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For every doubt about its relevance, for every death certificate, there is an exhibition that 

reminds me why painting matters so much to me. Crushed by either indifference, 

overexposure or tons and tons of theory, each rediscovery presents itself to me as a 

revelation. I then adopt the role of a wandering saint who recovers and radicalises his faith 

after an encounter with a God-sent apparition. Secular epiphanies. 

 

Epiphany is a word that suits Howard Hodgkin (London, 1932-2017) very well. He is usually 

associated to late-nineteenth-century Intimist painting, embodied mainly by Édouard Vuillard 

and Pierre Bonnard. Like them, like Chardin and Hopper, Hodgkin knew that some of the most 

intense emotions are to be found indoors, away from public scrutiny. His paintings were 

almost always inspired by particular memories: a conversation, an afternoon visit to friends, an 

erotic encounter, one of his trips to India. Like Bonnard, he painted from memory, and his 

layers of generous brushstrokes seem to condense the infinite nuances of past experiences the 

brain strives to sum up. 

 

The frames of Hodgkin’s paintings frequently take up more space than the image itself, as if he 

were aiming to capture the very core of the evoked memory. And yet the bottom of these 

wells of memory is never clear. In his paintings, he aimed to render all layers of memory: sight, 

smell, touch, temperature, geographical location, all previous experience. Without ever being 

explicit, sometimes there are details which help us get a rough idea: looking at In Bed in Venice 

one can make out shutters and two bodies embracing; in the charged atmosphere of Interior 

with Figures I can distinguish the form of a flaccid, swollen penis after sex. 

 

Hodgkin’s memories are not merely images, they are not postcards. He did not want to reflect 

the photographs we take during our holidays but the state of mind that pushes us to take 

them. Were they photographs, his paintings would not be Polaroids but daguerreotypes. It is 

revealing to learn that a painting called Snapshot took Hodgkin nine years to complete. His is a 
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slow art and demands of the viewer some degree of the obstinate concentration it demanded 

of the author. Many of his titles invite us to imagine stories: Waking Up in Naples, Once in 

Kashmir, The Last Time I Saw Paris. They seem to require the time of a short story or a film. 

 

Instants of revelation lasted years in the mind of Howard Hodgkin. One can appreciate in his 

paintings a gradual aim for synthesis, of deepening through subtraction. It is characteristic of 

great masters to sacrifice detail in favour of the essential. In his later years, he employed very 

little elements in order to render revisited scenes and emotions. Many seem close-ups of 

previous paintings, as if memories could be examined under a microscope. But memory is 

evasive, it is too quick to grasp. In Hodgkin, longing adopts a fierce tone. The force of 

brushstroke and intensity of colour are desperate attempts to attain something the brain 

seems to grant but always ends up denying us. 

 

In conversation with the critic Andrew Graham-Dixon, Hodgkin spoke of how one of his 

teachers encouraged students to tear the colour plates from their art history books, frame 

them behind a glass and hang them on their walls. It was a greatly valuable lesson. ‘I realised 

at once,’ he says, ‘that paintings were things.’ I sometimes have the impression that most of 

what is written about painting completely ignores young Hodgkin’s discovery. Essays on 

painting almost always speak of its meaning as image, but to do so is to focus only on one of its 

parts. To avoid the physical nature of a painting is to relegate it to the condition of a postcard, 

of a logo. Part of painting’s mystery has to do with the fact that it lives in the same space as 

the viewer. When Hodgkin painted his frames, which are as much a part of the work as the 

actual support, he was defining his paintings as objects, as things. 

 

At London’s National Portrait Gallery, where many of Hodgkin’s paintings currently hang, my 

companion and I exchange constant looks of approval. Our admiration becomes a homage due 

to the recent death of the artist, which occurred just a few weeks before the opening of the 

exhibition we know visit. My companion is a painter and I know he looks at Hodgkin’s paintings 

in a very different way to mine. Apart from enjoying, he learns. I sense him looking with a mix 

of admiration and envy, I know we can’t wait to start painting. He looks once and again, he 

writes down titles so he may search them later, absorbing what he has before his eyes in order 

to make up for the flaws of reproductions. 

 

It may also be helpful for my companion to read the appreciations of Julian Barnes, close 

friend of Hodgkin’s and a privileged source to approach his creative process. During stops on 

the trips they made together, sitting at a restaurant or in a town square, it was common for 

Hodgkin to suddenly enter a state of absorbed contemplation. His eyes had captured 

something valuable. Barnes describes him entering a digestive, ruminant state. A painting was 

beginning to form in his mind; an image that, drawing solely from memory, he would take 

years to render. At such times, Hodgkin would say: ‘I feel a picture coming on.’ 

 

Unlike Hodgkin, my companion makes sketches. He does so on any old piece of paper he has at 

hand. When he is short of paper, I know when something has caught his eye because he picks 

up his phone and begins to take pictures. When his phone’s battery is dead, I lend him mine. 

After leaving the exhibition, we walk through the National Gallery, looking only briefly at its 
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masterpieces because our eyes’ thirst for art has already been quenched. It’s a sunny day, so 

we buy some sandwiches and go to Green Park. It’s a joy to see people scattered on the grass. 

As soon as he finishes eating, my companion is already drawing, his eyes focused, the mind in a 

state between concentration and absorption. I remember Hodgkin’s ruminant state. I look 

around me. What does my companion see that I don’t? How does one put into images the 

sense of a satisfied stomach, the kind caress of the sun on one’s face, the satisfaction of letting 

time pass without having the feeling that one is wasting it? 

 

Howard Hodgkin. Absent Friends. National Portrait Gallery. London. Until 18 June. 

 

 

 

The Hopes at Home (1973-77). Oil on wood, 91 x 107 cm. (Manchester Art Gallery) 


