Here follows a transcription of a conversation between The Miller and McAfee Press and Henry Peacock  (director of the Henry Peacock Gallery), speaking as the ghost of Michael Upton. 

MMP – So Mr. Upton, you’ve been asked to come here by the Henry Peacock Gallery to talk about your paintings but your background was rooted in conceptual art, was it not?

MU – Well actually not. I studied at the Royal Academy in 1958 and in one way I had a very traditional background. The first year as a probationer is spent studying life drawing and that’s all you do; that’s where you start. The Royal Academy from 1769 onwards has been the mainstay of traditional painting.

MMP – But from that you went on to produce a body of highly conceptual work in the forms of performance and text based proposals. Did you see these paintings as a return to your traditional training?

MU – I think there are elements in there in terms of what I was looking at and being taught in the late fifties in terms of the heroes of British art like Sickert and other low toned painters, compared with a more European or modernist tradition…

MMP – …their subdued palette and a particular subject matter is a very British approach of a particular period of painting. 

MU – I think Sickert modernised and in one way Europeanised subject matter but kept his palette particularly English. His drawing is also of a certain British history that I think is quite important. The paintings I made in the Seventies and eighties still hold on to that quality of line.

MMP – What you get is a clash of styles in the sense that these paintings are reminiscent of a period in which certain stylistic elements were considered avant guard. You made these paintings in the seventies and eighties. We read the style of these paintings as being almost nostalgic.

MU – There where two exhibitions in the eighties, one was late Sickert and the The Human Clay which was about a return to figuration which the ideas in my paintings would have been seen through. The Human Clay exhibited British figurative painters, curated by Ron Kitaj who was bringing back painters who had somehow been lost after British pop of the modern sixties schools. There always were these painters carrying on in the British tradition. Kitaj was trying to locate the tradition from Degas to Sickert to Bomberg to Auerbach to Kossof that he called The School of London. I don’t think I was any part of that.

MMP – Sickert used grainy newspaper images as a challenge to bring back the lost soul of the newspaper and give it texture and painterly surface. How we now see these is almost as a post-modern gesture, painting an advert… Do your paintings take this into account?

MU – Sickert would use engravings from the 1880s, when he was born, or a pomade lid and I don’t think he was using these for nostalgia or any other reason other than that it was a very strong graphic image. He was tuned in to seeing great imagery and that could be from a punch illustration or a hairdressing magazine or a photo from the 1930s. These are all just images to him and they are either powerful or not. I don’t think it has anything to do with an idea of post-modernist painting.

MMP – For yourself or Sickert?

MU – Both.

MMP – How did your more conceptual work inform these later paintings?

MU – I think it can be seen as incredibly linear. My presentations were about temporal moments and I think the paintings do that through using sequential imagery or mark-making, or by changing the sequential image slightly. There’s no difference at all, it’s just that one would appear to take a more conservative form. In terms of what I was thinking, the paintings were absolutely consistent with what I wanted to produce.

MMP – Is there any performative aspect to the way the paintings are produced?

MU – Sicket did that just through titling. He could deal with a very domestic interior and call it ‘Camden Town Murder’ just as I’ve called this painting ‘Meeting at M’, which is actually taken from a photograph in the Picture Post of people writing political messages on the ground - where to meet, what to do. They’re both performative in terms of what they look like they’re doing in the painting and also that there is a message; the action is there. The people in ‘Meeting at M’ are being politically motivated, writing signs on the ground; this is illegal. People painting on the ground in the thirties thought this was the best way of getting messages across. Now we are more likely to look at this as some kind of performance or ‘event’. I wanted to use illusions of what performance actually is …

MMP – Does this reflect retrospectively on a progression of art as a political vehicle through the sixties and seventies?

MU – Absolutely, I think I was a political being, because of my background I had certain interests and with out these being overtly displayed, these works do deal with them.

MMP – The repetition in ‘Meeting at M’ is interesting. Producing paintings in series is an established way of working. What did this repetition mean to you because I might read it as the repeated playing out of some vein political gesture that is ultimately inconsequential?

MU – Well, I wasn’t trying to paint Rouen Cathedral twelve times a day, like Monet. It wasn’t a technical exercise. In one way I wanted to democratise the picture, exposing my facility. I suppose it was more the like way William Coldstream taught a democracy of drawing in which anyone with a pencil and a stick can make an absolute representation of what they are looking at. All I was doing was defining that just through colour; a subtle change of colour might inflect on how the image is seen. It’s a four panel cartoon where you see some sort of movement through a shift of tone. 

MMP - It exposes the process of constructing an image.

MU – I don’t want to overload the image with that too much but I do think that’s important.

MMP – The image in ‘Meeting at M’ has been framed subtlety differently on each occasion, hasn’t it?

MU – I was very careful about the cropping or framing of an image and in one way the nearest idea that I can liken this to is cinema. That subtle shift of viewpoint or colour change, a change of tone or hue that may imply a cloud passing over head, it might be only a two second interval but it can animate a picture.

MMP - You used a still image of an event that I doubt you originally witnessed so I can’t help presuming that you were imposing a lot of your own assumptions on it.

MU – No, I was imposing these assumptions on some sort of idea of a history. The image is actually from an article in the Picture Post about Birmingham from 1938 and I knew about that. It was part of my background.

MMP – So your personal interpretation could be somehow more accurate to the event than the image you were working from.

MU – No. And I don’t think it  was nostalgia either. 

MMP – This idea of the cinematic brings us to this painting, ‘Evening Standard Study III’ 1989. It’s not a traditional painting format…

MU – In one way I could argue that it is, it’s essentially a double square and Van Gough often used this.

MMP – How I see this through a modern aesthetic is that it looks like wide-screen cinema. 

MU – It fits our western tradition of an image being read left to right, you can see the bespectacled figure and then cut to the newspaper saying ’50 SACKED AT TOP CITY BANK’ then cut to these other two figures. I’m happy for it to be read like that. But in other ways it’s very much a picture and you take it all in, it’s on a scale that doesn’t deal with that kind of narrative. If it was bigger you couldn’t take the whole picture in. I made it work as a whole and that’s what I was interested in.

MMP – Having said it’s not to do with nostalgia there is something that perhaps needs to be clarified. This image looks to be of a particular time and ilk in it’s style of British painting, particularly Sickert’s; it looks like an older painting than we know it actually is.

MU – Firstly, the image was absolutely contemporary. It’s about the eighties; it’s about The City, the writing’s there on the wall, literally. In terms of style, the pair of you are very young people. You might not get the fact that this is purely about an image or a line or a composition. It’s something more practical than nostalgia. The fact that I knew about these things meant that this was the only way I could deal with them.

MMP – I’m still stuck on the cinematic qualities of these paintings. If I was to see a film shot in these colours I would equate that with the way that Super 8 footage is used now, instantaneously meaning flashback, memory, nostalgia…

MU – Again, This painting was made when you were what, 12 years old. This is probably more of a comment on your age. Just because it’s grey or blurred doesn’t mean to say it’s in the past.

MMP – Even in the eighties though, the way in which the hand in the ‘Evening Standard’ painting becomes a completely abstract shape, only slightly reminiscent of a hand; this wasn’t new even then; that kind of abstraction was happening way before the fifties.

MU – Absolutely, I’m not ignoring that.

MMP – Is it progressive then?

MU – That’s the thing, I wasn’t worried about progressiveness. I’d done progressive. Although it may not have been recognised at the time I did ‘progressive’ more than anyone else in London in 1958. I worked with Acconci, Baldessari in the seventies, I didn’t need to be progressive at this point, I just needed to produce an image and these were images I knew that I could produce.

MMP – So are the paintings a summation of your draftspersons skills and your finely tuned conceptual thinking?

MU – Yes. I think you’re right but I don’t think it’s worth particularly highlighting this. The paintings do what I wanted them to do.

MMP – That’s the question; why did you want to produce a painting?

MU – It was no different to the other work. In the end I wanted to put something forward in a manner that I felt I saw fit. I think it still has a certain modesty.

MMP – Immediately I think of a painter working exclusively from reproductions I think of Francis Bacon. His approaches to paint, scale and abstraction deal with much grander ideas about the human condition whereas you seem to look in a very different way. Were there any similarities between the two of you beyond the use of reproduction?

MU – Whilst I was at The Academy, Francis Bacon was located around the corner at The Colony Rooms. I was 21 and he was a different generation, part of a different, pre-war history. He was an old timer that, even then, I felt that I didn’t have to deal with. I had no particular interest in his paintings; they were grand and overly composed. Within five years of leaving college, I was doing other things; I was more interested in American painters at that point.

MMP – Whilst all this established British painting was going on, like Bacon, Hockney and so forth, you were doing something very different with your presentations. When you returned to painting, you definitely picked up as if they hadn’t happened. It seems you were more influenced by their predecessors.

MU – For me that was a way of cleansing that point in history from ’62 to ’68 in terms of what painting was then. I didn’t really agree with the Hockneys, the Robin Dennys, the Hamiltons. I felt they had gone down the wrong line, and I was worried about how that had been promoted by certain galleries.

MMP – So was this a return to what you saw as serious painting?

MU – Yes, and I also moved from London. I saw that as quite a momentous thing, moving out of London and having a family was important to how I thought about producing work. Both the paintings and the presentations were in some way reactions to what other people were doing. I didn’t just want to be a rock star of the art world.

MMP – So your paintings, on those terms, could be considered anti revolutionary.

MU – Even my performances were essentially based around drawing and painting process. I didn’t see any huge juncture between the presentations and the paintings. They were all part of the same thing. I always maintained a practical love for painting and drawing that I couldn’t get away from and this is evident in what I produced.

MMP – But there came a point, when you died, that you had to stop producing work. What might you be making now had you been able to continue; would you still be painting?

MU – In a way I am interested in the way that I can leave work behind and how it immediately changes because I’m dead, the context is altered. What this exhibition does is take a moment out of time and misplaces the paintings, but I would like the paintings to be seen within the whole body of my work. Now that I’m dead my work can always be misconstrued.

MMP – Would you take issue with the curator of this exhibition, for showing only paintings?

MU – Absolutely, I think he has other agendas. As a gallerist he has to deal with issues like commerce and money… 

