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P A I N T E R S  O N  P A I N T I N G

E L L E N  A L T F E S T  —  A P O S T O L O S  G E O R G I O U 

I M R A N  Q U R E S H I  —  H E L E N  J O H N S O N  

H E N R Y  T AY L O R  —  M A R K  S A D L E R  —  R O S E  W Y L I E  

 L Y N E T T E  Y I A D O M - B O A K Y E

At a time of revolution in digital technologies, 
when making extraordinary images has never 
been technically easier, painting persists. 
Jennifer Higgie asked eight artists to share their 
thoughts on the whys and wherefores of 
figurative painting

Apostolos Georgiou, Untitled, 
2012, acrylic on canvas, 

2.2 × 2.2 m
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1
E l l E n  A l t f E s t

Why paint? There’s no good reason. It’s something I’m driven to do. I’d 
like to make something that is both of its time and that stands outside of it. 
Traditional painting is a handmade process built over time and has a physi-
cal presence. It is an accumulation of gestures, colours and textures. The 
painted mark is at once a thing in itself and the thing that it describes. In 
this way, a viewer is always conscious of the painting’s making. The speed 
of the mark, fast or slow, and the time it takes to make a work become part 
of its meaning. Looking over a long time is like an attempt to merge with 
something outside of oneself. The dense accumulation of visual informa-
tion, which is the product of this kind of looking, is different from how the 
lens and the eye usually see the world.

Painting is subjective. There is a kind of alchemy that happens when 
the visual information moves from the eye or mind to the brush. It’s an 
intuitive process. Achieving a likeness isn’t interesting in itself, it’s more 
of an entry point. A good portrait, for example, tells you what the person 
was like or how the artist viewed them. What the artist thinks or feels, con-
sciously or unconsciously, is embedded in the work. Painting both represents 
the world and creates its own world. A viewer can, figuratively, enter a paint-
ing and occupy that space. A painting speaks about something lasting outside 
of the flux of daily life. As people, this is what what we connect with.

I am fine with the term ‘figurative painter’ as a shorthand to describe 
my work. I tend to use the term ‘representational’ because it seems more 
open-ended. I think my works are more about conveying a personal or 
idiosyncratic perspective rather than making a specific statement.

Was becoming a figurative painter motivated by a desire for my 
pictures to be easily read? No. Recognition and accessibility are different 
things. I am interested in creating something with no defined interpreta-
tion. I would like my work to slow the viewer down and delay the moment 
of understanding.

Ellen Altfest lives and works in New York, usa. Her work was included in ‘The 
Encyclopedic Palace’, the 55th Venice Biennale, Italy. 

2
A p o s t o l o s  G E o r G i o u

Why did I become a painter? In a family where my father is a pianist, my 
stepfather loves and plays music, and others are involved professionally in 
the arts, it was almost impossible to escape! Of course, it could have been 
another form of art: music is actually my favourite, but that would have 
meant going to the conservative, boring music school. All other forms of art 
were more complicated, especially in a town like Thessaloniki in the 1960s 
where the possibilities were limited. Painting is also something very simple 
to start: a piece of paper, a pencil, a few colours and let’s go!

When I was 17, I decided that I was a painter. Everything I saw was 
transformed in my brain into a painted surface. I don’t think there has 
ever been another period in my life when the image concerned me so much; 
it was only in my sleep that I thought of other things. I observed paintings 
in the flesh and in books, trying to understand and digest their good and 
bad qualities.

The way we read art makes it political or not. Isn’t it the same in life, 
generally? Many of us need to overcome, or at least distinguish, injustice and 
inequality, whether we are the victims or the abusers. In my family, among 
our friends and in the world generally, things function in the same way: only 
the scale changes. Either we see this or we pretend that it doesn’t exist.

A vase of flowers can convey the same kind of drama – a box of emotions  
ready to explode at any moment – as a face. A painting must have the tension 
to provoke us to look at it; to wake us up from a state of indifference. Then 
the rest will come.

The term figurative painter annoys me. Of course, it’s a way to dis- 
tinguish one type of painting from another, but I think it’s badly used. 
Perhaps because when I started to paint, a figurative painter was con-
sidered the only real painter because he could paint things to make them 
look the way they are. I wanted to react to this closed environment, and  
it was hard to accept, and to be accepted, for that. In fact, I wanted to be 
an abstract painter – a Jackson Pollock, a Mark Rothko, a Brice Marden 
or a Christopher Wool – to go directly to the substance of the real thing,  

but my character didn’t allow me to do so. We can’t choose what we want 
to be; we have to accept who we are. I know very well that the solution, the 
big adventure of any kind of expression, is hiding behind idols, words and 
sounds. Since I have to use people in my paintings, at least I let them paint 
their abstract compositions.   
As told to Amy Sherlock.

Apostolos Georgiou lives in Athens, Greece. In 2013, his work was included in 
exhibitions at deste Foundation for Contemporary Art, Athens, and the 4th 
Thessaloniki Biennale, Greece. This year, he will have solo shows at gb agency, 
Paris, France; and Rodeo Gallery. 

3
i m r A n  Q u r E s h i

I graduated from National College of Arts, Lahore, Pakistan, in 1993, after 
specializing in the traditional technique of miniature painting. The course 
was very academic and disciplined. My first work was a copy of a miniature 
painting of the Kangra School. I rendered the background of a female figure 
with a tiny, hand-made, squirrel-hair brush in order to gradually build up 
the tones. I had never dreamed that I would be able to work so patiently. 

The day I completed my first Gud Rang (opaque watercolour) mini- 
ature painting, I felt a great sense of achievement and started loving the 
process; it was so meditative. At the same time, I began using paint in 
a completely different way. I was more comfortable with a water-based 
medium and always enjoyed its organic flow. I only realized later that, 
historically, this was actually ‘our’ medium and oil paint was introduced to 
the subcontinent by the West. 

My paintings are a continuation of a traditional art form. When I was 
studying, the aim was to master the technique and learn certain skills by 
reproducing historical paintings. By the time we were in our final year, we 
were allowed to make our own work, while still employing the traditional 
techniques and elements of miniature painting. Since graduating in 1993, 
everything I have created has been directly or indirectly linked with these 
traditions, whether it’s on a piece of paper or a large-scale installation on 
the rooftop of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.  

I represent the body in my work in two completely different ways. One 
is in my figurative miniature paintings, which I made after asking myself: 
‘What is contemporary miniature painting all about?’ The first work I 
made in response to this question was Mussawir ka chota bhai (My Younger 
Brother) in 1995. Before this painting, I was investigating the same ques-
tion by juxtaposing figurative images from traditional miniature paintings. 
Later on, I continued painting figures in my series including ‘Moderate 
Enlightenment’ (2006–09) and ‘Portrait’ (2009). 

I also represent bodies in a more abstract and performance-based way; 
at times there is no literal presence of a body but a strong sense of ‘some-
one’ in these works. For my traditionally painted miniature paintings I 
always use a photographic source, but the way I transform and stylize the 
figure and its background completely changes the original meaning. So, 
in both approaches, my use of the figure is completely different to the 
photographic representation of it. 

I am surprised when people describe me as a ‘figurative painter’. 
I would never categorize myself in that way. What is important for me is 
that the work has some kind of narrative, even if the imagery is completely 
abstract and non-figurative. I think perhaps this is due to my strong affilia-
tion with miniature painting, in which storytelling is an essential element. 

Every morning, since childhood, as soon as I wake up I read the 
newspaper. I have always been interested in my country and its politics and 
it’s a habit that has influenced my art practice. In 1990, on my first day at 
art school, there was a pile of chairs in the middle of the studio. Our profes-
sor, Salima Hashmi, asked us to draw it as a still life. Due to my connection 

‘I would like my work to slow the viewer down and delay  
the moment of understanding.’

E l l E n  A l t f E s t

Ellen Altfest 
Armpit, 2011, oil on canvas,  

21 × 18 cm
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