminutive toy lamb in
the right foreground and the wooden
trapeze swing. A group of children,
hazily evoked walking over the hills
in the distance, is accompanied by
the reflection of a boy in the mirror
above the dresser. This technique
recalls the work of artists from Van
Eyck to Velázquez, thus questioning the
relationship between appearance and
reality.

1. South West Corner
(What Shall I Do?)
Oil on muslin, 210 x 140cm, 2010–12.

Familiarity And Mystery
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Kitchen (Have You Read All the John Buchans?)
Composed in a distinctive
monochrome palette counterpointed
by touches of pink in the upperleft-hand portion, Kitchen is the
only painting in the collection to
depict Patricia alone in her home at
Wallington. As a fresh, symbolic dawn
bursts in through the opened window,
its strange luminosity captured by
sections of unpainted muslin, the
kitchen is bathed in a series of strong,
diagonal lines of light. Patricia, reduced
to the status of a shadowy silhouette,
indefatigably going about her business,
fades in and out of memory, a lone,
anonymous figure viewed through the
endless arc of time.
Fig. 4. Wallington Hall,
public kitchen.
As is the case with Patricia’s
kitchen in the west flat, light
streams in through the tall sash
window, illuminating the
darkened recesses within.

As is the case with other
compositions, Kitchen is the product
of a sequence of distinct phases of
production. Conceived initially as
a sketch depicting the play of light
on a window, the artist followed his

customary practice of transferring
his work to canvas using a stencil.
This unusual technique, discussed
in more detail in the interview with
El Greco, enabled him to retain the
spontaneity and authenticity of the
original drawing whilst opening up
the potential to explore additional
dimensions.
The figure of Patricia, hunched in
domestic activity, was inspired by a
family photograph. Presented alone,
dwarfed by her surroundings, she
exudes an impression of isolation
— an increasing awareness of the
ephemerality of time and the fleeting
nature of human endeavour. The
reference to John Buchan (1875–
1940), Patricia’s favourite novelist and
author of The Thirty-Nine Steps, was
inspired by a humorous exchange with
the artist, its significance transmuted
into pictorial form.

2. Kitchen (Have You Read
All the John Buchans?)
Oil on muslin, 85 x 75cm, 2013.

Familiarity And Mystery
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End Passage (Removing the Last Little Chair)
The painting, perhaps the
most poignant of the series, is
underpinned by a succession
of dialectical oppositions. As
past meets present, moods of
liberation and dejection collide in
the encounter between adult and
child, between the starkness of
reality and the alluring comfort of
imagination. Wallington, divested of
memory, melts into evanescence,
the mutability of its relationship to
the outside world hazily evoked by
the trees in the distance.

3. End Passage (Removing
the Last Little Chair)
Oil on muslin, 85 x 75cm, 2013.
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Executed with an expressive red/
blue palette, End Passage explores
the complex interplay between the
cognitive and the emotional, pitting
an appreciation of the inexorable
passage of time against a sense of
acute, irrevocable loss. The artist,
his facial features fading into a state
of ghost-like anonymity, pauses
erect at the end of a long corridor,
staring directly back at the observer.
Gripping the chair on which he sat
as a child in his right hand, he strips
Wallington not solely of material
objects, but of childhood memories.

The window at the end of the
passage, a leitmotif in the series,
suggests a portal to a fresh phase
of life, an existence far beyond
Wallington’s protective walls.
The luminous whiteness of its
uppermost portion, produced by
a large patch of unpainted muslin,
hints at the potential for future acts
of creation, for new details, if not
identities, to be pencilled in.
The large ceramic bowls positioned
on the shelf on the right allude to
Wallington’s on-going public
function as a National Trust
property. The last little chair may
be gone, and the family association
severed, but the house will move
forward in time and memory,
continuing to seduce visitors with
its unique and distinctive
charms.

21

To the Front Park

Fig. 5.To the Front Park, work in progress.
Oil on muslin, 150 x 130cm, 2012
Initially an interior sketch, the walls on the left collapse to
reveal the endless arc of the sky. The protagonists were
added at a later point, inspired by family photographs and
random, dream-like associations.
4.To the Front Park
Oil on muslin, 150 x 130cm, 2012.

The fourth painting in the sequence,
To the Front Park, is the first of three
to employ a monochrome blue/grey
palette to advance an exploration
of the complex interplay between
Wallington and its occupants. Fusing
inside with outside, and the organic
with the architectural, the painting
probes the paradoxical complexity of
memory, envisioning Wallington as a
focalizing nucleus capable of stirring
powerful associations and poignant
recollections of times past.
Dominated by the central motif of the
corridor, a feature shared with several
other paintings, notably End Passage
(no. 3) and Crossing the Courtyard
(no. 6), the composition explores the

potential of the associative, collagelike effects of memory. Faces from the
past, as if emerging from a labyrinth,
collide and merge in chronologically
impossible combinations, triggered
by random, irrational associations
comparable to those of a dream.
Patricia, standing on the right
alongside her daughter, is
accompanied by a range of other
family members, including a doubled
representation of a second self
positioned symbolically at the
far end of the corridor. The light
pouring in from the window in front
of her exudes a rippling, aqueous
quality, bringing to mind traditional
associations of transience, mutability,

and change. The group in the centre,
inspired by a family photograph taken
on the Northumberland Moors,
departs for the distant horizon, the
walls of the house melting before
them. On the left, Patricia’s uncle, G.
M. Trevelyan (1876–1962), dons his
shoes after fording a stream, further
emphasizing the liminal connotations
of water.
Imbricated by a process of mental
association, the painting offers an
insight into the relationship between
Wallington and its environment,
capturing the precarious, ephemeral
nature of individual/collective
memory and the spirit of the people
who lived there.

Familiarity And Mystery

22

23

Central Hall

(Time and Tide)

Inspired by the arcaded architecture of
Venice, the Central Hall at Wallington
is formulated as a sequence of
alternating columns and arches.
Progression through them as a child,
and even still as an adult, can be
strangely disorienting. In this painting,
which explores the Venice connection,
the first-floor balustrade has been
artificially hewn away to reveal a view
of the ground floor below. Rising
upwards from the impossibly Venicelike waters beneath, the darkened
recesses of the arches function as
portals to an exciting, uncharted
world of discovery, the breaking
waters gently lap-lapping at their base
depicted with subtle but evocative
skill.
The two central points of interest
are a gondola and the wings of an
ornithopter, an early experiment
in flight that sought to imitate the
flapping wings of birds, bats, and
insects. Patricia, locked in avid
conversation with the flight engineers,
is depicted standing at centre right.
Emphasizing a child-like sense of
discovery, the painting exploits the
potential of journeys by sea and air
to evoke notions of fluidity and the

elusive nature of memory. Wallington,
figured as an exhilarating location for
expressions of innovative and radical
thought, is presented as a place of
artistic and intellectual freedom,
however bizarre or outlandish the
ideas concerned.
The composition is completed on the
left by a group of children, and on the
right by a representation of Patricia’s
grandfather, George Otto Trevelyan
(1838–1928), to whom the house
and grounds passed in the nineteenth
century. The relationship between
them counterpoints distinctions
between youth and age, posing issues
of continuity and discontinuity.
The painting is loosely based on a
lithograph produced by the artist at
the University of Northumbria (then
Newcastle Polytechnic) in 1989.

Fig. 6. Central Hall,
Wallington.
The scenes from Northumbrian
history are the work of William
Bell Scott (1811–90). John Ruskin
(1819–1900) contributed to the
design of the balustrade and the
painting of the floral columns, along
with friends in the Pre-Raphaelite
circle of Lady Pauline Trevelyan
(1816–66).
5. Central Hall
(Time and Tide)
Oil on muslin,
160 x 140cm, 2012.

Familiarity And Mystery
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Crossing the Courtyard

6. Crossing the Courtyard
Oil on muslin, 150cm x 130cm, 2012.
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Looking northwards from
Patricia’s flat towards the clock
tower, the most distinctive and
iconic of Wallington’s buildings,
Crossing the Courtyard advances an
exploration of family relationships
and the inexorable passage of
time. Inspired in part by Patricia’s
occupation in later life running
the Clock Tower Tea Rooms,
the painting collapses distinctions
between inside/outside and past/

present to reflect on her short
daily journey across Wallington’s
large open courtyard and the
changing uses to which the house
and its gardens have been put.
Constructed around the central
motif of a doorway functioning
as a portal to a series of rooms
beyond, Crossing the Courtyard
envisions Wallington as a type of
impossible labyrinth, a magical and
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Fig. 7. Crossing the Courtyard, work in progress.
Oil on muslin,
150 x 130cm, 2012.
In the final version, the right-hand section is hewn away to reveal
a view of the courtyard and the buildings in the background.

Fig. 8. Wallington clock tower.
The Tea Shop, where Patricia worked, is on the right.

mysterious location in which the
fundamental laws of time and space
collapse into insignificance. The
technique, which most obviously
recalls To the Front Park (no. 4),
characterizes the relationship
between the generations as a series
of dream-like coincidences and
fortuitous associations, reflecting
forwards and backwards through
the prism of memory.

The painting, typically of Parker,
was completed in stages. Engaging
initially with the doorway and
the delicate play of light on
the window, the composition
is constructed around a series
of interlocking sections, the
depiction of family members
inspired by photographs. The
toy animals abandoned in the
corridor constitute a reference

to the function of the room as a
nursery, their contrasting colours
further developing an atmosphere
of binarism. Extending the
complexity of the family theme,
the final section, included at
lower right, depicts children riding
enthusiastically across the grass on
bicycles in the direction of Patricia’s
Tea Shop.

Familiarity And Mystery
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Great Western
Executed at the time of Patricia’s
funeral, Great Western combines
a sense of meditative pathos with
the coruscating play of midsummer
light. The sitting room, bathed in a
tumult of criss-crossing reflections
underpinned by a sequence of bold,
intersecting diagonals inspired by
the golden blue device, merges
materiality and fantasy, past and
present, as differing planes of reality
mingle and intersect, generating a
hypnotic, hallucinatory quality.
Dominated by the double window
in the background, the composition
depicts a boy, the artist’s son —
but also, by vicarious extension, a
metaphor for the artist — reading
avidly at a long, dining room table,

(Sitting Room)

accompanied by his sister. As is
the case with other paintings, the
whiteness of the windows is evoked
by patches of bare muslin. The light
that dances and reflects on the
surface of the table transforms it
momentarily into a shape resembling
the wings of an ornithopter or seaplane, thus capturing the riveted
excitement of the children’s reading
and the status of Wallington as a
place of adventure and excitement.
On the left, out of the shadows,
Gertrude Bell (1868–1926), the
Durham-born writer, traveller,
archaeologist, and spy, gazes
forward at the observer. On the
right-hand-side of the table, the
almost imperceptible figure of

George Otto bends over in order
to feed the young boy in front of
him. Reworking and reimagining a
series of family photographs, these
hazily evoked figures conjure up
the enigmatic vagaries of memory,
their shimmering, translucent quality
probing the oscillating tension
between past and present, vision
and reality.
The figures in the right foreground
represent the artist’s family, enjoying
the final days of life at Wallington.
Pushed towards the fringes of the
composition, they also function as
observers, stand-ins for the painting’s
external audience, witnessing the
magical play of light and the flickering
allure of memory.

7. Great Western
(Sitting Room)
Oil on muslin,
130 x 119cm, 2013–15.
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Little Western

Fig. 9. A rocking horse
at Wallington.
The original great rocking horse
was given to the family in 1875.
The one pictured above in the
Wallington nursery is now a focus
of tourist interest.The label around
its neck emphasizes its status as
part of a museum: ‘I am old and
lame: please do not touch’.

8. Little Western
Oil on muslin,
150 x 119cm, 2013.
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One of the most abstract and
powerful paintings in the series,
Little Western was completed over
two days in 2013, its blue/pink
hues inspired partly by Wallington’s
wallpaper and partly by the works
of Matisse, where pink is often
deployed in an evocative structural
capacity. Defined by bold diagonals
and intersecting arcs, the painting is as
exhilarating as it is unsettling, refusing
to accept the fundamental laws of
geometry and space.
The artist’s wife, Helena, lies
supine on the bed in the centre of
the composition, accompanied by
Minty, the family cat. As is the case
elsewhere, the luminous sheen of the
bedsheets is produced by patches
of bare muslin. The canopy above
the bed arches outwards towards a
horizon of pine forests rising upwards
in criss-crossing lines from the
contours of the mountains beyond.
Pools of water, skilfully evoked in
concentric circles, ripple gently on the
right, producing an impossible fusion
of landscapes and locations, a hybrid
amalgam of land, sea, and air.

The boy in the left foreground is
depicted completing a jigsaw, the
trees above his head positioning
him both inside and outside, within
the house but also beyond. In part
a reference to traditional family
pastimes, and in part a specific
allusion to Patricia, who fashioned
jigsaws from sections of plywood
and chipboard, his activity functions
simultaneously as a metaphor for the
creative impulses of composition,
drawing the interlocking sections
of the canvas together into a single,
unified whole.
Bathed in airiness and light, the corridor
on the right evokes moods of transition
and change, counterpointing Helena’s
slumber by adding an impression of
depth and proportion. The great
rocking horse, which inspired a smaller,
popular Wallington tourist attraction,
further strengthens the emphasis on
childhood and the relationship between
the generations.
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Bedroom

(Shafto)

Exuding the same sense of optimism
as Little Western (no. 8), which
was completed as this painting
was started, Bedroom captures the
excitement of working in a large,
historical building flooded with
shimmering beams of light and
flickering recollections of times past.
The artist’s otherwise restricted
palette opens up to embrace a
range of additional shades and
colours, rediscovering a formative
enthusiasm for the coruscating
luminosity of Spanish parks and
gardens. In so doing, it expresses
confidence not solely in the horizons
and opportunities offered by the
transition from Wallington, but in the
emerging coherence of the Wallington
Series, its leitmotifs fusing to produce
a rich, unified tapestry of ideas.
In form and technique, Bedroom
extends various aspects of the artist’s
style. The upper portion of the
canvas, given over to landscape, is
depicted with a dream-like haziness,
recalling the impossible forests and
rippling pools of Little Western. The
double window in the background,

preserving bare patches of muslin,
functions as a portal to the world
beyond, echoing the content of
several other compositions. Perhaps
most strident, however, is the
process of doubling, as the artist’s
great-grandmother, Molly, is depicted
both as an old lady seated at the table
and as a young girl drifting towards
the right edge of the canvas, fading
almost imperceptibly into its corners.
Juxtaposing representations of youth
and age, the painting draws on a
complex confluence of emotions,
suggesting that the immediacy of
the present will soon fade into
the ephemerality of the past, thus
preying on fears of evanescence.
Molly, who the artist never met, is
reproduced from family photographs,
her presence at Wallington leaving an
indelible imprint on the complex and
convoluted fabric of memory. The
composition is completed by various
other family members, who appear
dotted around, bathed hauntingly in
dappled hues of light.

9. Bedroom (Shafto)
Oil on muslin,
130 x 119cm, 2013–15.
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Trevelyan Home

The companion pieces, Trevelyan
Home and Trevelyan Home Imagined,
explore distinctions between
reality/fantasy and public/
private, juxtaposing radically
differing approaches towards the
expressiveness and creative potential
of painting and its role in preserving
memory. They in this way provide
a unique insight into the mind of the
artist and the ambivalent emotional
tensions embedded into the
Wallington Series.
The first composition shares a
number of key stylistic affinities
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with The Twelve Tribes of Israel (no.
27) and was completed at around
the same time. Constituting an
exercise in developing an instinctive,
spontaneous style, comparable to
that of Spanish artists, the painting
is uncomplicated by a temptation to
overwork (or, indeed, overthink)
its approach. Its broad, expressive
brushstrokes, responding freely and
flamboyantly to the play of light,
depict Wallington’s occupants as a
series of ghost-like presences. Fading
in and out of focus, they become
immured by their surroundings,
part of the lived fabric of Wallington

life. As is the case with other
compositions, particularly The Twelve
Tribes, the extemporized cocktail
of confusion is counterpointed by
substantial unpainted sections of
bare muslin, lending the painting an
unrehearsed, spontaneous quality.
The second painting, as its title
suggests, constitutes an experiment
in imagination. Depicting a part of the
house that has for many years been
owned and occupied by the National
Trust, it explores the interaction
between public and private,
imagining how it might once have
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Trevelyan Home Imagined

been occupied and could potentially
be occupied still. Adopting a restricted
blue/grey palette, the painting is rigid
rather than expressive, an exercise
in controlled brushwork rather than
relaxed, unpremeditated delivery.
Wallington, now a museum rather
than a home, is envisioned as a formal
location, its status evoked by an unusual
attentiveness to aspects of fine period
detail. Fusing vision with nostalgia, albeit
a false sense of nostalgia, the painting
captures the disproportionate vastness
of Wallington’s spaces. As an ornate
stucco ceiling towers above their heads,

the card-playing family in the lower
right-hand corner is pushed towards
the very fringes of the composition,
cropped almost out of existence.
The lone figure, isolated on the
sofa, is lost in shadow, fading almost
imperceptibly from view.
Functioning in part as a palliative, a way
of coming to terms with the awkward
emotional consequences of Sir Charles’s
decision to disinherit his descendants,
Trevelyan Home Imagined is a conceptual
cul-de-sac, a necessary experiment, but
not one that is repeated elsewhere in
the series.

10. Trevelyan Home
Oil on muslin, 100 x 85cm, 2011.
11. Trevelyan Home Imagined
Oil on muslin, 100 x 85cm, 2012-15.
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South West Corner

(Studio with ‘Gull’)

South West Corner (Studio with ‘Gull’)
returns to the theme of Wallington
as locus of vision and impossible
ambition, a fertile breeding-ground
for feats of imagination and doomed
frustration. Collapsing distinctions
between inside/outside and past/
present, the painting depicts the
pioneering flight engineer, Oscar
Gnosspelius (1878–1953), in the
company of the artist’s great uncle,
Jack Lankester Parker (1896–1965).
Their plane, Gull, is positioned on
the carpet behind them, the dog
perched precariously on the nose of
the cockpit serving as a polyvalent
reminder of the fragility of affective
bonds and the dangerous and
potentially mortal exhilaration of
early flight.
Serving as chief test pilot for the
flying boats and sea planes produced
by the Shorts Brothers from 1918
until his retirement in 1945, Jack’s
most notorious achievement came
at the start of his career, when he
flew up the Thames from Rochester
in the company of a government

minister who had been conducting
an official inspection of Shorts
aircraft. Returning the minister to
parliament promptly in time to vote
on a bill, Jack’s pioneering, cavalier
spirit inspired him to fly his plane
under Tower Bridge, an exploit now
expressly forbidden under strict civil
aviation regulations.
Relocated to the more sedate
surroundings of Wallington, Oscar
and Jack’s adventurous male bravado
is counterpointed by the seated
figure of Patricia, who quietly drinks
tea at a table, and the artist’s wife,
Helena, who gathers up a stray
child’s toy. Juxtaposing traditionally
masculine and feminine roles, the
painting questions historical attitudes
towards issues of identity and
gendered expectation, querying
how Wallington will develop and be
exploited by future generations. The
large shuttered windows on the left,
doubling in the mind of the observer
as canvases, offer a medium for
recording fresh experiences.

12. South West Corner
(Studio with ‘Gull’)
Oil on muslin, 150 x 130cm, 2013–15.
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Central Hall (Landing)
The final Wallington painting returns to the
Venice-inspired architecture of the Central
Hall, extending many of the motifs explored
elsewhere in the series. Adopting a more
colourful, expressive palette, capturing the
flickering play of light on its manifold columns
and arches, the artist depicts Wallington as an
exotic, pageant-like amphitheatre of activity and
achievement. Memories, twisting and intersecting
in the imagination, coalesce along an underlying
structure of diagonals and arcs, with key details
located at points of harmony between the
horizontal and the vertical.
Recalling the strident use of colour in the works
of El Greco, the boy on the rocking horse
appears lost in abstraction, the borderline
between fantasy and reality collapsing around
him. On his left, a brace of benign leopards has
leaped out from a copy of Titian’s Bacchus and
Ariadne, while on the right, a biplane, executed
with Escheresque ambiguity, is presented in an
impossible location, both beneath and alongside
him.
The careful spatial positioning of the painting’s
other protagonists, arranged as if they were
participants in an interlocking nexus of dramatic
vignettes, offers an insight into the creative
process and the Prospero-like powers of the
artist. A ghost-like self-portrait, barely visible
on the far left, acknowledges this function,
emphasizing the relationship between creator
and created, between the intangible, illusory
qualities of memory and the tactile reality of oil
on canvas.
The painting, in this respect, exudes an
undeniably Shakespearian quality, the ethereal
finality of life at Wallington appraised as a glorious
transmutation into the inchoate and the ineffable:
Familiarity And Mystery
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Our revels now are ended. These our actors,
As I foretold you, were all spirits, and
Are melted into air, into thin air;
And like the baseless fabric of this vision,
The cloud-capped towers, the gorgeous palaces,
The solemn temples, the great globe itself,
Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve;
And, like this insubstantial pageant faded,
Leave not a rack behind. We are such stuff
As dreams are made on, and our little life
Is rounded with a sleep.

13. Central Hall (Landing)
Oil on muslin, 150 x 130cm, 2013–15.
Fig. 10. Central Hall (Landing),Trevelyan Home
first painting in the series.
Oil on muslin, 115 x 130cm, 2010, private collection.
Note how in the final painting of the series, the landscape is
eliminated and the house is repositioned further to the left
alongside a complete set of columns.
Fig. 11. Central Hall (Landing) work in progress.
Oil on muslin, 150 x 130cm, 2013.

The Tempest, Act IV, Scene I, lines 148–58.
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Parker and
Portraiture
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Parker and Portraiture
Probing the relationship between
familiarity and mystery, the portrait
is not simply an exercise in visual
representation, but a mechanism
for delving beneath the surface
to explore the experiences
and personality of the sitter. As
witness and commentator, the
portrait captures, identifies, and
re-vivifies, functioning both as a
stand-in for the subject and as
a personalized strategic fiction,
counterpointing the relationship
between appearance and identity.
Its appeal, often enigmatic, fuses
a particular historical significance
with a non-linear narrative capable
of transcending time and space.
Promising, but often refusing to
yield straightforward answers
to straightforward questions, it
provides a unique insight into the
associative intricacies of the creative
process, revealing flickering glimpses
of the complexity of the rapport
between artist and sitter.
The thirteen portraits included
in the exhibition showcase the
development of the artist’s approach
to portraiture over the last two
decades. The first six (nos. 14–20)
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depict members of the Trevelyan
family, exploring themes comparable
to those of the Wallington Series.
Three of these are studies (nos.
16–18), exercises in resolving
compositional approaches or
problems. As such, they offer
additional insights into questions
of colour, form, and perspective.
The seven remaining compositions
move away from family subjects.
Three focus on Henley Regatta
(nos. 20–22), further extending
the artist’s interest in the symbolic
connotations of water. Four others
depict Trevelyan College Principals
(nos. 23–26), dispensing with
the traditional academic style of
representation, dominated by cap
and gown, to explore the unique,
individualizing characteristics and
experiences of the sitters.
The ten finished paintings
are governed by common
denominators. The most obvious,
the representation of the subjects
in an upright, dynamic position,
enables a more profound
exploration of the relationship
to their broader environment,
emphasizing how and what they

represent in the eyes of the artist.
Working initially from photographs
and/or personal interviews, the
portraits are developed from
sketches that are subsequently
transferred to muslin on a stencil.
Painted thereafter in a spontaneous
and instinctive manner, the accretion
of paint probes beyond the
surface to express hidden, latent
characteristics.
Beginning with the feet and working
progressively upwards, the portraits,
for a time, depict headless torsos
comparable to the cephalophores
of medieval folklore. The face, the
primary focus of observer interest,
is added later, bringing unity to the
composition. This is accompanied
by symbolic background elements,
a particular favourite being water.
Although in part a product of the
artist’s penchant for painting the
muddy reaches of the Thames,
the iterative tidal action of water
counterpoints the relationship
between synchronic and diachronic
perceptions of identity, the actual
and historical value of the portrait
transcending the limitations of time
and space.
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George Trevelyan
The first portrait depicts George Trevelyan
(1906–96), Patricia’s elder brother, on the Cornish
coast. The oar in his hand, a reference to his love
of sailing, is accompanied in the distance by a
representation of St Michael’s Mount, all but veiled
in a sea haze. Above his head, a single scrap of blue
sky hints at a change in the weather, while the waves
gently breaking in pools at his feet connote issues
of transience, mutability, and change. As is the case
with other portraits, the glittering play of light on the
water is executed with considerable skill.
According to legend, George’s ancestor, Sir Trevillian,
was a knight of the Round Table. Having witnessed
several of his companions drown as the result of
a wager, Sir Trevillian threw caution to the wind
and directed his horse to swim from St Michael’s
Mount to the Cornish mainland in an attempt to
win the prize. Galloping into the sea at high tide in
full armour, Sir Trevillian should have drowned, but
instead succeeded in reaching dry land, gaining the
favour and adulation of King Arthur’s court. In a
slightly differing version, favoured by other sources,
Sir Trevillian and his horse swam to Cornwall as the
sole survivors of the wreck of the Lyonesse.
The representation of George, invested with the
audacious power and bravado of his ancestor,
offers a different mechanism for questioning the
relationship between appearance and identity, the
past formulated here as a direct conduit to the
present. Inspired by a representation of the episode
in a tapestry produced by Patricia’s mother during
the war, the painting can also be related to the
Trevelyan College Coat of Arms, which depicts a
horse rampant swimming bravely towards the shore.

14. George Trevelyan
Oil on muslin, 55 x 150cm, 2015.
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Portrait of Helena
The second portrait depicts the artist’s wife,
Helena. Attempting to capture more than
twenty years of marriage in a single image, the
composition constitutes a uniquely demanding
challenge, and was reworked on more than one
occasion. Basing his observations initially on a
photograph, the artist followed his customary
practice of transferring a sketch to canvas using
a stencil. The painting produced thereafter
adopted a grey palette, but as it followed the
original too closely, and did not fully reflect the
artist’s view, it was subsequently painted over
to make way for a second version (given here as
fig. 12). Although the proportions of the second
version were correct and its content improved
significantly on that of its original, it was in turn
painted over to make way for the final version,
executed in a more instinctive, immediate style
based on personal observation rather than a
stencilled sketch.
Drawing on a lighter, airier palette, the artist
depicts Helena in a more dominant and
commanding posture, the position of her head
raised and her forearms set back against her
waist. The folds of her skirt, hanging loosely
around her body, capture the play of light. The
line of the horizon is less strident, merging almost
imperceptibly into the sea, while the harsh
binarism of the breaking water in the background
is replaced by a more subtle and controlled
exploration of the undulating movement of
water.

15. Portrait of Helena
Oil on muslin, 70 x 140cm, 2008–12.
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More than any other composition included in the
exhibition, the portrait of Helena offers an insight into
the agonizing dilemmas of the creative process.
The artist, confronting the desire to bring an idea to
completion, embarks on an extraordinary challenge,
investing his work with years of accumulated
observation. The result is an extended process of
creation and recreation, marked by nagging doubts
and eureka-like moments of inspiration.

Fig.12. Portrait of Helena, second version.
Oil on muslin, 70 x 140cm, 2010.
Note how the position of the head has dropped slightly,
revealing the preliminary version underneath. On either side,
monochrome contrasts produce a sense of dynamism.
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Study for Portrait of F.P. Trevelyan, Two Studies for
Portraits of C.P Trevelyan
The three studies included in the
exhibition, each painted between
1995 and 2000, offer a succession of
insights into the artist’s responses
to problems of colour, styling,
and composition, as well as the
relationship between the overt
and the latent, the visible external
facade and the invisible concealed
characteristics of the sitter.
The first of the sequence (no. 16)
depicts the artist’s grandmother,
Patricia, holding a dog in her

16. Study for Portrait of
F. P.Trevelyan
Oil on linen and wood,
75 x 90cm, 2000.

17. Study for Portrait of
C. P.Trevelyan
Oil on plywood, 70 x 60cm,
1995.
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arms. Presented in three-quarter
profile, her gaze directed diagonally
downwards, she exudes an
impression of joyful optimism, a
figure in perfect harmony with the
natural environment around her. The
artist’s expressive and dynamic
palette, influenced by periods of
artistic apprenticeship in Spain
and Cuba, is notable for its
free, unrestricted use of colour.
Counterpointing shades of pink and
green, the prominent white highlights
on Patricia’s cheek and chin are

bold and arresting, effecting sharp
contrasts between light and dark.
Around her, the tousling winds of a
vigorous March day, a reference in
part to the time of her birth, produce
a confusion of warmth and cold.
The leafless tree in the background,
appearing to bend under its force,
adds depth and perspective,
exploiting the potential of a second
diagonal. Reinforcing the Spanish
connection, the fame of the painting
was acquired by the artist during a
visit to Barcelona.

46

The second study (no. 17) depicts
Sir Charles Trevelyan in half length.
Standing confidently in front of
Wallington Hall, his expression
exudes an impression of quiet
pride and satisfaction, recalling the
pioneering decision to save the
house and estate for the nation. To
his right, Pauline Dower, the civil
servant who managed the transfer
to the National Trust, is presented
in the company of his daughter,
Mardie, who is hazily evoked on
the far right. The domed form
of the painting draws partly on
Wallington’s arcaded architecture,
and partly on the artist’s experiences
in the streets of Havana. The three
figures, located within the painting,
but also appearing to float free of
it, are drawn upwards towards the
endless arc of the sky. The strident

red underpainting, influenced by
the works of Francis Bacon, reflects
the artist’s interest in experiments
with colour, while the curious lattice
design affords an insight into the
resolution of problems of form
and composition. The image of
Wallington in the background is
based on a photographic original
produced by the artist’s home-made
pinhole camera.
The final study (no. 18) depicts Sir
Charles at Wallington in front of a
large opened window. Exploiting the
interplay between the literal and the
symbolic, the painting transforms his
stance into a gesture of welcome.
Emerging from Wallington, leaving
the house accessible behind him, he
offers his birthright to the people of
the nation. The darkened recesses

18. Study for Portrait of
C. P Trevelyan
Oil on linen, 90 x 90cm,
1999.
Fig.13. Sir Charles
Trevelyan at Wallington.
Exploring questions of
perspective and the
relationship between Sir
Charles and his environment,
the artist’s preliminary sketch
has here been fastened to a
tree, the house visible in the
distance behind.

Familiarity And Mystery

of the room behind him function as
a blank canvas, a medium on which
future thoughts and achievements
will be inscribed. The position of
his hands, blurred as if suggesting
movement, is the product of a
compositional problem. Originally
intending to depict Sir Charles
holding his own name, the artist
worked towards a resolution but
eventually rejected the idea as
unworkable. The hands of the sitter
are thus frozen perpetually into a
state of curious, kinetic agitation.

48

Portrait of Robert Trevelyan
The final family portrait depicts Sir Charles’s younger
brother, Robert Calverley Trevelyan (1872–1951),
the renowned poet, translator, and affiliate of the
Bloomsbury Group. Based on a tiny photograph,
the portrait depicts Robert in an ambivalent physical
position, his legs suggesting the movement of a figure
walking out of the canvas and towards the observer,
but his hands locked behind his back as if static and
motionless. The emphasis falls accordingly on his
stomach, where the tension between the two is held
in check. The opposition between kinetic energy and
stasis is offset by the dazzling play of light on his jacket
and trousers. Adopting a free, unrehearsed approach
towards the application of colour, the artist’s palette
displays an exuberant, spring-like radiance, its vibrant
yellows locating the sitter in binary contradistinction to
the contrasting blues of the background.
Painted on the top of Indore (fig. 15), a portrait of an
Indian soldier, the painting explores the symbolic position
of the Thames, integrating elements of incongruity from a
second Indian soldier painting, Alwar and the Eye (fig. 14).
The discordant positioning of Palm Trees on the Thames
at Westminster functions as a reference to London’s
colonial past, presenting it as a force of cosmopolitan,

centripetal energy, capable of assimilating disparate and
seemingly incompatible elements of the world beyond.
The link between Robert and the background was
inspired by a process of conscious reflection on his
English verse translation of Virgil’s Eclogues and The
Georgics. The passage in question locates humans in the
world, emphasizing an impression of cosmic harmony
and proportion:
Therefore his annual circuit the golden Sun
Governs and measures out into fixed paths
Through the twelve constellations of the heavens.
Five zones divide the sky; whereof the first
Is ever glowing under the sun’s bright rays,
Ever scorched by his fire. Round these, two zones
At the far poles to right and left stretch out
All dark with black storms and congealed with ice.
Between these and the middle zone, are two
Which by the grace of the Gods have been vouchsafed
To frail men, and a path is cut between them
Where the Signs may revolve in slanting order.
Virgil, The Georgics, Book I, lines 231–42.

Fig. 14. Alwar and the Eye
Oil on muslin, 45 x 50cm, 2006–10.
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19. Portrait of Robert Trevelyan
Oil on muslin, 75 x 150cm, 2011.
Fig. 15. Indore, work in progress.
Oil on muslin, 75 x 150cm, 2011.
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Henley Standing Figures

Fig. 16. Study for Standing Figure 1.
Mixed media on paper,
150 x 75cm, 2011.
Fig. 17. Study for Standing Figure 2.
Mixed media on paper,
150 x 75cm, 2011.

The first three non-family portraits
depict the winners of rowing
competitions staged at the Henley
Royal Regatta in 2008. Having
developed a relationship with the
Regatta, contributing paintings
to exhibitions organized at the
Henley Gallery, the artist became
fascinated by the event, scrutinizing
its peculiarities and manifold
idiosyncrasies. Combined with a
longstanding interest in painting
the muddy reaches of the River
Thames, often peopling it with
bizarre happenings and goings-on,
Familiarity And Mystery

the three portraits, reworked
from spontaneous, privately-taken
photographs rather than formal
sittings, offer representations of
random oarsmen, each clutching
their prize.
Reiterating the artist’s interest in
depicting dynamic, standing figures,
the paintings capture a sense of
the unique and the particular —
unrepeatable moments forever
frozen in time. Executed with a
series of distinctive palettes, the
prize-winners, exhausted and

drained after five days of gruelling
and frenetic activity, display a gamut
of emotions, offering opportunities
for detailed psychological
examination and a consideration of
the nature and meaning of human
achievement.
The first of the three figures (no.
20), depicted with head slightly
bowed, stands in a state of elation,
his eyes staring directly at the
observer. The unyielding fixity
of his grin captures a sense of
achievement while intimating that
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Fig. 18. Study for Standing Figure 3.
Mixed media on paper,
150 x 75cm, 2011.

he may also be mildly inebriated,
having revelled in a state of postcompetition triumph. The rolledup legs of his trousers further
emphasize the relationship between
formality and informality. Most
noticeable, however, is how he
fades in and out of the canvas, the
rippling waters of the Thames rising
upwards through his body to merge
with the aqueous, undulating swell
of the sky. Exploring the collision
between the diachronic and the
synchronic, the painting offers an
impression of the immediacy of

the particular counterpointed by
an awareness of the infinite and
inchoate extension of time.
The portrait of the second figure
(no. 21) plays more noticeably on
the distinction between public
and private, between attitudes of
relaxed informality and the stilted
awkwardness of collective scrutiny.
Depicted staring directly at the
observer, the oarsman affects a
strikingly cheesy grin, struggling
to maintain an exaggerated and
insincere posture as those around

him snap away, thus preserving
the moment for posterity. An
intricate floral design inspired
by wallpaper from Wallington
and applied to canvas using wax
to mask off individual sections,
presents him fading in and out of
his broader environment — the
very embodiment of mannered,
suburban conventionality. The
relationship between identity and
expectation is further extended
by patches of bare muslin, the
oarsman’s face, hands, legs, and
even the stripes of his blazer
Familiarity And Mystery
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remaining as unpainted and empty
as the trophy in his hands.
The final figure (no. 22) is perhaps
the most thought-provoking of the
three. Having invested considerable
time and effort preparing for the
Regatta, labouring indefatigably
on the river in order to reach
peak physical condition, the
oarsman finds himself confronted
by an unsettling awareness
of the emptiness of human
achievement and the fragility of
worldly endeavour. Driven by a
dream, the allure of unreality, he
laboured to achieve his objective,
practicing each day in order to
perfect his technique. Yet now,
depicted in a strangely melancholy
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state, staring downwards blankly
into the emptiness of the trophy
in his hands, he exudes a sense
of Lacanian bathos, trapped
by a crushing awareness of the
unsatisfying reality of achievement.
The buildings in the background,
towering over his head, formulate
an impression of scale, while the
flying boat narrative, repeated
from the Wallington Series,
advances a further play on the
relationship between aspiration
and achievement, between reality
and fancy. Perhaps most noticeable,
however, is the position of his legs,
which explore the relationship
between literal and metaphorical,
sinking into the murky waters of
the Thames.

53

20. Henley Standing Figure
Oil on muslin, 75 x 150cm, 2014.
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21. Henley Standing Figure
Oil on muslin, 75 x 150cm, 2014.
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22. Henley Standing Figure
Oil on muslin, 75 x 150cm, 2014.
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Portrait of Deborah Lavin,
Portrait of George Marshall,
Portrait of Nigel Martin, Portrait of Martyn Evans

Fig. 19. Deborah Lavin,
work in progress.
Oil on muslin,
75 x 150cm, 2011.
Fig. 20. George Marshall,
preliminary sketch.
Mixed media on paper,
150 x 75cm, 2016.

Founded in 1966, Trevelyan College
takes its name from Patricia’s
uncle, the social historian, George
Macaulay Trevelyan, Chancellor
of Durham University from 1950
to 1957. Originally an all-female
college — the last to open its
doors in England — Trevelyan
became fully mixed in 1992, and
now houses approximately 320
of its 750 members, making it
the third smallest of Durham’s
seventeen colleges. Affectionately
known as Trevs, the College is
configured as a distinctive hexagonal
design, promoting a sense of light,
space, and individuality while
Familiarity And Mystery

bringing students close together
within a single, unitary complex.
Student welcome banners,
traditionally displayed at the start
of the academic year, refer to its
architecture with pride.
The Trevelyan College coat of
arms depicts Sir Trevillian’s horse
swimming ashore (see no. 14,
George Trevelyan, above) while its
motto, Vera Fictis Libentius (‘Truth
more readily than falsehood’), was
taken from the inscription of the
1875 statue of Lord Macaulay in
the antechamber to the Chapel of
Trinity College, Cambridge. In the

early 1980s, a competition was held
to name the horse. Its eventual
name, Vera, stems from a student
ingenuously assuming that the
College motto already included a
reference to it. The College today
prides itself on an appreciation of
the distinctive uncovering of truth
through research and learning in
a community of continuity from
undergraduates to senior academics.
Reflecting the palindromic adage
‘truth is beauty, beauty is truth’, it
specifically promotes exploration
and scholarship in an environment
rejoicing in excellence in music and
the fine arts.
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The four portraits of Trevelyan
College Principals challenge
established conventions. Invariably
depicted in a stiffly formal
academic pose, dominated by
cap and gown, the Principal,
usually a sombre, bookish,
grey-haired man of advancing
years, is presented as the very
embodiment of corporate and
gendered identity. As students
look upwards towards High
Table from their seats in the
refectory, they are reminded not
solely of the cherished, timehonoured conventions of college
life, but of the humble place of
undergraduates within it. The
Principals, comfortably seated in
half-length above them, serve as a
focalizing nucleus for expressions
of identity. Lauded as pinnacles of
social and intellectual achievement
— aspirational high-water marks
whom those beneath should
endeavour to emulate — their
stern postures and statesman-like
demeanour can often appear
intimidating.
Reflecting the lighter, egalitarian
ethos of Trevelyan College,
Parker’s portraits reject academic
stereotypes in favour of sharply
individualized explorations of
identity. Adopting an expressive
blue/grey palette, the portrait of
Deborah Lavin (no. 23), Principal
from 1979 to 1995, depicts her

in smart-casual attire on the
south bank of the Thames, the
traditional academic mortarboard
nowhere to be seen. Behind her
left shoulder, the towering dome
of St Paul’s Cathedral looms large
in the London skyline, lending
her a certain statuesque quality.
Drawing heavily on dark shades
of teal/blue, the intervening
middle-ground adds depth and
perspective, depicting riverfront
trading buildings from the interwar period that have long-since
been demolished and replaced.
Developed from a sketch
produced at a London-based
alumni reunion event,
the portrait, much admired
by students from Deborah’s
era, was unveiled in September
2013, when it took its place at the
College alongside two of Parker’s
other compositions, The Twelve
Tribes of Israel and The Future
Looks Up, the Past Looks Down
(nos. 27 and 28).
Having served as Senior Tutor
at Trevelyan from 1989 to 1992,
Vice-Principal from 1992, and
Acting Principal from 1993,
George Marshall was appointed
as Principal in 1995, serving
in that capacity for a year. His
portrait (no. 24), again eschewing
hackneyed academic conventions,
depicts him in plain black trousers
and a white shirt, its strange

luminosity produced by several
large patches of unpainted muslin.
Replete with a white-spotted
bow tie, George stands directly
facing the observer, the play of
light on his wizened facial features
executed with tremendous
subtlety. The dominant emblem,
the book in his hands, captures
the exhilarating joy of learning, a
quality seldom explored by the
traditional academic portrait. The
murky background behind him,
inspired in part by the approaches
of Velázquez and Goya, explores
the relationship between
corporeality and the thrill of
academic enquiry, envisioning
George almost in terms of a
discovery emerging unexpectedly
from the inchoate.
The portrait of Nigel Martin
(no. 25), Principal from 2000
to 2008, adopts a comparable
approach. Exploring his work
as a mathematician, Nigel is
presented in an inquisitive rather
than assertive light, the delicate
rendering of his facial features
perhaps the most subtly and
sensitively evoked of the four.
The tetrahedron in his left hand,
extended outwards for the
benefit of the observer, reflects
his interest in the mathematics of
geometrical form. This feature is
complemented at lower left by
a stack of Toroi (ring-doughnut
Familiarity And Mystery
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shapes) surmounted by a small
white cube and a silhouetted
representation of Durham Castle
and Cathedral. Dressed casually in
a woollen jumper, the emphasis of
the portrait again falls on informality.
Developed from a sitting at the
artist’s Wimbledon studio, the
sketch was applied to canvas on a
stencil in the usual way. Executed
with a cool-grey, near-monochrome
palette, the portrait takes the
muting of colour to an extreme,
extending the approach adopted in
the portrait of George Trevelyan
(no. 14).
The final Trevelyan College portrait
(no. 26) depicts the current
Principal, H. Martyn Evans, who was
appointed in 2008. Apprehensive
that the commission could be
interpreted as a type of proleptic
obituary, Martyn was initially
uneasy at the prospect of being
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painted while still in post, but was
persuaded by the College Trustees,
who were eager to ensure the
artistic and conceptual coherence
of the series. On a bitterly cold
March day, Martyn was sketched
by the artist in his unheated
Wimbledon studio. The ordeal,
and perhaps their friendship, was
saved by the excellent collection
of jazz recordings playing in the
background. Painted over the
course of the following year,
Martyn is depicted in a relaxed,
informal posture, the oar in his hand
functioning as a reference to his
love of small sailing boats. As water
gently laps at his feet, capturing a
stray, flickering beam of sunlight, the
background opens up to reveal a
series of ghost-like shapes emerging
on the horizon.
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23. Portrait of Deborah
Lavin
Oil on muslin,
75 x 150cm, 2011.
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24. Portrait of George Marshall
Oil on muslin,
75 x 150cm, 2016.
25. Portrait of Nigel Martin
Oil on muslin,
75 x 150cm, 2015-16.

26. Portrait of Martyn Evans
Oil on muslin,
75 x 150cm, 2015.
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Analogues and Future
Directions
The final part of the exhibition
groups together a sequence
of three paintings that provide
complementary perspectives on
the evolution and development
of Parker’s recent work.
Counterpointing the mysterious,
dream-like atmosphere of the
Wallington Series, Twelve Tribes
and The Future Looks Up, the Past
Looks Down, explore the complex
intertwining relationship between
past and present, offering differing
interpretations of the associative,
collage-like effects of memory
and the illusion of permanence.
The paintings, underpinned by an
awareness of the ephemerality
of time and the fleeting nature of
human endeavour, draw on a range
of sources and traditions, several
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of them reflecting the influence
of the artist’s formative years in
Spain and Cuba. Dominated by the
strident, unrestricted use of colour,
Twelve Tribes recalls the approach of
works such as End Passage (no. 3),
Little Western (no. 8), and Trevelyan
Home (no. 10), while The Future
Looks Up (no. 28), adopting a more
limited blue/grey palette offset by
occasional touches of green, can
be compared to South West Corner
(What Shall I Do?) and the Portrait of
Helena (nos. 1 and 15).
The final painting, Flights of Gravity
(III), offers a foretaste of the exciting,
emerging direction of Parker’s
work. Extending the flight motif
explored in both the Wallington
Series and his portraits, notably

South West Corner (Studio with ‘Gull’)
and Henley Standing Figure 3 (nos.
12 and 22), the composition poses
questions concerning the nature
and meaning of human achievement
and the contours of future memory.
Set against the murky, rippling
waters of the Thames, the painting
advances an unsettling exploration
of the relationship between humans
and their natural environment. In
contrast to the Wallington Series,
which stresses a harmonious, almost
imperceptible fusion of interior and
exterior domains, the work presents
its subjects as a series of anonymous,
dwarf-like figures dominated by
their surroundings, the ominous
luminosity of the sky above their
heads hinting at the prospect of an
impending cataclysm.
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Fig. 21. Francisco de Zurbarán
(1598–1664) Reuben.
Oil on canvas, Auckland Castle,
c. 1640–45.
In Parker’s painting Reuben stands sixth
from the left, his downcast expression
evoking an impression of tragic loss.
Fig. 22. Francisco de Zurbarán
(1598–1664) Jacob.
Oil on canvas, Auckland Castle,1640–45.
Standing centre-right, Jacob’s awkward,
hunched posture references the
debilitating afflictions of age.
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The Twelve Tribes of Israel
The artist’s abiding interest in
Spanish art is reflected by The
Twelve Tribes of Israel, painted
in 2011 at the same time as the
Wallington Series. Depicting a
dramatic scarlet sunrise over
Durham Cathedral viewed
from Observatory Hill, the
painting exudes a spontaneous,
unrehearsed quality. Dominated
by bold, economic brushstrokes,
the artist’s tactile handling of
paint, combined with an adroit
and sensitive manipulation of
light, lends the work an evocative
sense of immediacy. Typically of
Parker, several large patches of
muslin remain untouched, leaving
the weave of the canvas exposed.
Its peculiar luminosity adds an
impression of mystery and depth,
suggesting that the future is far
from certain.

The thirteen figures in the
foreground are reworked from
Francisco de Zurbarán’s Jacob
and his Twelve Sons, a cycle that
has been displayed in the Long
Room at Auckland Castle since
1756. Carefully adapted so as to
transform a sequence of static,
standing figures into active,
dynamic characters, their presence
counterpoints the interaction
between the ephemeral and the
everlasting, between impressions
of fixity and the inexorable passage
of time. As a new dawn bathes
two of the most familiar aspects of
Durham’s artistic and architectural
heritage in early morning light, the
thirteen figures fade in and out of
the canvas, evoking suggestions of
mutability, transience, and change.
In part a reference to the nature
of human endeavour, the artist’s

technique alludes to the precarious
position of the paintings at the time,
threatened by the prospect of sale.
The evocative, enigmatic quality of
the composition is the product of
two distinct phases of production.
The first, an in situ treatment of
the sunrise, and the second, the
result of a chance dinner-table
conversation with a former ViceChancellor of Durham University,
Chris Higgins, who suggested, in
view of the artist’s fondness for
Spain, that he obtain a copy of
Robert McManners’s Zurbaráns
at Auckland Castle, published in
2010. Just as Zurbarán worked
from Flemish prints and engravings
in the preparation of his cycle,
Parker adopted the illustrations in
McManners’s book as inspiration for
the final portion of the composition.

27. The Twelve Tribes of Israel
Oil on muslin,
100 x 85cm, 2011.
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The Future Looks Up, the Past Looks Down
A second painting to exploit the
thematic and conceptual potential
of the thirteen Zurbarán paintings is
The Future Looks Up, the Past Looks
Down, which was commissioned by
Trevelyan College in 2011. Exploring
the complex operation of human
consciousness and the ways in which
minds are able to assimilate differing
and potentially conflicting strands
of thought through representations
of fantasy and ambivalence, the
painting depicts the Zurbarán
figures in inverted form at the top
of the canvas. Clustered together in
conversation, their ghost-like profiles
merging almost imperceptibly into
the stormy skies of imagination, they
evoke themes comparable to those
explored by the Wallington Series.
The central portion of the work
depicts George Macaulay Trevelyan
(1876–1962), Chancellor of Durham
University from 1950 to 1957, and
the artist’s daughter, Thea Dora
Christy-Parker (b. 1996), standing on
the left. Linked by their birth date (16
February), they were born exactly
120 years apart. The relationship
between them, expressed as a bold
diagonal, sparks a series of random
associative connections, binding
objects and artefacts from Trevelyan
College and the artist’s Wimbledon
studio into a coherent, unified whole.
Around them, a series of seventeen

Familiarity And Mystery

ghostly figures and disembodied
heads, triggered by the labyrinthine
complexity of memory, serve as foils
to the bond between them.
Standing immediately next to hazily
sketched representations of St
Casilda, Elizabeth Fry, and Katharine
Hepburn, Thea Dora is presented
in the company of a trilogy of
powerful, assertive women. These
are accompanied by pioneers such
as Charles Rolls, Albert Einstein and
Barnes Wallis, and by leaders such as
William III and Giuseppe Garibaldi.
The remaining figures are drawn,
understandably, from education
(Maria Montessori and Joan Bernard)
or from philosophy and the creative
arts. In addition to the poet John
Donne, the painting depicts three
musicians (Gustav Mahler, Sergei
Rachmaninov, and Charlie Parker),
and three philosophers: Socrates, G.
E. Moore, and Aldous Huxley.
The formulation of the painting, with
its ambivalent amalgamation of the
real and the fantastic, can be related
not just to the Auckland Zurbaráns,
but to the works of a number of
Spanish masters, notably Mariano
Fortuny y Marsal’s Fantasy on Faust
(1866) and Francisco Pradilla y Ortiz’s
Queen Juana la Loca Confined at
Tordesillas with her Daughter, the Infant
Catalina (1906). In both paintings,

included in the collection of the
Museo del Prado in Madrid, reality
melts away as the fantastic and the
impossible intrude into the events of
everyday life, producing a magical and
mysterious fusion of contrary and
impossible states.

Fig. 23. The Future Looks Up,
the Past Looks Down (detail).
Positioned to the right of Thea Dora,
the heads of St Casilda, Elizabeth Fry,
Katharine Hepburn, Charles Rolls,
and Albert Einstein emerge impossibly
from the inchoate, their ghost-like
presences exploring the random
associations of thought.

28. The Future Looks Up, the
Past Looks Down
Oil on muslin, 130 x 150cm, 2011.
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Flights from Gravity (III)
The final painting in the exhibition
combines the question of
invention with the artist’s fondness
for exploiting the symbolic
connotations of water. Dominated
by a sequence of intersecting
arcs and bold diagonals inspired
by the golden blue device, Flights
from Gravity (III) focuses on the
pioneering spirit of early aviation,
depicting a primitive seaplane on
the south shore of the Thames
at Bankside. Taxiing forwards
guided by a group of shadowy
flight engineers, their backs
turned towards the observer, the
seaplane is captured at the point of
departure, prepped and ready to
begin its journey. In the left-hand
corner, three figures, trapped in
a state of half-bored indifference,
function as a curious internal

audience, their facial features
merging into the dark green hues of
the pier behind them.
Framed by Blackfriars Railway
Bridge in the distance, the
composition exploits the
conceptual possibilities of
perspective to envision human
endeavour as part of an incalculably
vast and more significant equation.
Accepting the future as inevitable,
but asking simultaneously
whether technological advances
enshrine an ineluctable potential
for self-destruction, the painting
offers a complex, ambivalent
insight into the ephemeral nature
of human aspiration and the
doomed frustrations of pioneering
achievement. The sky, evoking
the destructive potential of a

mushroom cloud, hints at the
dangers that accompany advances
in technology, offering a salutary
reminder of the fragility of human
life.
The tower to the left exudes a
comparably sinister, monolithic
quality, jutting heavenwards
in Babel-like frustration. The
aperture in its uppermost portion
intimates its potential as a locus of
surveillance, scrutinizing the actions
of those who dare to dally below.
Originally Bankside Power Station,
and now a part of Tate Modern,
the tower also functions indirectly
as an interrogative, questioning the
unfashionable position of painting
in contemporary perceptions of art
and the importance of the creative
process.

29. Flights from Gravity (III)
Oil on muslin,
115 x 130cm, 2011–15.
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El Greco
(Domenico
Theotocopulos)
Interviews
Jonathan Parker
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El Greco (Domenico Theotocopulos)
Interviews Jonathan Parker
Domenico Theotocopoulos, El Greco
(born Candia 1541):
Why did you imagine being interviewed by me, Jonathan?
Jonathan Parker (born Belfast 1968):
Because then afterwards I could ask you about what you
are working on at the moment although, wait a minute, I
haven’t imagined how old you are.

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, given how I feel about
Toledo. You used the word pivotal yet there is strong
continuity here because of scale and every figure is
standing. You weren’t by any chance 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 Velázquez
from Seville is going to be painting great things. His
powerful portraits of Aesop and Menipo have been
on my mind for years. 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 2011 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
following your grandmother’s death, no? And can
you say something about the painting technique
common to all the figures, please?

DT: 		How old would you like me to be?
JP: 		Well, even if I can’t ignore knowing a lot of your
later work, I’d like us to be the same age, around 48.
I think you finished your extraordinary Burial of the
Count of Orgaz last year.
DT:

Yes, that’s right, people have been coming 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. I wonder how you view the
portraits of the four college principals 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. It was on a balcony adjacent
to St Paul’s that I first met all the Trevelyan College
Principals, so I painted that view. The warehouses
from the past, captured in a photo by my late
father, try and 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
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JP:

DT:

JP:

Yes, I was very close to Gran. 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
are what gives a painting depth. It’s all smoke and
mirrors.
You also manage to portray a certain human
complexity in their faces, particularly the latter
three. Do you know how?
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 parallel between
remembered dreams and painting with feeling. I
probably need to explain this better.

DT:

Don’t worry, suffice it to say the universe inside us
is important to access and portraits can be a way to
do that.

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. I
realised later that what I was doing was making
a painting about the experience of painting that
particular person then.

DT:

Well done. Thank you. What did you want to
know about my painting of the Burial of the Count of
Orgaz?

JP:

Where, do you think, the last brushstroke can be
found?
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South West Corner (What Shall I Do?). Oil on muslin, 210 x 140cm, 2010–12.
Kitchen (Have You Read All the John Buchans?) Oil on muslin, 85 x 75cm, 2013
End Passage (Removing the Last Little Chair). Oil on muslin, 85 x 75cm, 2013.
To the Front Park. Oil on muslin, 150 x 130cm, 2012.
Central Hall (Time and Tide). Oil on muslin, 160 x 140cm, 2012.
Crossing the Courtyard. Oil on muslin, 150 x 130cm, 2012.
Great Western (Sitting Room). Oil on muslin, 130 x 119cm, 2013–15.
Little Western. Oil on muslin, 150 x 119cm, 2013.
Bedroom (Shafto). Oil on muslin, 130 x 119cm, 2013–15.
Trevelyan Home. Oil on muslin, 100 x 85cm, 2011.
Trevelyan Home Imagined. Oil on muslin, 100 x 85cm, 2012–15.
South West Corner (Studio with ‘Gull’). Oil on muslin, 150 x 130cm, 2013–15.
Central Hall (Landing). Oil on muslin, 150 x 130cm, 2013–15.
George Trevelyan. Oil on muslin, 55 x 150cm, 2015.
Portrait of Helena. Oil on muslin, 70 x 140cm, 2008–12.
Study for Portrait of F. P. Trevelyan. Oil on plywood, 70 x 60cm, 1995.
Study for Portrait of C. P Trevelyan. Oil on linen, 90 x 90cm 1999.
Study for Portrait of C. P. Trevelyan. Oil on linen and wood, 75 x 90cm, 2000.
Portrait of Robert Trevelyan. Oil on muslin, 75 x 150cm, 2011.
Henley Standing Figure 1. Oil on muslin, 75 x 150cm, 2014.
Henley Standing Figure 2. Oil on muslin, 75 x 150cm, 2014.
Henley Standing Figure 3. Oil on muslin, 75 x 150cm, 2014.
Portrait of Deborah Lavin. Oil on muslin, 75 x 150cm, 2011.
Portrait of George Marshall. Oil on muslin, 75 x 150cm, 2016.
Portrait of Nigel Martin. Oil on muslin, 75 x 150cm, 2015–16.
Portrait of Martyn Evans. Oil on muslin, 75 x 150cm, 2015.
The Twelve Tribes of Israel. Oil on muslin, 100 x 85cm, 2011.
The Future Looks Up, the Past Looks Down. Oil on muslin, 130 x 150cm, 2011.
Flights from Gravity (III). Oil on muslin, 115 x 130cm, 2011–15.
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The golden blue device / compositional tool. Flesh tint paper, 20.32 x 25.4cm, 2007.
© Jonathan Parker.
Wallington Hall. Photographed by Andrew M. Beresford.
South West Corner (What Shall I Do?), work in progress. Oil on muslin, 210 x 140cm, 2010.
© Jonathan Parker.
Wallington Hall, public kitchen. Photographed by Andrew M. Beresford.
To the Front Park, work in progress. Oil on muslin, 150 x 130cm, 2012. © Jonathan Parker.
Central Hall, Wallington. Photographed by Andrew M. Beresford.
Crossing the Courtyard, work in progress. Oil on muslin, 150 x 130cm, 2012. © Jonathan Parker.
Wallington clock tower and central courtyard. Photographed by Andrew M. Beresford.
A rocking horse at Wallington. Photographed by Andrew M. Beresford.
Central Hall (Landing), first painting in the series. Oil on muslin, 115 x 130cm, 2010,
private collection.
Central Hall (Landing), work in progress. Oil on muslin, 150 x 130cm, 2013. © Jonathan Parker.
Portrait of Helena, second version. Oil on muslin, 70 x 140cm, 2010. © Jonathan Parker.
Sir Charles Trevelyan at Wallington.
Alwar and the Eye. Oil on muslin, 45 x 50cm, 2006–10.
Indore, work in progress. Oil on muslin, 75 x 150cm, 2011.
Study for Standing Figure 1, mixed media on paper, 150 x 75cm, 2011.
Study for Standing Figure 2, mixed media on paper, 150 x 75cm, 2011.
Study for Standing Figure 3, mixed media on paper, 150 x 75cm, 2011.
Deborah Lavin, work in progress. Oil on muslin, 75 x 150cm, 2011.
George Marshall, preliminary sketch, mixed media on paper, 150 x 75cm, 2016.
Francisco de Zurbarán (1598–1664), Reuben. c. 1640–45, oil on canvas, Auckland Castle.
© Auckland Castle Trust / Zurbarán Trust. Photographed by Colin Davison.
Francisco de Zurbarán (1598–1664), Jacob. c. 1640–45, oil on canvas, Auckland Castle.
© Auckland Castle Trust / Zurbarán Trust. Photographed by Colin Davison.
The Future Looks Up, the Past Looks Down (detail).

Familiarity And Mystery

Jonathan Parker Familiarity And Mystery

ONATHANPPARKER
ARKER
JJONATHAN
AMILIARITYAND
ANDMMYSTERY
YSTERY
FFAMILIARITY

AndrewM.M.Beresford
Beresford
Andrew

JONATHAN PARKER FAMILIARITY AND MYSTERY

     

     

     

