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Charlesworth, J.J.   “Gary Hume Gets Self-Conscious.” ArtReview, October 6, 2024. 

Mirrors and other creatures at Sprüth Magers, London finds the YBA artist conceptually 
hovering between the two registers of artistic culture and design value

Gary Hume’s paintings have long refused the easy way through to an image. Painting with 
everyday household paints in wonky, glossy compositions of bright, flat colours, where only line 
and outline could do the job representing something, Hume emerged during the 1990s perfectly 
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attuned to the cheery cynicism and performative vulgarity of the Young British Artists. Some of 
his first paintings of note were of brightly coloured circles and squares – jokey postmodernist 
abstractions, but really the designs of hospital doors slammed in the viewer’s face, the artist 
laughing somewhere offstage.

It would be trite to say that older age has made Hume more serious, but Mirrors and other 
creatures presents paintings that hone and refine his long-term preoccupations, while not leaving 
much to play or whimsy or bombast. If there’s a recurring motif here, it’s the outlines of the 
head and long neck of a bird, a goose maybe, or a swan. A large diptych (all works Untitled, 
2024) sets out overlapping outlines of the birds, the lines standing proud of the otherwise 
uniform surfaces of paint they circumscribe. The top section is the upside-down twin of the part 
below, even if the colours are different: the birds in a mute khaki green against a dull cream in 
the top part, a lifeless mauve in the other. The birds are, representationally speaking, neither 
here nor there, hovering somewhere in the mind’s eye. As an odd accent, a tracery of pink 
threads its way along the line of a beak.
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This game of overlapping outlines, ridged and filled in with colour like enamel cloisonné, 
dissolves away Hume’s older reliance on flat colour and bold outlines to singular subjects, even 
if these were always obscured, silhouetted or blocked out. There’s a deadpan humour to this 
idle filling-in of crisscrossed lines, the kind of doodling exercise that generates itself, such as the 
skewed assembly of apparently abstract Calderesque blobs and warped off-white geometries of 
another Untitled, but which reveal, once more, the presence of two (or three?) beaked heads 
hidden in the intersections of the surrounding black. These optical games are reduced to their 
essence in the almost art nouveau-stylishness of the charcoal-on-canvas works, where the birds 
are reduced to interpolated blacks and whites.

It’s tempting to see these birds, with their animal muteness and watchful attention, as 
Hume’s further comment on the treachery of images and image-making. This a painter almost 
puritanically opposed to naturalism, modelling, light and shade, and illusionistic space, so much 
so that blankness and opacity become rebuttals of the pleasure of looking ‘into’ a painting, 
pushing us back to the more materialistic delights of colour, line and surface finish, flirting all 
the while with the latest colour fads of interior design.

But at the same time, they’re flirting with the presence of the image too, making for an odd 
object conceptually hovering between these two registers of artistic culture and design value. 
To make the point, compositions are exactly reproduced in oil-on-aluminium and charcoal-
and-pastel-on-canvas versions, notably one wobbling black mass with coloured insets, looking 
faintly like a forgotten Hans Arp painting, oozing midcentury modernist pretence. There are 
jokes, too, to alleviate the conceptual and art market irony: in another gallery a tall painting, 
black columns either side of a deep green, is obscured by a silly curtain of silver tinsel strands, 
dangling from the top edge. What becomes apparent is Hume’s commitment to a sort of 
awkward self-consciousness – to do with seeing oneself seeing, experiencing the shifting sands 
of taste in real time – and to the playful fiction that these paintings (though it’s an absurd 
thought) might be looking back.

Mirrors and other creatures at Sprüth Magers, London, through 19 October
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Blythe, Finn.   “Gary Hume’s Swans Dissolve into Abstraction.” Frieze, September 19, 2024. 

Twenty-five years after Gary Hume represented Great Britain at the Venice Biennale, the 
artist continues to confound expectations with his dynamic body of work, as evidenced 
by his exhibition of new paintings and drawings at Sprüth Magers, ‘Mirrors and Other 
Creatures’.     

Flora and fauna – especially avian creatures – remain central themes in his repertoire. 
However, instead of the garden birds that peppered his earlier work, Hume has 
lately turned to the regal and altogether more imposing form of the swan. For an 
artist who takes such obvious delight in the delicate economy of line and form, the 
swan’s sweeping silhouette (first emerging in the series of drawings ‘Swans’, 2021) is 
perhaps a logical choice, the motif affording him no shortage of complex, interlocking 
arrangements.
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In the exhibition’s opening room, two swan diptychs (all works Untitled, 2024) 
exemplify this sumptuous interplay, one in satinwood paint on aluminium, the other 
in charcoal, pastel and acrylic on canvas. Both paintings, presented stacked rather than 
side-by-side, evoke the swans’ reflections in water – a mirror effect that becomes a 
mirage. Hume’s hallmark rigorously flat representation underscores his interest in form 
and pattern while recalling art nouveau’s elegant, swirling line. 

The smaller diptych, immediately striking for its charcoal and pastel rubbed over raw 
canvas, beguiles by showing the artist’s hand in a way that his gloss paintings do not. 
The elongated swan necks slither like black snakes. Where they converge, their outlines 
coalesce into scarcely decipherable entanglements of eyes, heads and beaks, which, in 
turn, yield new, ambiguous forms. Whatever Hume’s subject matter – human, animal or 
plant – its initially simple appearance pulls the viewer into increasingly complex visual 
layers.

Elsewhere, Hume edges closer towards abstraction. In one painting, produced using 
his characteristic pairing of satinwood and gloss paint on aluminium, the meandering 
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curves of a mysterious black silhouette – containing shards of pure green, white and 
purple – recall the fluid energy of Henri Matisse’s paper cut-outs, such as Le Cow-boy 
(The Cowboy, 1947). Only a beak suggests the presence of a swan. In other paintings, 
we encounter conglomerations of bills, the avian body almost completely dissolved, 
pointing aggressively in different directions and projecting a palpable sense of threat – 
although, by comparison, this work emanates an enigmatic aura. 

While swans take centre stage here, the human body makes, quite literally, a bit-part 
appearance: two versions of a sinewy foot, flexed like a ballerina en pointe, and a torso 
morphing into a flower, or embellished with hair-like silver tinsel, give a uncanny 
flavour. Two concurrent shows of Hume’s work are also taking place in London at 
Lyndsey Ingram (‘Gary Hume: A Selection of Prints 1994–2022’) and Hazlitt Holland-
Hibbert (‘THIS WAY/THAT WAY’), which celebrates his well-known, bold, colourful 
paintings from the 1990s. However, the new works at Sprüth Magers are characterized 
mainly by chromatic understatement, with a paler palette of greys, browns and faded 
pinks.
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Hume is an expert at oscillating between figuration and abstraction, using outlines to 
isolate forms, flattening their mass and distilling their essence. In some of the paintings 
here, he almost completely dissolves the swan motif, breaking it up into puzzle-like 
mosaics. In one, he employs grey, brown and white for different fragments of the swan’s 
image to confuse our perception further. At its best, Hume’s work enchants viewers in 
its refusal to reveal itself fully and invites us to look again, with the promise that there 
is always something new to discover. 

Gary Hume’s ‘Mirrors and Other Creatures’ is at Sprüth Magers, London, until 19 
October. ‘Gary Hume: A Selection of Prints 1994–2022’ is at Lyndsey Ingram until 03 
October, and ‘THIS WAY/THAT WAY’ is at Hazlitt Holland-Hibbert until 26 October.

Main image: Gary Hume, Untitled (detail), 2024, satinwood on aluminium, diptych, 1.5 × 2.4 m each. 

Courtesy: © the artist, Sprüth Magers, Matthew Marks Gallery and DACS, London, 2024; photograph: Joe 

Hume
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Jeffries, Stuart.   “Artist Gary Hume: ‘I Use Sex Less Now - but I Still Find the World an Erotic Place.” The Guardian, 
September 9, 2024. 

G 

ary Hume’s studio is overrun with swans. They don’t quite outnumber all the 
tins of Dulux gloss, his go-to paint, but it’s close. Avian necks and elegantly 
drooping heads, liquefying into abstraction and then curdling back into 

figuration, drift across the walls of his east London workplace. One charcoal drawing is 
echoed by a painting opposite, rendered in gloss and satinwood. Elsewhere, there are 
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swan diptychs, Aubrey Beardsley-like affairs in black and white. Each has a horizontal line 
that bisects the swans, making them seem like winged Narcissuses gazing at their own 
reflections.

These are all destined for Hume’s new exhibition, Mirrors and Other Creatures, about to 
open at Sprüth Magers in London. While it’s true that there are paintings of other living 
things here – humanoid flowers and other natural forms – this place feels more like an 
aviary than a studio.

Why swans? “I use my dreams quite a lot,” replies the 62-year-old former Young British 
Artist. “If I’m having a problem with a painting, I ask my dream to solve it while I’m 
asleep.” And one night, his dream spoke to him. “It said, ‘If in doubt, put a swan on it.’ So in 
the morning I drew some swans, then I added another in paint. And I like the picture now. 
I’m not interested in swans in any big way, but I like being as open to the subconscious 
as I am to my conscious. I don’t treat it like a brand new world, like the surrealists would, 
somehow separate to my conscious life. I treat it as a bonus to my conscious life.”

And why the mirror theme? By way of answer, Hume tells me about a call from his son 
telling him he’d become a grandad. “I rushed into the bathroom and looked in the mirror. 
I’d been looking in the mirror before, wondering who the fuck this is. Then I go to the loo 
and I look in the mirror and go, ‘Oh, there you are. Hello, grandad.’”

Hume wants his paintings to capture that uncanny feeling of self-recognition. “That space 
between the reflection and me contains all of me,” he explains. “That is what I think the 
paintings can do when anyone’s looking at them. I become conscious of me being the object 
that’s looking at this thing.”

Despite what he suggests, Hume’s swan fixation is hardly accidental: they represent for 
him the other. He tells me of an epiphany he had on a boat during a painting expedition 

to Antarctica. “We landed on this guano-covered 
piece of land and suddenly the whole sky was filled 
with screeching birds. It was as if our species was 
nothing.”

Yet “our species” has frequently been the subject 
of Hume’s work. “Obviously, I have a sense of 
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empathy,” he once said. “But I don’t make political work. I don’t make work that criticises 
the state. I make as human work as I can.” That humanity was especially evident in the 
paintings made for his 2017 exhibition honouring his mum, Jill Henshaw, then 85 and 
suffering from dementia. He used childhood photographs to inspire works about how he 
felt looking at his mother while a little boy. Mum Twisting was inspired by a shot taken in 
1968 in Cornwall: a swirl of lines mirroring his mother’s dress as she twirled in the wind, 
observed by her son sitting on a hill. Other works, such as Mum in Bed, were based on adult 
visits to his ailing mother.

“It was long goodbye stuff,” he says now. “But there was a paradox, because I set out to say 
that I love my mum – and in fact the paintings turned out to be about me. There was no 
real Jill Henshaw there. You know, her lovers and disappointments and struggles and joys. 
There was none of that. It was all me.”

Despite his claim to be politically disengaged, 
two recent projects suggest otherwise. For several 
years, Hume collected press images of schools and 
classrooms destroyed in conflicts. Even before the 
current wars in Ukraine and Gaza, it became a huge 
collection. He made 30 drawings and 14 paintings and 
called the resulting 2019 exhibition Destroyed School 
Paintings.

“Often in the background of the photographs 
collected, I would see fragments of murals painted by 
children. I remembered taking my son – he’s 37 now – 
to school, holding his little hand and seeing murals on 
the classroom walls and feeling that he was going to 
be safe. Basically, I was full of hope. Seeing that hope 
destroyed was very emotional. I was doing work about 
the terrible cost of war, the loss of hope.”

A series of paintings called The Archipelago followed, 
inspired by Britain’s refugee crisis and taking on extra 
resonance this summer as windows were smashed 
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in hotels putting up asylum-seekers. “That series was really my response to people in 
lifejackets washed up on our shores – and the lack of empathy and fear they experienced.”

I wander among swans. Hume has long been a painter of singular obsessions. Before birds, 
he found himself an artworld niche painting doors in the late 1980s. The doors were MDF, 
the paint domestic gloss. Critics took it as some postmodern conceptual art gag, but it 
wasn’t. He just really enjoyed painting doors, although the results were more Rothko than 
Farrow & Ball. “I’ve never been a conceptual artist. What interests me is the space inside 
the frame, how to give it muscle and energy. Your responsibility is to fill an empty field with 
something you can bear to look at. I never get tired of doing that.”

Charles Saatchi bought the lot and Hume, the quiet man among the brash YBAs, became 
the first of the gang to become a Royal Academician. By 2001, he had been nominated 
for the Turner prize and had represented Britain at the Venice Biennale. Ever since, he’s 
managed to parlay his strange obsessions into hard cash.

Not bad for a small-town boy – he was born in Tenterden, Kent, in 1962 – who went to art 
school because he felt it was a place for kids who were “wrong”. He was raised, largely, by a 



Jeffries, Stuart.   “Artist Gary Hume: ‘I Use Sex Less Now - but I Still Find the World an Erotic Place.” The Guardian, 
September 9, 2024. 

single mum who worked as an NHS surgery manager. State support, in the form of grants, 
helped him leap through a door that is now shut on those from humbler backgrounds.

He left school at 16 with no qualifications, did odd jobs and enrolled in a life drawing 
class, eventually studying at Goldsmiths with the likes of Damien Hirst and Tracey Emin, 
graduating in 1988. He was from the very start enchanted by the world of art. “I found out 
that artists existed, that they made amazing things, and I thought, ‘How lovely to be one of 
them. How amazing to be famous, successful and make great things! And nobody knows 
who you are!’” And it has all happened for him.

When the Guardian interviewed Hume a decade ago, he said all his paintings were inspired 
by sex. That is no longer the case, apparently. “What was it Socrates said? ‘So finally, I’m 
free of the burden.’ So finally, he can just wander around without following his cock all the 
time. For me, it wasn’t all cock. It was rather that the world is an erotic place and everything 
seemed charged with sex.”

As if to underline the point, he brushes some dust off the crotch of an old sculpture of 
upturned women’s legs. “I used to think that without sex being within the work, the work 

wasn’t true. I don’t think that now. I still have 
sex, and I still like having sex, but it’s not a 
constant drive any more. I have much less 
sex and I want to use it much less in my work 
because of that. Sex is not a prerequisite within 
a work – but that’s not to say the world is no 
longer an erotic place for me any more. It totally 
is.”

Hume considers himself lucky to be a visual 
artist. “One of the great things about it is that 
there’s no moratorium on making great work. 
It’s very difficult to be a middle-aged pop star, 
but not a middle-aged painter.” He’s even 
luckier than that, I suspect, having worked at a 
time when he could indulge his own obsessions 
(swans, mirrors, doors) without having to take 
fatuous commissions. “It was modernism that 
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did that,” he says. “It freed artists from bending the knee to their patrons. But when I 
started I had no sense that I would be able to make a career doing what I am doing. I never 
expected to be so absorbed in painting and to be so happy working in this wonderful space.”

It is a wonderful space, an autonomous haven for art and making that is embraced by his 
friends and family. Marc Quinn, a friend and fellow artist, has a studio next door, while his 
photographer son Joe has the one upstairs. “I get to see his work. And he gets to see what I 
do.”

And the same now applies to his grandson Frankland although, being three, Frankland is 
more interested in the studio’s forklift truck than Grandad’s art. Everyone’s a critic. “We let 
him sit on it,” says Hume. But you don’t let him drive it, do you? “God no!”

Very sensible. Just think of the menace to bird life.
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Burger, Mark, and Gary Hume.   “Gary Hume Paints The Beauty of  What’s Left Behind.” Interview, 
September 12, 2019.

Gary Hume doesn’t want to worry about art–his ambitions extend beyond the dimensions 
of a canvas, into the nebulous atmosphere of empathy, memory, and meaning. Hume’s 
latest exhibition, Destroyed School Paintings, explores the tenuous veil between trauma 
and nostalgia, now on view at Matthew Marks gallery in Chelsea, New York. The artist’s 
new collection, which consists of fourteen paintings and six sculptures, was inspired 
by images he saw in newspapers depicting conflicts in the Middle East—many of them 
of burnt down school buildings, haunting remnants of lost innocence. “I was quite 
happy just to turn the goddamn page when I looked at all of the horror,” says Hume. In 
particular, the flowers and houses he saw etched on blackboards amid piles of rubble 
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reminded him of murals from his own elementary school past, and his children’s too. 
“We’ve all been to kindergarten, we’ve all taken our children or our nephews and nieces 
or god-children to school,” he continues. “The fear and the empathy just overwhelmed 
me.” Rather than emphasize these often-sensationalized images of violence, however, 
he chose to depict the paintings left behind. Below, Hume walks us through some of the 
works in Destroyed School Paintings, which convey a universal sentimentality in their 
childlike, Matisse-esque simplicity.

“I see this hideous photograph of a school that’s being bombed or malted or shelled, 
and there’s holes and shit everywhere, and broken equipment, and dust everywhere. 
There’s books, and either a body or bodies, or pools of congealed blood. And I take out 
all of that and I just focus in on the little bit that I can see that was made with hope. 
Maybe it’s just me, but I’ve become so exhausted. How do we feel anymore? Having any 
empathy for these people in this situation? It’s all horrible. It’s an absolute nightmare. 
I wish it didn’t happen. I wish it would stop. I want to turn the page and read about 
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the new movie, because I don’t really want to go there. I’ve just become inured to it. 
But what really struck me in these photographs that made me start to rip them out the 
newspapers was that there was something there that it wasn’t really being photographed 
by the photographer. The destruction was being photographed. The brutality, the carnage 
was the subject of the photograph, and what struck an unbearable empathetic chord was 
seeing these fragments of hope and dreams and a sensation of safety.”

“They don’t have blackboards. They paint with blackboard paint directly on the wall. And 
then they decorate around the edge with more paint. I was remembering taking my child 
to school and seeing murals painted on the corridors in the schools and looking down at 
him and going, ‘Look, it looks lovely, doesn’t it? You’ll be happy here.’ To be able only to 
get these glimpses of that potential really woke me up. I thought that maybe it’s possible 
to make images of horror that could affect me still. We’ve all been to kindergarten, we’ve 
all taken our children or our nephews and nieces or god-children to school. And the fear 
and the empathy just overwhelmed me, which was quite shocking because, of course, I 
was quite happy just to turn the goddamn page when I looked at all of the horror.”
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“I always paint on aluminum. These paintings are painted quite differently than I 
normally paint. They’re all painted one color initially. You could see a little bit of blue 
down the right hand side. This whole painting was at blue and then, all in one go, I paint 
the painting on it. But, weirdly, I need to have one color that enables me to float the 
painting onto it without trying to make the painting. I’m not making it. Normally, I grow 
paintings, and I’m not growing this painting. I’m just floating this painting out for you to 
look at, like a message in a bottle.”
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“That was interesting to me because it’s an image of a person. So that school wasn’t a 
Muslim school—otherwise they wouldn’t have a person on it because you’re not allowed 
to paint people. I purposely did not log where the school was or what religion the school 
was or anything like that, because I didn’t want to specify a conflict, because it’s never 
fucking ending. The desire to build empathy is not to say, ‘Oh well, thank God that’s 
over.’ ‘Assad won,’ or ‘Taliban won,’ or ‘America won.’ It’s any of us. I think that’s why I 
wanted to do her quite small. I didn’t want her to become an image of a person. It’s just 
a funny old shape, with funny, little, pinky, shapey-weird hand thing, but if she was nine 
feet tall, I thought that she would dominate the room. She wouldn’t be something I looked 
at. It would be something that looked at me, and I wanted to look at her.”
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“It‘s tiles hanging down, and it’s like a little dress or an apron. That one seen outside of 
a school, and they’re the ceramic tiles that were on the school that have been blown off. 
You can see the little blobs of cement that you put on the back on the wall when you tile. 
It’s an interesting dilemma about the language and context. I’m calling them ‘Destroyed 
School Paintings,’ and then I’m giving them titles with a word that gives you a gentle ‘in.’ 
But of course, language, having a conversation about them, makes it clear that what they 
contain is what is lost. Is that only visible once we’ve had the language? The majority 
of people who will go to the exhibition, they probably won’t bother reading anything. 
Whether we even write anything, they’ll just be pretty pictures that are a bit weird. It’s 
a confusing thing for me to write up how overt to be other than just speaking to people. 
They’re better when you know that they only really contain loss.”
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Knight, Christopher.   “Review: Gary Hume’s first L.A. Gallery Show in 25 Years.” Los Angeles Times, 
	 February 20, 2019.

New paintings by British-born artist Gary Hume, who works in upstate New York, continue his 
long-standing use of high-gloss enamel paints to create flat, two-dimensional shapes, sometimes 
figurative and sometimes not, that seem strangely corporeal.

Sculptures — notably shaped like wobbly wheels — attempt to reverse the equation: Objects 
stand in space while appearing oddly flat, although the visual conundrum is not as absorbing as 
it is in the paintings.

At Matthew Marks Gallery, Hume’s first Los Angeles solo exhibition in more than 25 years 
features five new paintings and two new sculptures, plus four older works. The most absorbing 
are roughly 12 feet wide and 4 feet high, horizontal fields painted on thin sheets of paper 
mounted inside shadow-box frames of the artist’s design. The images are abstract — keyhole-
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like shapes that lock together sideways — confounding any spatial expansiveness that the 
juxtaposition of colors might produce.

Enamel paint, heavy but light-reflective, causes the paper to crinkle as it dries. So the paintings’ 
surface flatness is confounded, visually and physically, while the shadow box emphasizes 
the materiality of otherwise flimsy paper. Hume’s paintings are like impossibly permeable 
membranes between two and three dimensions.

“Water,” all turquoise ripples; “Beach,” an array of mostly pink, orange and green candy-
colors against bright blue; “Shadows,” which clouds the scene; and, “Flotsam,” a dense, nearly 
monochrome purple that reads as brown or black depending on how close a viewer gets, all 
unlock your mind and let it drift.

One place it goes is to the tension between matter and consciousness, which has vexed 
philosophers at least since Aristotle. Rarely is the dilemma as lovely as this.

Matthew Marks Gallery, 1062 N. Orange Grove Ave., L.A. Through March 30. (323) 654-1830, 
matthewmarks.com
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Pollack, Barbara, and Gary Hume.   “Gary Hume’s Valentine to His Mum.” The New York Times, October 29,  2017, 
p. F30.

No one would accuse Gary Hume’s 
paintings of being confessional or re-
vealing. He came to fame on the crest 
of the Young British Artists emerging 
in the late 1980s, but is often described 
as the least flamboyant of the bunch.
     Instead of the exhibitionism of peers 
like Tracey Emin or Damien Hirst, Mr. 
Hume practices self-restraint, mod-
estly producing near-abstractions that 
opaquely deflect straightforward narra-
tives or easy interpretations.
     So it is highly surprising that in his 
latest shows this fall at Sprüth Mag-
ers in London and Matthew Marks in 
New York, Mr. Hume has turned to a 
personal subject, namely his mother, 
or mum, as he affectionately calls her. 
Mr. Hume, 55, has not shown in three 
years, taking a break for the first time 
in a 30-year career that was covered 
in a Tate Britain retrospective in 2013. 
Having experimented with new materi-
als and approaches to painting, he 
became willing to take a big risk with 
what he depicted.
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Gary Hume seen through 
his sculpture “Wonky 
Wheel” at his home in 
the Catskills.

“Windbreak,” 2016.

     “I just wanted to paint a picture of my 
mum, and I wanted to do it to honor her,” 
he said this summer in an interview at 
his Catskills farmhouse, where he and his 
wife, Georgie Hopton, live four months of 
the year, spending the rest in London.
     His mother, Jill Henshaw, 85, has 
dementia. She raised five children pretty 
much on her own after his father aban-
doned the family when Mr. Hume was an 
infant, he said. Mr. Hume described the 
relationship with his mother in only the 
most loving terms, emotions that made 
the painting process challenging. The 
artist found he was incapable of produc-
ing a portrait that objectively captured his 
mother, either as the vital young woman 
he remembered managing a doctor’s office 
or in her current condition.
     “Even though I wanted to honor her, 
there’s a selfish paradox where I can’t 
see her as a person, I can only see her as 
my mum,” Mr. Hume said, stating that 
the paintings turned out to be mainly 
about his relationship and feelings for his 
mother, rather than a snapshot of her ap-
pearance or personality.
     The series is divided into two parts: 
works that reflect the artist’s point of view 
as a child looking at his mother, based on 
family photographs and memories; and 
paintings that capture his mother from his 
more adult perspective, based on recent 
visits. One painting, “Mum Twisting, 
2015,” was inspired by a photograph taken 
by Mr. Hume in 1968 during a summer 
outing in Cornwall. The resulting painting 
is a swirl of lines circling above the viewer, 
mirroring the patterns of his mother’s 
dress as she twirled about in the wind, 
standing above her son on a grassy hill.
     Another painting, “Mum in Bed, 2017,” 
solemnly conveys the outlines of his 
mother’s face in a steely shade of blue 
against a background of institutional 
green. Here, the artist is looking down-
ward from the standpoint of an adult. Mr. 
Hume said there was one work, “Grandma 
Looks at the Garden, 2017,” that presented 
his mother’s world from the perspective 
of her grandchildren, but nothing in this 
striking composition of silhouettes of flow-
ers revealed this back story.
     In fact, the true innovation of this latest 
body of work is not the subject matter, 
but Mr. Hume’s new approach to paint on 
paper, allowing the material to pucker and 
curl under the weight of the slick enamel 
house paints he employs. He is best known 
for his glossy paintings on aluminum, 
creating reflective planes by sanding down 
layers repeatedly until achieving a flawless 
sheen. But in this new work, the surface 
of the paper is as crimped as a seersucker 
suit, defying standard techniques for sizing 
paper to avoid just such an effect.

     “I love the waviness. Without the wavi-
ness, forget it,” Mr. Hume said, explaining 
that all of the paintings that approach his 
mother from the perspective of a child were 
created this way. The fragility of the paper 
and the reflection of light created by the 
wobbly effect seem perfectly suited to such 
subjects as “Mum’s Cardigan, 2015,” a line of 
white, oversize buttons against a pale mauve 
background, or “Rain, 2017,” a pattern of 
yellow dripping lines against an orange sky.
     Inspiration is an uncomfortable term for 
Mr. Hume, who recoils at any interpreta-
tion that reduces the work to merely being 
a response to his visits with his mother. He 
prefers to think about the relationship to 
subject matter as a process of “permissions,” 
or, as he explains, the subject of a painting 
allows him to explore aesthetic choices that 
may seem unusual or out of character for 
him. He points to a large work on paper, a 
field of purple, pink and green stripes, titled 
“Windbreak, 2016,” recalling a picnic at the 
beach and all the families huddled behind 
lengths of fabric to protect them from the 
wind.
     “I love stripy paintings,” he said. “I think 
stripy paintings are lovely. But, I can’t make 
stripy paintings. There are already great 
stripy paintings out there. But when I’m 
thinking about this holiday with my mum 
and thinking about the windbreak and how 
she acted as the windbreak, I can make a 
stripy painting. The permission is the wind-
break.”

     He tears up at times when talking 
about his mother, but eschewed overt 
sentimentality when creating these 
paintings. That may be why so many 
people have described his work as 
“cool,” a label that he said was a misno-
mer.
     “I’ve never thought of my work as 
cool,” he said. “I think all my work is 
hot, but maybe I’ve got a lower boiling 
point.”
     Indeed, he said that all of his work, 
not just the series about his mother, had 
something to do with love.
     “I think if you don’t love the moment 
you are doing it, if you don’t love the 
line, if you don’t love the brush with the 
paint on it, it doesn’t work,” Mr. Hume 
said. “I have to love it while I’m doing it. 
If I’m not loving it, I don’t like it.”

A new technique 
allows paper to 
pucker and curl 
under the weight 
of slick enamel.
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“I’m Not an Intellectual Artist, I’m Instinctive”: Gary Hume Returns to Canvas

Artists from the so-called YBA generation usually come with newspaper-friendly tags: the “pickled shark” guy, the 

“vagina chicken” woman — and in Gary Hume’s case: the “shiny gloss on aluminium” man. And there are plenty of 

gloss on aluminium works in Hume’s show “The Indifferent Owl,” currently held at White Cube’s Mason’s Yard and 

Hoxton Square venues. But these are much more twisted than Hume’s one-liner reputation might have led us to 

believe. In the basement of Mason’s Yard, semi-abstract representations of female genitals cohabitate with pictures 

of birds’ heads, while on the floor, a herd of phallic limestone worms sprout out of the concrete floor.

For this show, Hume has also made a dramatic departure and started painting on canvas, eager to reconnect with 

the medium unhampered by the technicalities of the glossy surface. A few hours before his private view, he caught 

up with ARTINFO UK to discuss creative anxiety, art history, and why he sometimes prefers to see things from a 

mole’s perspective.

Could you tell me about your exhibition title: “The Innocent Owl”?

I heard an owl tweeting one night. In the morning, I went for a walk in the wood and saw a deflated child’s birthday 

balloon. I then just imagined the owl, with its fantastic neck, watching this deflating balloon going past and its utter 

indifference to this: the end of the party, this moment of a seven-year-old’s happiness, the family, the cakes, the pres-

ents. That’s all passed now, and the owl is indifferent to it. It just seemed poignant — both in that sense of the end 

of things, and in the sense of how nature doesn’t care about the end of things. Something else will come. For me, 

a bit more personally, I’m sort of indifferent to the great pageant that is going on, unless it’s absolutely in my focus. 

I’m like an owl: if it looks like a mouse, I will concentrate, if doesn’t look like a mouse, I don’t care, I’m just going to 

watch.



Writing for the Guardian, Lynn Barber quoted you saying that you are searching for “permission for the picture to exist.” How do you know when 

an image, or a subject, will allow a painting to be?

It’s the other way around. I make something, and often, to allow it to exist, I have to create a permission. I’m anxious and therefore 

I’m unsure, but if I give the painting a title, or a rationale, than I can feel relaxed. It’s a pleasure and an anxiety making pictures. I’m not 

an intellectual artist, I’m instinctive, but we are a literate culture. People prefer a rationale. So the permissions are often rational per-

missions. I can tell you that there is a rational position. You don’t have to worry about anything, you don’t have to look at the painting. 

I’ve given you the answer. It’s finished with — but that’s not how I paint, that’s how I allow things to be.

Given the choice, would you rather do without this rational permission?

Yes, I would. Because that’s how they are made. I don’t live in a rational space when I make things.

For this show, you’ve started painting on canvas again. What prompted this return to the canvas?

[Gesturing at the large gloss on aluminium pieces surrounding us in the gallery] These paintings, there’s an awful lot of work in them. I 

have my drawing, and than I put my drawing onto the panel, and then I prepare the panel, and that can take weeks and weeks of work. 

Then I put my color on, which is another creative moment, and then hopefully the painting works, or it becomes a problem, and then 

there’s more creative stuff. But the majority of time is spent making it, not being creative. I just got tired of the work. Those paintings 

[on canvas], they can’t take more than five or ten minutes, whereas these paintings [showing the gloss on aluminium pieces] can take 

three months.

You needed to go back to a certain immediacy between your idea, or your creative gesture, and the finished product.

Yes. It’s a very different way of making things, I’m much less sure about them, because with the paintings on aluminium I can look 

at the drawing for a long time, I can refine it, and then I can look at the painting for a long time, and wonder how to change it, and 

what is working, and what isn’t working, and make it right. But with those paintings [on canvas], you can’t look at them and make 

them right. They are done. It is what it is. I might be good, it might be terrible. And for me, it’s even more difficult because, I can’t tell 

whether it’s good or terrible. I can tell for the paintings on aluminium, whether they are good or terrible, but with those [on canvas], 

I haven’t got a clue.

Even now that they are hanging in the gallery?

I like them obviously, and I want them here — partly because I want to say it’s about painting. This is a painting show — I know there 

are sculptures in it — but it’s about painting. And those paintings [on canvas] are clearly paintings. Of course these [on aluminium] 

are paintings, but you can forget they are paintings somehow. Whereas those ones… this is what you do at home, this is a painting.

This return to canvas happens at a moment when, perhaps more than before, you introduce art historical references: Klimt, Rubens, the sculp-

tures themselves are quite Brancusian. Do you feel more comfortable tackling art history now that you are very established in your career and 

own work?
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I don’t really feel like I’m tackling art history, but I feel that I can possess what I think of as really good art. I can take it without feeling 

that it’s wholesale robbery. I’m loving it, and I’m making my own work from it, and not feeling that I’m being disrespectful to the art I 

love, that I’m actually joining in. It wasn’t like before. I was desperate to do it but felt like I wasn’t allowed. But now, if I am doing it, it 

just feels right.

I did actually make a sculpture, and I really, really loved it. A friend came, and he really liked it, and then he went: “I’ll be back in about 

an hour.” He went off to a bookshop, and came back with a Brancusi book. He opened it and he said: “look!” He opened the book, 

and it was exactly the same sculpture. So that one had to go in the bin! Even though I love some Brancusi, I don’t want to make 

another Brancusi!

You’ve said that you are looking at things with a human perspective, but also sometimes from an animal perspective, say, from the perspective 

of an eagle. Is it a way for you to get out of your own limited self?

It’s not a shamanistic thing, it literally is a viewpoint. I’m not always making a painting with me, a human being, looking at the painting. 

I’m sometimes a worm, or a mole looking at something. And what does a mole see? And then I’ll paint what a mole can see. It’s not a 

criticism of the human eye, that we all should be blind moles. It’s a desire for being able to see things from a different perspective.

The Arts Council Collection is organizing “Flashback,” a show with some of your early works. How do you relate to these? Is your past work 

something that you still regularly think about? Or is it completely behind you?

The proof will be in the pudding. We haven’t hung the show yet. It’s not a retrospective at all. It’s basically things I own, things I’ve 

never sold, so things that nobody wants — there’s also a painting from the Tate and two paintings from the Arts Council. I don’t know 

what it’s going to be like, although I saw one painting in storage the other day. It was next to a Patrick Caulfield painting, and it stood 

up to him, so that was very pleasing. 
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Gary Hume: Colour Magic

Words by Paul Vallely

Portrait by Immo Klink

Gary Hume comes to the door somewhat distressed. He embarks on a convoluted story about a bodybuilder and 

the wheel-lock on the Vespa scooter that stands in the long narrow hallway of his east-London studio. I do not fully 

understand it, though I get the message that there was a problem and it is now sorted out. Hume is hard to follow. 

Things do not get an awful lot easier when he begins to talk about art. His speech is, by turns, furious and then halt-

ing, as his thoughts trip over one another and then reduce him to silence. His sentences are fractured, his thought-

processes elliptical. You can see why he is a painter and not a writer.

Along the hallway stands a long row of empty, gleaming silver-paint cans, piled three high. If he sent them to the Tate 

Gallery they would probably exhibit them. But that’s not Gary Hume’s style, even if he did first come to critical 

attention alongside Damien Hirst, Tracey Emin, Mat Collishaw, Sarah Lucas and the other so-called Young British 

Artists who defined the whole BritArt scene of the 1990s. When his peers were busy being enfants terribles with 

their sharks in formaldehyde, chicken vaginas and unmade beds, Gary Hume insisted he was, unfashionably, a painter. 

The word “shock” was not in his artistic vocabulary.

Even so, the works that brought him to the attention of the collector Charles Saatchi were his “door paintings”, life-

size representations of hospital doors complete with porthole windows and kickplates. His detractors dismissed 

them as vacant glister but enthusiasts spoke of, for example, “a critique of modernist non-representational painting, 

playing as it did on the similarity between a white painting and a white painted door – a visual pun” and raved.



Hume shows me through to the light airy kitchen and makes me a nettle tea. It is surprisingly pleasant, as is Hume, whom I had been 

told in advance was grumpy with journalists. (He told me to read Gombrich’s Story of Art before arriving, though I think that was a 

joke.) By the French doors is a huge canvas of plain magnolia, the only obvious remnant from his “doors” period. A wealthy City type 

had bought something similar, he tells me, and then phoned up a few weeks later to say that it didn’t look as good as it had in the 

exhibition where he had bought it.

“I asked him: ‘What time do you go out to work?’ He said 7am. So I said, ‘And what time do you come home?’ And he said 9pm. So I 

told him to come home at lunchtime and look at it. A few days later he rang back and said: ‘I see what you mean’.”

What Hume meant was that his paintings are about light. Before I went to see him I had looked at dozens of his paintings on the 

internet. They gave no real idea of what he was about. The two-dimensionality of the computer screen gives no sense of the vibrancy, 

texture or hugeness of his work.

There are dozens of pieces – paintings mainly, but also a number of sculptures – crammed into the studio in preparation for his new 

exhibition, American Tan, at the White Cube gallery’s Mason’s Yard site in London’s West End. They jostle with one another like solip-

sistic commuters. Most are close-focused studies of sections of the bodies of American cheerleaders, all legs and ra-ra skirts and frilly 

giant pom-poms. Mixed in with them are more abstract paintings of what Hume describes as “ugly chicks”. Some of his paintings look 

banal, but others are viscerally exciting. There is a radiance to his work, and that is more than just because of its shiny surface gloss.

He describes the idiosyncratic process that produces it. He works from photographs that catch his fancy in magazines or books, 

which he traces on to acetate. He then projects the outline on to his studio wall. “I pull the image in and out to see at what size it 

looks best, to see when it comes alive.” He then transfers the outline on to large sheets of shining aluminium and etches the shapes 

into it with acid. Then he lies the sheets flat on the ground, pouring on household gloss paints in pre-mixed hues.

Most of the paintings are too big for the average-sized home, which is perhaps just as well since they sell for around £250,000 a 

throw. “Small paintings can be fantastic. But you can’t often get a narrative out of a small painting. In any case, museums are huge 

places and you want to take up some space.

“Sometimes I can see the whole painting from the outset in my mind’s eye. But more often than not that idea doesn’t last the dura-

tion of the painting. Sometimes it comes out easy, just as I had envisaged. But that is reasonably rare. I have to go with what the paint-

ing says to me. The painting is always informing me. I’m its servant; it’s not mine. I’m doing what it wants.”

Paradox, if not bald inconsistency or contradiction, has long characterised Gary Hume’s discourse on his art. He went through a 

phase of painting C-list celebrities such as Tony Blackburn and Patsy Kensit, before upgrading to Kate Moss and Michael Jackson. “I 

wanted to honour the people I painted. I didn’t want to make ironic paintings of them...” But then he talks about the attractiveness of 

failure. “Leonard Cohen has a line about there being ‘a crack in everything, that’s how the light gets in’. It’s the flaws that illuminate,” 

he adds and then sails off into a reflection about how protestors against the Iraq war make placards where “the typefaces are all over 

the place, and you think, my God, these people are all mad but they are the ones who go down to protest while the rest of us just 

stay at home and say how terrible it is. It’s the mad that are brave.” Make of that what you will.

But then Gary Hume’s art is what speaks for him. It got him shortlisted for the Turner Prize in 1996, where he was the only artist not 

to talk to the television cameras. It got him selected to represent Britain at the Venice Biennale in 1999. It got him elected a member 

of the Royal Academy of Arts – a distinction usually reserved for grey beards – in 2001.

Vallely, Paul, and Gary Hume.   “Gary Hume: Colour Magic.” The Independent, September 12, 2007.



Did his paintings look different, I ask, in Italy, where the light has such soft brilliance? “Paintings look different everywhere. I had one 

exhibition in Spain where the gallery had windows in the roof permanently covered by blinds. In the art world people create a faux-

natural light, because they want to fix art as a permanent thing. I’m interested in how it changes. I told them to open the blinds, to get 

the interplay of sun and clouds reflected in the paintings. They are highly reflective, which means there are layers of looking. You look 

at the picture, and you look at the surface, then you look at the reflection in the surface behind you, then you look at yourself.”

He turns to glance around the spacious white studio. Soon all the work will have gone to the gallery and Hume knows he will feel 

bereft. “It’s like your children have left home. It’s like facing a blank sheet of paper and the need to create something else.”

Yet his sense of paradox resurfaces. “I sometimes feel horror at the thought of yet another picture in the world. And another one by 

me. More bloody pictures. It’s unbearable.

“There’s this Japanese artist and all he does is paint the date – 27/8/07 – generally, white letters on a black background. Then tomor-

row he might make another one: 28/8/07. I’ve no idea what he’s like, whether he’s gay or straight or married or alone or happy or 

sad or depressed or a golfer. I’ve no idea. All he does is provide these banal but finally quite cruel little missives that speak of all the 

unfulfilled possibilities, all the things he could of done instead of just painting the fucking date.

“It would be such a relief, to be an artist like that, to find something that could satisfy you that is so nothing. But unfortunately my 

personality isn’t like that. I want to make things. So when this lot have all gone I’ll be back here again, in an empty space, struggling 

away all day, trying to find something.”

Gary Hume’s American Tan is at White Cube, 25-26 Mason’s Yard, London SW1 (020-7930 5373; www.whitecube.com) to 6 October
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