
Manet: They have potential value too. More so if the right person 
comes along. Look at mine thanks to Durand-Ruel. He took 23 
paintings in one go, ten years ago, but even then there’s no 
guarantee. It is understandable that you have paused for reflection.

Parker: That must have been it. When  I started this whole series of 
paintings of the studio. I was trying to figure out my place in the art 
world, represented by my little studio. A dozen studies painted in 
oil, not necessarily for exhibition, except the last one, the linocut, 
which I sold modestly at the Fair in Woolwich. 

Manet: I heard about Woolwich when I was training to join the navy. 
Because of the arsenal there.

Parker: I imagine Whistler might have mentioned it too. I was 
wondering about you and the navy. Did your time on the training 
ship to Rio have a lasting impact on you, do you think? You were 
only sixteen. 

Manet: It's hard to say. It might affect how I deal with authority. I 
wouldn't over-think one's early life though. I doubt Velasquez did. 
He is so direct.

Parker: I wish I was like Velasquez! I find the hidden motivations of 
an artist fascinating. There's a 20th century artist who is famous for 
painting giant full-face portraits. He's American. Chuck Close. But 
what is hardly ever talked about is that he has a condition whereby 
he struggles to recognise faces. Even faces of people he sees 
often. 

Manet: Hence the giant portraits? Maybe you're right. Peculiarity of 
vision drives us on to find our own way of painting within a tradition. 
At the same time artists need to be part of a herd, from which to 
stand out.

Parker: Speaking of herds and thinking of cattle; Chuck Close said 
that an artist at an art fair is like a cow in a slaughterhouse. 

Manet: With that brutal analogy in mind, why expose yourself to the 
possible risks of an art fair, especially one in Bahrain of all places?

Parker: Partly something you said about the art world being a 
circle and to be an artist you must be inside it. And ArtBAB in 
Bahrain invited a host of eminent speakers for a talks program on 
global art issues of the day so it could be said to be in the circle. 

Manet: I suppose because Bahrain is such an unknown quantity 
everyone sent their chief rather than a scout.

Parker: It seemed that way. But being treated as a VIP I found 
slightly surreal because I was never sure that behaving freely, as 
an artist, wasn't actually going to land me in some hot water. 

Manet: But you have returned seemingly unscathed, Jonathan and 
now you have a new perspective on your place in the art world.

Parker (born Belfast 1968): While I was in my 50th year I made a 
linocut for the Woolwich Print Fair by looking into a very large 
mirror at the studio. I found out that if I imagine you at 50, 
Édouard, you have just painted "Bar at the Folies-Bergère" with 
that big mirror filling the background. But it isn't really a 
background, is it, because what is depicted is somewhere behind 
the viewer rather than beyond the portrait figure in front of us? 

Manet (born Paris 1832): There is a similar ambiguity in your 
linocut. The lilac tree, lying in the garden, is behind the viewer, yet 
it is there, beyond the spiral staircase which, I notice, you have 
approached much like a portrait.

Parker: That is why I used the mirror. I wanted to observe the light 
on the spiral directly but in reverse, so that the printed image 
would be right. The spiral is so complex, much like a face, I 
wanted to work with immediacy to avoid getting it wrong.

Manet: You're interested in the here and now but you also want to 
relate that experience to some kind of personal painting 
continuum, don't you, as if your own work is already part of a 
tradition? How do you go about this tricky balancing act?

Parker: In a very practical way and you can see it in every 
composition I've made since about 2011, large or small. Once 
you know what you are looking for, it becomes a bit more obvious. 
It underlies the linocut and places the spiral in my narrative arc as 
an artist. It means a lot to me and I am always searching for more 
meaning through art.

Manet: I found that too; looking into a big mirror, painting that 
experience in relation to the portrait. It led me into all manner of 
reflection; drawing things together more closely, but with some 
uncertainty too. At this stage in my life it felt right. You must have 
been shocked to find out that I know "Bar at the Folies-Bergère" is 
likely to be my last major work because of this degenerative 
locomotor disease I have.

Parker: Very shocked I was. Now it sounds awful to say so but I'm 
so glad we're having this conversation before it's too late. It 
fascinates me that only after an innovative painter such as you 
stops painting do their achievements stand a chance of being 
fully comprehended. Your studio is full of the most incredible 
paintings for which, apparently, there is so little market. 

Manet: It hasn't been as difficult for me as it has for others I know, 
but of course I used to wish the Salon would accept my paintings 
much more than they did. Successful paintings are not only the 
ones that sell straightaway but you know that. And now it strikes 
me that you can tell me what happens to my paintings. Where do 
they end up. But I can't worry about that. Do you?

Parker: I try not to, although a studio full of paintings has a certain 
gravity. 
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