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Introduction   

 

 

A row of bodies stretches across the composition, hovering somewhere 

between death and slumber. Multiple nude and semi-nude adult bodies of 

various shapes and sizes lie before the viewer from an aerial perspective, yet 

they do not feel exposed. The bodies, while possessing a kind of individuality in 

their skin tones and their facial structures, are grouped together in a fashion that 

implies unity. The union of the bodies in this suspended state of being renders 

their individual differences inconsequential, and despite their individual bodies, 

they become anonymous parts of a whole. In the presence of each other the 

string that links them together becomes stronger than the differences between 

them. The viewer looks upon them through a voyeuristic lens, and yet the bodies 

do not feel vulnerable. They appear not as individuals with names and lives, but 

as a stripped down ontological analysis of the human body.  

Vincent Desiderio’s (b. 1955) monumental painting Sleep (Figure 1), 2003 

- 2008, expands along gallery walls at just over 9 feet tall and 24 feet long. The 

twelve figures appear within a cinematic composition creating a compulsion for 

narrative, causing one to grasp at straws attempting to explain how these figures 

came to be, where they are, and the status of their lives.  This is a practically 1

unconscious attempt to assign identity to the figures, to give them an authority 

1 Lawrence Weschler, “Unfinished {on Vincent Desiderio’s Sleep},” in Vincent Desiderio: Paintings 
1975 - 2005, ed. Tom Bradway (New York: Marlborough Gallery, 2005), 11-12. 



4 

that is ultimately denied to us by their ambiguity and anonymity. The figures all lie 

amongst a white sheet that stretches out to the bottom of the canvas. As the 

sheet approaches the edges of the composition, the apparently tight 

representation fades into loose abstraction. The desire for a clear interpretation, 

for cohesion between the figures, fades into abstraction along with the image. 

The painting becomes suspended in a place between metaphor and denial.   2

Soft light gently illuminates the figures, fading into darkness at either end 

of the painting. The two forms at either end are also facing out from the edges of 

the composition. Together, these visual cues imply an endless expanse of bodies 

that stretches eternally beyond the confines of the composition. The apparent 

endlessness of the figures and their inherent ambiguity are emblematic of the 

relationship between life and death.  An aerial vantage point could imply morbid 3

association with violent images of tragedy, and yet, the bodies contain a 

tranquility about them in the softness of light and form, subverting the negative 

associations and morphing the piece into a surrealist landscape where the 

dreamers are presented, but not the dreams. The contradictory nature of these 

associations, the simultaneous implication of narrative and denial of it, creates a 

dialogue that is using the figures as a vehicle. Rather than using the bodies as a 

didactic tool to explain a situation, Desiderio is offering us a figurative painting 

that is both metaphorical and self-reflexive. The composition of the painting 

forces centrality caused by the chiaroscuro on either end, while also refuting this 

2 Weschler, “Unfinished {on Vincent Desiderio’s Sleep},” 14. 
3 Weschler, “Unfinished {on Vincent Desiderio’s Sleep},” 12. 
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centrality in the implication of endlessness, an effect by the very same quality of 

light. Sleep, while succeeding in a high level of trompe l’oeil in the figures, denies 

us any literal inward depth. Instead, the figures are resting on the surface, 

imposing the two dimensionality of painting while also using the figures to subvert 

that and create a lateral depth. Rather than the piece being solely about life and 

death, about sleep, peace, dreams or contradiction, it is part of a larger 

conversation with what a figurative painting is today.  

Desiderio’s practice is undeniably part of the figurative tradition that 

persists within an ever expanding dialogue of art. The figurative tradition in 

painting has often been written off as illustrative, solely metaphorical, or purely 

aesthetic by many modernist and postmodern art critics.  In other words, using 4

any form of representation in painting is taken as a restriction. Figurative painting 

at its heart is not about the restriction of representation, but instead works within 

the walls of representation to add, expand, and question all topics within the 

discourse of contemporary art. Figurative painting is not in opposition to the 

dialogue of contemporary thought, but rather in conversation with it. 

This essay will discuss the various constructs contained within the larger 

term of “Figurative Painting” and examine artworks by painters who contribute to 

the dialogue of figurative painting through a contemporary lens. This thesis will 

begin by defining the term “Figurative” through the work of three vastly different 

painters: Edward Hopper, Philip Guston, and Vincent Desiderio. Hopper, a 

4 Donald Kuspit, “The New Figurative & History Painting,” The Brooklyn Rail, June 1, 2017, 
https://brooklynrail.org/2017/06/editorsmessage/The-New-Figurative-History-Painting . 
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historical fixture in the figurative tradition, evaded the dogma of abstraction and 

laid the foundation for the expanded discussion of figurative painting. Philip 

Guston, on the other hand, was a participant in the modernist and abstract 

expressionist movements before eventually moving back to the figuration of his 

early years as a means of artistic and political progress. Guston establishes the 

conflicting historical relationship between abstraction and figuration.  

This essay will then examine a number of artists within the contemporary 

world of figurative painting, establishing the importance of the figurative tradition 

in the contemporary world. Kerry James Marshall uses the tools of figurative art 

to stake a political claim within the topic of race, very clearly reclaiming blackness 

in the history of painting.  Cecily Brown’s painting explores the lived experiences 5

of the human body, equating flesh with the tactile quality of paint.  Jenny Saville 6

is one of the most important artists of the figurative tradition today, also 

generating discussion around the lived experience of the human body through 

visceral application of paint and the female perspective.  Lastly, Jonathan 7

Wateridge creates multifaceted compositions of numerous figures and events to 

discuss the figurative through a sense of confusion and fabrication of what is 

real.   8

5 “Biography,” Kerry James Marshall, David Zwirner, accessed October 29, 2018, 
https://www.davidzwirner.com/artists/kerry-james-marshall/biography . 
6 “About,” Cecily Brown, Gagosian, accessed October 29, 2018, 
https://gagosian.com/artists/cecily-brown/ . 
7 “About,” Jenny Saville, Gagosian, accessed October 29, 2018, 
https://gagosian.com/artists/jenny-saville/ . 
8 “Statement,” About, Jonathan Wateridge, accessed October 29, 2018, 
https://www.jonathanwateridge.net/about/ . 
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 To conclude, Vincent Desiderio’s recent painting Theseus will act as a 

meeting point of the ideas and concepts proposed, solidifying the figurative 

tradition as a deeply rich aspect within the history of painting. The discussion of 

paintings examined in this paper in relation to each other will prove the relevance 

and importance of contemporary figurative painting through their individual 

explorations into the human body through composition, narrative, and the 

physicality of paint. Figurative painting is more than just painting a figure, it is 

artistic expression of how we as humans experience the world — through our 

bodies. 
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Defining Figurative 

 

 

The overarching genre of Figurative Painting possesses a certain 

connotation that inherently links it to the literal human figure. While this essay is 

largely concerned with representational paintings that depict the human figure, it 

is central to this thesis to expand upon the term figurative beyond the general 

explanation. This alternative definition will be examined through aspects of the 

genre including narrativity, the cinematic, and the relationship to non-objective 

abstraction. Edward Hopper (1882-1967), as a realist figurative artist of the early 

modernist era, is the perfect starting point to examine the definition of figurative 

and how it relates to the contemporary dialogue of figurative painting. 

Hopper’s painting Automat (Figure 2), 1927, features a lone female figure 

occupying a table in an empty cafeteria. The distinct shadows and sharp forms of 

yellow light, emblematic of Hopper’s style, create an emphasis on the figure with 

all compositional elements seemingly pointing towards her. However, while the 

woman at the table is ostensibly the subject of this painting, she is all but 

eclipsed by the monolithic black window occupying the majority of the surface 

area behind her. The reflecting lights receding back into the distance create a 

kind of menacing absence within the painting. It is both an indication of implied 

space and a refusal of it. When this infinite regression is juxtaposed with the 
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woman at the table, who initially may have been identified as lonely,  a different 9

analysis is possible. The figure in this interpretation is not simply alone, rather the 

painting exhibits two main figures — that is, the woman, and the “lack” created by 

the empty cafeteria and the monolithic window.  The relationship between these 10

two figures initiates a discussion of something that is inherently related to reality, 

but is not represented within the painting. In other words, the women is not 

simply alone, is not simply lonely, but is all of this and more only in relation to the 

infinite space of possibility and nothingness that towers over her.   11

This reference to concepts not literally represented in the painting through 

elements of composition and subject matter is an idea that will be put forth as 

cinematic, one of the many qualities in the discussion of figurative painting. While 

many painters have experimented with or stumbled on to this effect in painting 

before Hopper, he is arguably the first to truly embody the cinematic within his 

work and to bring it to the forefront of the conversation. Instead of the usual 

reading of Hopper as a “folk painter” or understanding his work as “nostalgic,” 

Hopper was using the tools of representation to talk about something greater 

than what is being represented.  The first aspect of what it means to be 12

cinematic has already been discussed, and that is the existence of a suspended 

event. In short, a suspended event is that simultaneous indication of a happening 

9 Alain de Botton, “The Pleasures of Sadness,” Tate, May 1, 2004, 
https://www.tate.org.uk/context-comment/articles/pleasures-sadness . 
10 Margaret Iversen, “In the Blind Field: Hopper and the Uncanny,” Art History 21, no. 3 
(September 1998): 418. 
11 De Botton, “The Pleasures of Sadness,” Tate. 
12 Iverson, “In the Blind Field: Hopper and the Uncanny,” 412-414. 
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and refusal of it; it is that which indicates a temporal experience and yet is 

inherently stilled through the act of painting.   13

The history of cinema has long been influenced by the history of painting 

as another form of two dimensional expression, just as the history of painting has 

been influenced by cinema since its creation and popularization in the 

late-nineteenth century and early-twentieth century. However, the term cinematic 

in this context does not imply the relationship of the two medium’s histories, but 

instead is a description of how the images operate. In her essay “In the Blind 

Field: Hopper and the Uncanny,” Margaret Iversen uses two authors of film 

theory, Andre Bazin and Pascal Bonitzer, to discuss the intricacies of how a 

cinematic image operates in relation to Hopper’s work as well as in relation to 

Freud’s work in psychoanalytics.  Putting Freud aside, Iversen’s observations 14

explain that a key feature of cinema, and in turn the cinematic, is the image’s 

ability to render the implied off-screen events/figures as equally, if not more, 

dramatic than the events taking place on-screen. Iversen asserts that it is part of 

Hopper’s subject matter that creates this off-screen drama, a technique she 

refers to as the “blind field.”  Looking back to Automat, the blind field that holds 15

this tension, and is a key component in creating the cinematic, is not the 

monolithic window but the previously stated relationship between the figure and 

the window — the “lack”. The term blind field can then be taken as a literal 

aspect of the painting to which the viewer is blind, but exists in a field of its own 

13 Iverson, “In the Blind Field: Hopper and the Uncanny,” 421-426. 
14 Iverson, “In the Blind Field: Hopper and the Uncanny,” 412. 
15 Iverson, “In the Blind Field: Hopper and the Uncanny,” 421-426. 
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or outside of the picture plane. It is subject matter that is not literally represented 

within the picture plane.  

 It is important to note from here that Hopper was not and is not 

considered a postmodernist, but it can be said that his work in the tradition of 

representational figuration set the groundwork for what would eventually become 

postmodern and influence contemporary modes of thought. In comparing the two 

paintings already referenced, the recent painting Sleep and Hopper’s historical 

Automat, it is clear that representational figuration in painting is a thriving topic of 

conversation and exists through the time of the postmodern and into the 

contemporary sphere. 

Sleep was originally referenced within the context of cinematic 

composition, the suspended event producing strong desire for resolution while 

also denying it. This cinematic nature of Sleep is also caused by the blind field 

within the painting — that is, in the many ways the painting stretches into infinity 

and points to a desire for knowledge outside of the information contained within 

the composition. To compare Automat and Sleep in terms of subject matter 

would inevitably be a moot point. It is clear when looking at the paintings side by 

side that while they both contain literal representations of the human body, the 

compositional tools and quality of paint on the surfaces are vastly different. 

Despite these obvious differences in form, the two paintings operate on a very 

similar level. Desiderio is using the numerous bodies in Sleep as conduits of 

being, an observation that suspends the bodies within the ontological states of 



12 

life and death. Similarly, Automat uses the relationship between the sole body 

and the lack created by the window to speak of more than just loneliness, but 

possibly the infinite lack of purpose that the figure exhibits. Hopper is both 

implying purpose through the representation of the figure and denying it. The 

existence of these contradictions within the two paintings is caused by their 

cinematic nature, albeit through different methods. Both paintings reference 

“off-screen” events or ideas not literally represented in the painting, but 

metaphorically represented through what is literally represented.  

It is this notion of metaphor that brings Philip Guston (1913-1980) into the 

conversation of the cinematic, the postmodern, and figurative painting. Guston’s 

artistic career notably began in the 1930s as a WPA muralist, focusing on 

politically charged representation of figures that are often identified as members 

of the Ku Klux Klan.  In New York City during the 1940s Guston was particularly 16

interested in the abstract expressionist movement, eventually leaving his 

previous style behind to make way for non-objective abstraction within his 

painting.  For the next twenty years or so, Guston was a notable figure among 17

the abstract expressionists. However, during the 1960s Guston began to feel 

unsatisfied by the non-objective painting he had been doing, citing the 

tumultuous political and social sphere as intensely troubling to him and feeling 

guilty that during these times he was simply going to the studio to “adjust a red to 

16 Robert Slifkin, “Philip Guston’s Return to Figuration and the ‘1930s Renaissance’ of the 1960s,” 
Art Bulletin 93, no. 2 (June 2011): 220. 
17 “Key Ideas,” The Art Story, Philip Guston American Painter, accessed October 30, 2018. 
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a blue.”  This guilt is supposedly the reason for his monumental shift in style and 18

content unveiled at his infamous show at Marlborough Gallery in October of 

1970.  It was during this show that Guston apparently made a sharp turn away 19

from the abstract and back into representation, creating the cartoonish realism 

style that he is famous for to this day.   20

Examining Guston’s Marlborough 1970 show in relation to the present 

conversation on figurative painting is best done through his painting Flatlands 

(Figure 3), 1970. The painting, upon first glance, is a chaotic scene of floating Ku 

Klux Klan hoods, pointing fingers, clocks, televisions, and a pair of lifeless legs in 

the foreground, all rendered as if a Mickey Mouse cartoon was broken apart and 

distorted. There is seemingly no logic to the painting, and yet the work 

immediately grabs the viewer in, again in search of narrative. The painting clearly 

satisfies the cinematic suspended event, yet the notion of the blind field becomes 

slightly blurred in the work. It can certainly be said that the multiple signifiers 

(Klan hoods, lifeless legs, etc.) are each turned into a blind field of their own 

capacity: each one of them referencing a different idea/event, leading critics to 

the common socio-political interpretation of the work.  The blind field, however, 21

is a concept which is not made up of many disparate parts, but rather the outside 

idea referenced by the parts of a composition that work together (Hopper’s 

18 Slifkin, “Philip Guston’s Return to Figuration and the ‘1930s Renaissance’ of the 1960s,” 220. 
19 Kenneth Baker, “Just What is a Masterpiece?” SFGate, Febrary 17, 2002, 
https://www.sfgate.com/entertainment/article/Just-what-is-a-masterpiece-Supreme-examples-of-2
872872.php . 
20 Slifkin, “Philip Guston’s Return to Figuration and the ‘1930s Renaissance’ of the 1960s,” 220. 
21 Slifkin, “Philip Guston’s Return to Figuration and the ‘1930s Renaissance’ of the 1960s,” 221. 
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“lonely” girl and the monolithic window working together to create the blind field). 

It is in this point that Flatlands becomes tricky, as the components represented 

within the composition do not come together to reference any one idea. Instead, 

the components work together in a way that specifically challenges all of its parts 

without stating anything specific as a whole. The disparate elements of the 

painting bring up real world topics that can be strung together in an infinite 

amount of interpretations. The only concrete statement is that all of the 

components are part of one whole painting and all components reference things 

in the physical world. It is this kind of reference within the painting that points 

toward the fact that the image is an object called a painting, as seen in 

Desiderio’s lateral flattening of Sleep, which was championed during high 

modernism, yet which both Guston and Desiderio sully with the presence of 

representation, and more specifically representation of the human form. In 

Guston’s own words, “I got sick and tired of all that Purity! I wanted to tell 

stories.”  22

Guston was not just returning to the figurative work that was slightly 

similar to the work he made in the 1930s, nor was he simply using representation 

as a tool for political statements. The most important factor of Flatlands and the 

rest of the Marlborough show was the apparent renunciation of abstract 

expressionism and, by extension, modernism. Robert Slifkin points out in his 

essay, “Philip Guston’s Return to Figuration and the ‘1930s Renaissance’ of the 

22 Slifkin, “Philip Guston’s Return to Figuration and the ‘1930s Renaissance’ of the 1960s,” 223. 
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1960s,” that the term “figurative art” was not used until after the domination of 

non-objective abstraction. The term “figurative art” arose only in relation to 

abstraction and is intrinsically linked to it.  On the concept of figurative art he 23

writes: 

Art History’s traditionally morphological understanding of ‘figurative art’ and 

‘figuration’ as recognizable imagery or, even more specifically, as the presence 

of the human figure appears quite narrow when compared with the term’s 

broader application within the discourses of rhetoric and literature, where 

figuration entails not merely representation or illustration, but rather the 

expansion or elaboration of a literal or ‘proper’ meaning through an analogical 

comparison or contrast (as in figures of speech like metaphor or irony). Both 

applications of the word find their common denominator in a binary logic in which 

the figurative utterance, whether rhetorical or pictorial, presents a supplementary 

representation to something beyond or behind itself, since a figurative utterance 

often contains an initially unapparent meaning that must be unlocked through 

interpretation.  24

The nonlinear interpretations of Flatlands and Sleep, the suspended event 

and blind field of the cinematic, and the refusal of purity with the inclusion of 

representational signifiers all come together in a way that is distinctly postmodern 

figuration. Where modernism claimed purity in form (free of signifiers which relate 

to aspects of the physical world), figurative art is always intrinsically tied to 

outside concepts and ideas. Both paintings, Flatlands and Sleep, reference ideas 

23 Slifkin, “Philip Guston’s Return to Figuration and the ‘1930s Renaissance’ of the 1960s,” 
225-226. 
24 Slifkin, “Philip Guston’s Return to Figuration and the ‘1930s Renaissance’ of the 1960s,” 
226-227. 
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outside of that which is represented in the subject matter, but more importantly, 

Desiderio’s ontologically ambiguous bodies and Guston’s disembodied klan 

hoods and lifeless legs both specifically reference the human body. Figurative art 

opposes the ideas of non-objective abstraction and modernism, and it does this 

through the lived experience of the human body. 

Hopper’s Automat was a crucial jumping off point for the analysis of the 

cinematic, but also for the flexibility of what a figure is within the context of 

figurative art and how it relates to the human form. This section on defining the 

term “figurative” began by claiming an alternative definition to simply depicting 

the human form, and that alternative definition is how the relationship between 

signifiers speaks to the lived experience of the human body. In Automat, the 

window was described as a figure of itself, and in this context of the human body 

it represents that metaphysical lack of purpose. Flatlands references the human 

forms for obvious reasons, but less obvious observations would include how the 

clocks are only relevant to the human body — their existence only produces 

meaning in relation to the body and how it is experienced. In Donald Kuspit’s 

essay “The New Figurative & History Painting,” he stakes a claim in 

contemporary figurative art as “ressurect(ing) the body from the grave in which 

the Kandinsky-esque non-objectivists and Duchampian anti-artists buried it.”  25

Non-objective abstraction threw out any relation to human experience and 

attempted to become pure — the embodiment of the modernist ideal. Figurative 

25 Donald Kuspit, “The New Figurative & History Painting,” The Brooklyn Rail, June 1, 2017, 
https://brooklynrail.org/2017/06/editorsmessage/The-New-Figurative-History-Painting . 
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painting cannot be pure; it is just as messy and chaotic as the human 

experience. Kuspit says:  

The dismissal of figurative painting as ‘minor’ implies that human beings are 

‘minor’ and as such not worth the trouble of being painted. More broadly, it 

suggests that 20th-century art is complicit in the destructiveness and inhumanity 

of the 20th century — unwittingly in tune with the violent times, confirmed by the 

violence it does the human figure.  26

Figurative painting is painting which references the lived experience of the 

human being through means of signifiers and metaphor. This can be reached 

through the cinematic composition or literal representation of the human form, as 

will be the case with many more paintings to be discussed, but the definition of 

figurative painting is not limited to this requirement of the cinematic or the body. 

Kuspit’s essay claims that human beings are not “minor,” and instead are one of 

the greatest topics to be discussed through art. Painting as a medium has also 

suffered violence at the hands of modernism, yet despite the postmodern claims 

of the “death of painting,”  it is through figurative painting that artists are 27

reclaiming the relevance of painting and the human experience. With this 

definition of figuration, this essay will move into the discussion of current 

figurative painters and how their paintings operate within the context of 

contemporary society. 

 

 

26 Kuspit, “New Figurative & History Painting,” The Brooklyn Rail, June 1, 2017. 
27 Kuspit, “New Figurative & History Painting,” The Brooklyn Rail, June 1, 2017. 
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The Figurative Narrative 

 

 

Postmodernism is a very broad term which inherently references 

everything after modernism. Therefore, when talking about figurative painting in 

the context of postmodernism, a basic conception of what is postmodern must be 

identified. Postmodern painting is intrinsically tied to all real world connotations 

and histories. It is a direct revolt against the spirituality of the modernist quest for 

purity in painting.  Vincent Desiderio has discussed how figurative painting fits 28

into the postmodern dialogue by introducing the concepts of narrative within 

painting. In a lecture, he breaks down this idea of narrative into three related 

categories within the context of painting.  

Firstly, there is what he calls the “dramatic narrative.” This is defined as 

essentially the subject matter of the picture, what is on the surface derived out of 

paint (or other materials) which causes visual signifiers to induce mental 

connections in the viewer.  This is Desiderio’s sleeping bodies, Hopper’s girl and 29

window, Guston's disembodied legs and hooded figures. Cinematic tools such as 

the blind field and suspended event fall under this umbrella of dramatic narrative 

and how the image operates. Dramatic narrative is the most obvious way to 

dissect a painting and the easiest way to relate it to the contemporary 

28 “Postmodernism,” Art Term, Tate, accessed November 12, 2018, 
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/p/postmodernism . 
29 Vincent Desiderio, “Master Class,” Lecture, New York Academy of Art, NYC, November 3, 
2018. 
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postmodern dialogue. Due to the very nature of representation and the definition 

of figurative previously discussed, the dramatic narrative of any figurative 

painting contains this reference to the lived experience of the human body. 

Inherently, this is postmodern, as it cannot exist in the pursuit of modernist purity 

and absolute truth.  

The second form of narrative is what Desiderio calls “technical narrative.” 

The technical narrative is how the painting is constructed, the physicality of the 

painting.  In other words, it is exclusively not what is being represented in the 30

painting, but how it has been done. The technical narrative of nearly every 

Hopper is done with very thin paint, applied with intent and purpose. Desiderio’s 

Sleep, on the other hand, is an image done over a long period of time with many 

iterations, constantly shifting light and composition while accumulating many 

dynamic layers of paint on the surface.   31

The last area that Desiderio defines in the realm of narrative is what he 

refers to as “narrativity.” To Desiderio, narrativity is the idea of how the painting 

operates within the cultural sphere, within the real world.  This is a vast area of 32

narrative to be discussed, and yet the word “narrativity” seems to lack a certain 

specificity of what the concept is, and will from here on be referred to as “implicit 

narrative.” This alternative terminology comes out of the idea that all paintings 

are created within cultural, historical, and political implications that cannot be 

divorced from the work. This is Guston’s Marlborough show, implicated in the 

30 Desiderio, “Master Class,” Lecture, November 3, 2018. 
31 Weschler, “Unfinished {on Vincent Desiderio’s Sleep},” 20. 
32 Desiderio, “Master Class,” Lecture, November 3, 2018. 
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years of abstraction that preceded it, as well as within the turmoil of the 1960s 

and the fact that a white Jewish man was painting Ku Klux Klan hoods. Implicit 

narrative is a complex and multi-layered area of associations arising from 

society, an area of discussion that is distinctly postmodern. 

These conceptions of narrative will be used to examine the works of 

contemporary figurative painters, focusing on the ways each artist’s work is 

interpreted in the contemporary postmodern dialogue. Kerry James Marshall (b. 

1955) is a figurative painter whose work embraces the complexity of 

contemporary society in a powerful way. 

De Style (Figure 4), 1993, a large painting spanning over 8 ½ by 10 feet, 

is so packed with signifiers and implications that the image could send any 

viewer into visual overload. However, even with the constant flow of information 

spilling out of the painting, nearly all is overshadowed by the presence of 

Marshall’s figures. Five figures are depicted in a barber shop, rendered out of a 

deep blackness that dominates the visual structure of the entire image. This is 

the dramatic narrative, the fact that Marshall is painting black figures within a 

barber shop and the associations of narrative that arise out of this. He is using 

this scene commonly associated with black culture, especially in the media, to 

create a picture that operates on many levels. Marshall is often cited as a painter 

who is reclaiming blackness in the world of fine art, which is a perfectly suitable 

explanation.  Marshall is using the structure of figurative painting and the tools of 33

33 David Zwirner, “Biography,” Kerry James Marshall, accessed October 29, 2018, 
https://www.davidzwirner.com/artists/kerry-james-marshall/biography . 
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implicit narrative in order to paint black bodies from the hand of a black painter 

within the context of a predominantly white history of art.  

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of all of Marshall’s work is the 

technical narrative, specifically how he is creating the figures. The five bodies, 

along with every depiction of blackness in Marshall’s oeuvre, are painted using 

three different kinds of black paint: mars black, ivory black, and carbon black.  34

Marshall will vary these pigments with other paint in order to create a sense of 

space within the black forms, while never actually adding a drop of white pigment 

— an aspect of the painting which translates into a strong political statement 

through the implications of art history.  In an interview with New York Times 35

writer Wyatt Mason, Marshall states:  

The idea of those paintings is that blackness is non-negotiable in those pictures. 

It’s also unequivocal — they are black — that’s the thing that I mean for people to 

identify immediately. They are black to demonstrate that blackness can have 

complexity. Depth. Richness.  36

It is clear when dissecting De Style that the three aspects of narrative will 

often bleed into each other, the dramatic and technical narratives both containing 

elements of implicit narrative. Marshall, like nearly all of the painters discussed 

throughout this essay, is also an artist who considers the implication of what 

painting the figure means within the larger context of art history. The title of De 

34 Wyatt Mason, “Kerry James Marshall is Shifting the Color of Art History,” The New York Times, 
October 17th, 2016, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/17/t-magazine/kerry-james-marshall-artist.html?action=click&m
odule=RelatedCoverage&pgtype=Article&region=Footer . 
35 Mason, “Kerry James Marshall is Shifting the Color of Art History,” The New York Times. 
36 Mason, “Kerry James Marshall is Shifting the Color of Art History,” The New York Times. 
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Style is a clear reference to the Dutch De Stijl movement during modernism. He 

even goes so far as to create the barber shop largely out of reds, yellows and 

blues, as if a Mondrian painting blossomed out of abstraction into the world of 

representation.  This nod to modernism as well as Marshall’s own claim to be 37

operating in the same dialogue as the French Academy history painters are all 

utilized in a very specific way — “to create black figure paintings in the grand 

tradition.”   38

Marshall’s paintings in the context of history painting are the perfect 

example of how figurative painting is postmodern, yet still figurative painting. 

Marshall’s painting falls directly in line with the definition of figurative painting laid 

out earlier. De Style is a painting which questions the political and social 

constructs of history all through the lens of the lived experience of the black body 

— an experience that has been excluded from the art historical canon. While it is 

possible to discuss De Style in the context of cinematic composition, the 

dominant source of meaning in the painting is not a blind field. It is the 

connotation of the work within all of the relevant structures and histories — the 

implicit narrative. 

The lived experience of the human body has been discussed so far 

through narrative derived by subject matter, and particularly subject matter that is 

rendered through paint with enough mimesis to the lived body that it is easily 

identifiable. Artist Cecily Brown (b. 1969) appears at first to be as far from 

37 Wall Text, “De Style,” Kerry James Marshall: Mastry. Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago. 
38 Wall Text, “De Style,” Kerry James Marshall: Mastry. Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago. 
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figurative art as possible, falling in line closer with the abstract expressionists. 

However, after spending any amount of time with a painting by Brown, a vast 

world of chaotic figures begins to emerge through sweeping strokes of tactile 

paint.  

Her recent painting Triumph of the Vanities I (Figure 5), 2018, dominates 

over 25 feet of a wall at the Metropolitan Opera at Lincoln Center in New York 

City. The painting, one of two included at the Met Opera, acts as a site specific 

installation, mimicking the red and gold palette of the opera house.  39

Characteristic of her work, Triumph of the Vanities I is a chaotic image wrought 

with passion and excitement. Faces and figures emerge out of the haphazard 

brushstrokes, depicting the kind of bourgeois characters that may be found 

attending the opera.  The provocative work, for many, brings to mind ideas of 40

“excess and appetites,” possibly a commentary on the leisures of the upper 

class.  The implicit narrative of the painting, however, appears to be fairly fluid, 41

according to Brown. In an interview with the New York Times regarding the work, 

Brown states: “I’m obsessed with double images that can be read two ways at 

once… there are little secret plot points buried in them, too.”  Later in the same 42

interview, Brown talks about the implications of certain figures within the painting 

39 Hilarie M. Sheets, “Cecily Brown’s Paintings are at the (Other) Met,” The New York Times, 
September 20, 2018, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/20/arts/design/cecily-brown-bonfire-of-the-vanities-metropolitan
-opera.html . 
40 Sheets, “Cecily Brown’s Paintings are at the (Other) Met,” The New York Times. 
41 Gagosian, “About,” Cecily Brown, accessed October 29, 2018, 
https://gagosian.com/artists/cecily-brown/ . 
42 Sheets, “Cecily Brown’s Paintings are at the (Other) Met,” The New York Times. 



24 

— namely suggestions of figures located in the lower section of the painting 

which she relates to the history of displacement caused by the building of Lincoln 

Center.  This fluidity can be understood through the lens of both dramatic and 43

implicit narrative, both important facets of figurative painting which Brown herself 

concedes to,  but the technical narrative of Cecily Brown’s paintings is a unique 44

aspect which creates the most meaning. 

It is precisely the passion and excitement within Brown’s work that sets 

her apart from many contemporary figurative painters. Triumph of the Vanities I is 

a mess of expressive marks that culminate into vague, fractured images of the 

human form. The tactility of the paintings is often described as an expression of 

the human flesh, a claim that is supported by Brown’s analysis of the work 

herself.  In an interview for her 2018 exhibition at the Louisiana Museum of 45

Modern Art in Denmark, Brown explains that she is often towing the line between 

abstraction and figuration, but that “when the body disappears it’s almost like … it 

just becomes paint.”  For Brown, the figure has to be present as a device for all 46

three modes of narrative. In her own words, from the same interview, “when 

there is no body there is no substance, I need the body as a vehicle to talk about 

being alive.”  She is clearly stating in both quotes that without the presence of 47

the body in her work, if the painting fell into pure abstraction, there would be no 

43 Sheets, “Cecily Brown’s Paintings are at the (Other) Met,” The New York Times. 
44 Cecily Brown, “Where, When, How Often, and with Whom,“ Interview by Louisiana Museum of 
Modern Art, 2018, https://www.louisiana.dk/en/exhibition/cecily-brown . 
45 Brown, “Where, When, How Often, and with Whom,“ Louisiana Museum of Modern Art. 
46 Brown, “Where, When, How Often, and with Whom,“ Louisiana Museum of Modern Art. 
47 Brown, “Where, When, How Often, and with Whom,“ Louisiana Museum of Modern Art. 
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point for her. The technical narrative of the work and the way the body falls apart 

is just a way to discuss the lived experience of the body in her painting rather 

than a modernist quest for purity in form. For Brown, there is no question of 

purity. Rather, she questions the ways that the body can be represented through 

the physicality of the paint and simplified strokes to imply the figure. 

Using the technical and implicit narratives of painting as a means to 

convey content is very clear in the works of both Kerry James Marshall and 

Cecily Brown. For both, the dramatic narrative is considered and executed with 

intent, but the function of paint on the surface and the implications of what they 

are doing as artists quickly becomes the focus of conversation. To expand upon 

this conversation, the work of Jenny Saville (b. 1970) will be examined through 

her monumental painting Shift (Figure 6), 1996-1997. 

Shift is immediately a painting which pushes the boundaries of 

composition through the use of a square surface, measuring 130 inches squared. 

She slams six, possibly seven figures, whose bodies possess signifiers of the 

female sex, into the composition, all laid horizontally across and stretching from 

top to bottom. The orientation of the figures is visually similar to those in 

Desiderio’s Sleep, yet operates in a completely different manner. One could 

argue that the painting exhibits qualities of the cinematic much like Sleep, but 

instead of referencing an idea outside of the painting to be interpreted through 

the lived experience of the human body, Saville has managed to reference the 

actual viewer’s physical relationship to the painting. Rather than the figures lying 
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across the surface as in Sleep, they are literally squished together. The figures 

calmly yet intensely push on each other for space within the confines of the 

composition in a way that appears physically uncomfortable. It is exactly this 

physical response to the painting, on more levels to be discussed, which creates 

a dialogue between the viewer and the painting. In Saville’s own words, “it’s the 

effect of intimacy through scale that I want… I want the painting to almost 

surround your body when you stand very close to it.”  48

The scale of the work draws you in while maintaining direct dialogue with 

the dramatic narrative of these claustrophobic figures, creating a sensation inside 

of the viewer. Saville, much like Brown, is also well known for her visceral strokes 

of paint which amalgamate visually into her representations of form, morphing 

each stroke of paint into a physical reference to flesh.  Shift embodies this style 49

of thick, physical paint, and like Brown, Saville uses this technical narrative as a 

means of reference to the human body. Saville, on the other hand, is explicitly 

painting female forms with these viscous globs of paint — a clear contrast to the 

delicate, sexualized female forms throughout the male dominated history of art.  50

A catalogue note from the work’s 2016 sale at Sotheby’s claims that Shift 

“completely shatters conventional norms of femininity and beauty.”  The implicit 51

narrative of Saville’s Shift is not just the implication of the viewer into the painting, 

48 Sotheby’s, “Catalogue Note,” Jenny Saville: Shift, Last Modified June 28, 2016. 
http://www.sothebys.com/en/auctions/ecatalogue/2016/contemporary-art-evening-l16022/lot.25.ht
ml . 
49 Gagosian. “About.” Cecily Brown. Accessed October 29, 2018, 
https://gagosian.com/artists/cecily-brown/ . 
50 Gagosian. “About.” Cecily Brown. 
51 Sotheby’s, “Catalogue Note,” Jenny Saville: Shift. 
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but an examination in the tactility of the body and the viewer’s relationship to 

actual visceral flesh. In the same Sotheby’s catalogue note, Saville states; “It is 

not just about the sight of the body. It’s about the feel, the touch and the smell of 

the body. It’s not about the primacy of vision, it’s about using paint, its materiality, 

in a way that can evoke tactility.”  Shift is a strong, open ended examination into 52

the lived experience of the female body — one that all genders can access 

through their own visceral, authentic bodies. 

Thus far, the concept of narrative has been dissected through works that 

explicitly reference the lived experience of the human body through a myriad of 

ways other than the literal representation of the human body within the painting. 

The content of Marshall’s De Style is not only in the black bodies, but the 

technical narrative of purely black paint. Seville uses thick, viscous paint not just 

to re-contextualize the female body, but to reclaim paint as the fleshy substance 

that it is — a direct reference to the lived body.  

Jonathan Wateridge (b. 1972) is a painter whose work appears to differ 

visually from the previous three artists discussed, working in an area that some 

might refer to as “photorealism,” although Wateridge would deny this in favor of 

the term “realism.”  Wateridge’s painting Swimming Hole (Figure 7), 2011, 53

confronts the viewer with two young adults stepping into water while four others 

wade further back in an atmospheric distance. Unlike traditional art historical 

paintings of “bathers” in which figures are usually depicted nude, Wateridge’s 

52 Sotheby’s, “Catalogue Note,” Jenny Saville: Shift. 
53 Margherita Dessanay and Marc Valli, A Brush with the Real: Figurative Painting Today, 
(London: Laurence King Publishing, 2014), 100. 
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figures appear to lack any kind of overt sexuality in their clothed bodies. Upon 

close examination, the dramatic narrative of the painting is difficult to dissect, 

with no visual information offered outside of the swimmers and their demeanor. 

The painting appears to the viewer as a moment in between events Something 

may have just happened or is going to happen to these figures, but the image 

stilled within the painting is more about an absence of happening. This is an 

interesting case of the cinematic suspended event within figurative paintings, as 

seen in the discussion of Hopper and Desiderio. Much of the content is derived 

from the dramatic narrative of the picture, and yet there seems to be no dramatic 

narrative at all. The artist statement on Wateridge’s website begins with an 

explicit reference to this phenomenon in his work: “Jonathan Wateridge’s 

paintings are elaborately crafted ‘non-events’ that have the trappings of a real 

occurrence but for the most part are entirely fabricated.”  54

This dramatic narrative paradox is reinforced by Wateridge’s process, 

which can be taken as an account of technical narrative. He is known for going to 

great lengths to fabricate his references in a way that is similar to a Hollywood 

production. He builds full scale sets inside of his studio and hires actors to play 

the roles of these figures floating in limbo.  The implication of these actions, in 55

Wateridge’s own words, are intended to “set up questions about the way we 

frame and understand notions of the real.”  This questioning of the real does not 56

54 Jonathan Wateridge, “Statement,” About. Accessed October 29, 2018, 
https://www.jonathanwateridge.net/about/ . 
55 Wateridge, “Statement,” About. 
56 Wateridge, “Statement,” About. 
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just end at the “realness” of the image, but extends further into that of the human 

body and its relationship to the supposed events around them.  

It is by this intense fabrication that Wateridge maintains the definition of 

figurative through elements of the cinematic and narrative. Wateridge is 

intentionally confusing the notion of the blind field within Swimming Hole. By 

offering the signifiers of the beach, the figures going into the water, and the 

atmospheric expanse of darkness beyond them, Wateridge is effectively 

referencing some kind of happening which is outside of the composition, much 

like Hopper’s Automat. However, the fabrication of the scene immediately makes 

the notion of some off-screen happening pointless when the viewer understands 

it is a fabrication. Alternatively, Wateridge is using the implied happening and 

refusal of happening to bring the viewer back into the painting, into the human 

bodies represented as in-between. This method of referencing the human body 

practically renders the environment of the figures inconsequential, while raising 

the supposed lack of emotion within the figures to the forefront of conversation.  

In the end, Swimming Hole is a painting that holds deeply emotional 

content, achieved through a sterile and calculated construction. The painting 

doesn't just end at the physical human body, but onto metaphysical questions of 

our experience — an emotional experience that we filter through corporal flesh. 

All of the artists discussed have contributed to the conversation of figurative 

painting, and art in general, in entirely unique and fascinating ways, yet always 

through the means of the human body. From the pigments of paint to the size of 
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a surface, and even the way an image is constructed, these contemporary artists 

have managed to expand upon what it means to be a figurative painting. In the 

presence of the digital age, contentious political sphere, and the seemingly 

inconsequential existence of humans in the face of a limitless cosmos, figurative 

painting is staking a claim that the experience of the lived human body is not 

minor, and it is worth painting. 
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Conclusion 

 

 

Overlapping, twisting and turning bodies and ambiguous limbs pile on top 

of each other in a frightening mass, mixed together with monstrous insects, huge 

lifeless fish heads, lizards, snakes, and lions. Theseus (Figure 8), 2016, 

commanded attention at the center of Marlborough Gallery in Manhattan during 

Vincent Desiderio’s 2018 solo exhibition of the same name.  The tale of 57

Theseus in Greek mythology is a vast tale, yet in an interview-turned-book 

compiled by Daniel Maidman, Desiderio focuses on one aspect of the story: 

Theseus left his home on the famous Barque of Theseus. Over the course of the 

journey, the barque began to rot and eventually had to be replaced piece by 

piece. By the time the ship returned to home, not a single piece was the same as 

when the barque set sail.  In Desiderio’s interpretation of the Myth of Theseus, 58

the viewer is confronted with this chaotic scene of bodies and beasts, perhaps 

referencing the myriad of beings throughout the whole tale. Both sets of beings, 

man and beast, appear neutral, as if apathetic or unaware to the mess of flesh 

around them, while at the same time haphazardly posed in a distraught manner, 

falling in disarray across the composition. It would seem that this multiplicity of 

57 Marlborough Gallery, Vincent Desiderio: Theseus, Press Release for Exhibition, Januray 9 - 
February 3, 2018, 
http://www.marlboroughgallery.com/press_releases/stories/413/original/0118_desiderio.pdf?1513
961574 . 
58 Daniel Maidman and Vincent Desiderio, Theseus: Vincent Desiderio on Art, (New York: Griffith 
Moon Publishing, 2018), 4. 



32 

narrative and meaning is emblematic of Desiderio’s paintings, similar to the 

discussion of Sleep. Yet, no contemporary figurative painting can function in an 

exclusively singular way. As discovered through the examination of other 

contemporary artists, figurative painting is inherently tied to multiple modes of 

implication.  

In Desiderio’s own journey through the ideas of Theseus, he draws upon 

the multiple aspects of narrative. The dramatic, the technical, and the implicit all 

come together over time and thought. In the previously mentioned interview, 

Desiderio says,  

(Theseus) kept evolving, and I didn’t quite know exactly what I was doing, but I 

had an idea of how I wanted it to look, I wanted it to be an all-over picture like a 

Pollock but I wanted it to be replaced by all these figures, and I realized at that 

point that what I’m doing in a sense was making the barque of Theseus. I’m 

taking the pictorial mode of all-over painting of the abstract expressionists, and 

I’m inserting within it figures that are referential to Hans Memling’s The Last 

Judgement, and at that point I realized that the question is, is this still painting?  59

The question at the end of this quote may sound like an old argument put 

forth by those who would claim the death of painting, and this may be what 

Desiderio meant. However, the question of “is this still painting” could have a 

deeper connotation to it. As explained in Kuspit’s “New Figurative & History 

Painting,” painting in general, and more specifically painting figuratively, has 

suffered a severe blow in the ranks of what others may consider to be “art.”  60

59 Maidman, Theseus: Vincent Desiderio on Art, Griffith Moon Publishing, 2018: 9. 
60 Kuspit, “New Figurative & History Painting,” The Brooklyn Rail, June 1, 2017. 
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Perhaps Desiderio is instead reclaiming the act of painting figures as art. It is not 

necessarily the amount of thought that elevated Theseus to the acclaimed status 

of art, but the realization of its implications. The barque of Theseus is the history 

of painting for Desiderio, broken down bit by bit through modernism and 

non-objective abstraction, replaced with new concepts and theories until nothing 

is the same as what it once was. The elevation to the level of “art” lies in the 

epiphany that every piece of history that led to the painting’s existence is as 

important as the painting itself, and is dependent upon the human body’s 

connection and observation of it. Through figurative painting, Desiderio and 

countless artists beside him are reclaiming the lived experience of the human 

body as something that matters in this world.  
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Illustrations 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Vincent Desiderio, Sleep, 2003 - 2008, Oil on Canvas, 96.5 x 288.125 inches 

 

 

Figure 2. Edward Hopper, Automat, 1927, Oil on Canvas, 28 x 36 inches 
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Figure 3. Philip Guston, Flatlands, 1970, Oil on Canvas, 70 x 114.5 inches 

 

Figure 4. Kerry James Marshall, De Style, Acrylic and Collage on Unstretched Canvas, 104 x 122 

inches 
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Figure 5. Cecily Brown, Triumph of the Vanities I, 2018, Oil on Linen, 109 x 311 inches

 

Figure 6. Jenny Saville, Shift, 1996 - 1997, Oil on Canvas, 130 x 130 inches 
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Figure 7. Jonathan Wateridge, Swimming Hole, Oil on Linen, 110 x 155.9 inches 

 

 

Figure 8. Vincent Desiderio, Theseus, 2016, Oil on Canvas, 62 x 164 inches 

 


