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When back in 1982 I visited Zeitgeist, the exhibition in West Berlin that set the agenda for painting in the early 

eighties, figurative and expressionist, I was both shocked and inspired by the paintings of Baselitz, Kiefer and 

Clemente. These would be the painters who dominated the eighties, ambitious, strong personalities. I was just 

as struck by the large paintings my fellow Englishman Christopher Le Brun showed. These were equally 

powerful: dark, brooding, but animated by energetic brushwork. In Mars in the Air the imagery with its reference 

to the god of war seemed to erupt out of the painting. If English painting in the previous decade had often 

seemed tentative, abstract, well made but unduly polite, these paintings were “going for it,” urgent and 

compelling.  

Those who knew Christopher Le Brun by such earlier work, when he was seen as an English exemplar of the 

“return to the figure” that dominated the decade, or a “neo expressionist” like Clemente or Baselitz may be 

surprised that his recent work seems so wholly abstract. They would have been surprised too to read him saying 

in 2007 that for him ‘figuration is highly problematic all the time.’1 

They would associate his work above all with striking images. But to those, who like myself had been following 

his work from before Zeitgeist and who had carried on looking at it, this does not seem so surprising.2
 
As a 

student he had made abstract paintings with horizontal and vertical brush-marks. It was only later that first 

landscapes and then figurative images started to emerge from this criss-crossing of paint.  

But such images could always sink back into the paint. When in 1984 I was writing an essay and asked him for 

slides of recent work (this was before the era of digital imagery) he sent me one of Thorn. A few months later 

when I saw the final painting the form of a rider had been over-painted. It was indicative of how it was not the 

imagery that drove the painting, but an inner sense of what the painting should be.  

Motifs in Le Brun’s work come and go, covered up by the to and fro of brushmarks that are laid down like silt 

on a riverbed or some other geological strata. Every painting has a history buried beneath its surface. Baselitz 

painted the human figure upside down so he could focus more on the act of painting; Per Kirkeby, who had 

																																																								
1 “Christopher Le Brun interviewed by J. J. Charlesworth, December 2007,” in exh. cat. Christopher Le Brun (Walsall: New Art Gallery 
Walsall, 2008), p. 74.  
2 One classic statement of synaesthesia was Rimbaud’s 1884 poem Voyelles (Vowels):  
A noire, E blanc, I rouge, U vert, O blue: voyelles,  
.......E, candeurs des vapeurs et des tentes,  
Lances des glaciers fiers, rois blancs, frissons d’ombelles;  
(A Black, E white, I red, U green, O blue: vowels,  
…….E, whiteness of vapours and of tents,  
Lances of proud glaciers, white kings, shivers of cow-parsley;) 



been a geologist, built up layer on layer of paint in which on occasion might be embedded images of horses 

and trees, or even his wife’s face or the accusatory words of God that appeared to Belshazzar at his feast. Calling 

these artists neo-expressionists, then as now, would be to trivialise them: they are major artists who have spent 

a life time painting: their work has gone through apparently radical shifts, but there has always been a clear 

coherence to it.  

Some of Le Brun’s motifs, especially in the nineties, were so unusual as to grab one’s attention. Accepting a 

commission based on Wagner’s opera cycle The Ring of the Nibelung, was challenging in the age of Jeff Koons 

and Richard Prince. And when we looked at the actual paintings could we, as viewers, make these figures 

compatible with the effectively abstract warp and weft of the painterly textures that both surround them and 

give them vitality? Indicatively, one painting in this Wagner series, The Rhine, had no recognisable figure or 

feature. Music is, after all, abstract. But abstraction does not mean unsensual. Those who have listened to the 

Rhine music of Rheingold or the love music of Tristan and Isolde know this is music at its most sensual. 

Furthermore, like all deeply sensual experiences it is profoundly synaesthetic – they bring other senses to mind.3
 

These were both very literary, or poetic, paintings and very tactile. Unless you only saw them in reproduction 

you knew these were very made paintings.  

In a way these motifs are still there: the titles, as in this exhibition, refer to the poetic: Aeneas, Milton, Palace. It 

is likewise with music, he is as immersed in classical music as in the history of painting or poetry, referring to 

Pelléas, Walton and, in this exhibition, Scriabin. Why Scriabin? And we can note here that Le Brun has already 

used his name as a title for a 2013-14 painting, a large diptych of yellow and red.  

Aleksander Scriabin, pianist and composer (1871-1915) was famous for an interest in synaesthesia, for not only 

suggesting certain musical keys were equivalent to certain colours, but even having a “colour organ” project 

lights during performances of his symphonic work Prometheus: The Poem of Fire, Op. 60 (1910). Above all, what 

Scriabin sought was intensity: of what he termed his ‘mystic chord,’ he wrote:  

I decided that the more higher tones there are in harmony, it would turn out to be more radiant, sharper 

and more brilliant. But it was necessary to organize the notes giving them a logical arrangement. Therefore, 

I took the usual thirteenth-chord, which is arranged in thirds. But it is not that important to accumulate 

high tones. To make it shining, conveying the idea of light, a greater number of tones had to be raised in 

the chord. And, therefore, I raise the tones: At first I take the shining major third, then I also raise the fifth, 

and the eleventh — thus forming my chord — which is raised completely and, there- fore, really shining.4 

																																																								
3 Quoted in Peter Sabbagh, The Development of Harmony in Scriabin’s Works, 2003, p. 24 [From “Aleksandr Skrjabin und die 
Skrjabinisten,” Heinz-Klaus and Rainer Riekhn eds., Muisk-Konzepte, no. 32/33, Text + Kritik (1983), p. 8], trans. Sabbagh. 
4 Emailed to author, November 2015.  



Wagner, Debussy, Scriabin, Walton – what they all sought as composers was immersion, for the listener to be 

enveloped in their music. All use in their operatic, choral or orchestral music slow build-ups and lush 

instrumentation. This may not be so far from what Le Brun seeks.  

‘Painting has the imagery of poetry with the physical presence of music,’ he wrote recently.
 
In looking at painters 

and composers – and also poets – working in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century he is looking at 

figures who are both romantic and modern. It is in them that we find the roots of modernism where 

surface/depth, texture/symbol, abstract/figurative remain provocative problematics.  

What matters most is the “nowness” or immediacy of the paintings. For example, Cythera refers to the two 

beautiful paintings by the French eighteenth century painter Watteau of the embarkation for the Isle of Cythera 

where elegantly dressed young men and women are leaving from the island of love, but his painting is about 

neither leaving or going but, it seems, about being there.5 The fervid reds over pinks, yellows and white; the 

syncopated rhythms of the red marks set against the dripped paint below; they give the sensation of 

experiencing something complex but coherent.  

The titles tell us something: Here, I, Stop, Red, Just Red. They are very much in the present tense. The terseness 

is appropriate. There is an urgency in the way they call to you just as his Zeitgeist paintings did, though there is 

now a far greater emphasis on colour as a thing in itself. He wrote some years ago: 

the whole direction of my work is to move from a meta-language to language, to be no longer hedged by 

qualifications and apologies, by a sense of limitations. Painting today offers a rare enough direct experience. 

You stand now before one painting. It is not rendered inauthentic by referring outside itself to the sensual 

world of nature, “thought and reflection,” nor is this ironic. Association is the engine of painting’s effect 

upon us.6 

This applies today, and to these paintings. These are paintings to be experienced as physical, sensuous objects 

in the space of a room. It was a shock recently to experience Le Brun’s Can‘t or Won’t – a large yellow and red 

painting, faintly bordered with light blue. Although after a few moment’s reflection I could see this had 

developed organically out of his previous work, I wondered if we could see this as a late style, that is to say as 

both a late flowering and something new. A genuine late style is surprisingly rare, something marked by urgency 

and a greater sense of freedom. Most artists in late career tend to either repeat themselves or explore an 

increasingly narrow range of effects and issues. We could think of Titian’s late works or Rembrandt’s where 

greater simplification and seemingly richer but brusquer handling registers as a deeper, more spiritual 

																																																								
5 First version, Le Pélerinage à l’île de Cythère (1717), Louvre Museum Paris, second version known as L’Embarquement pour Cythère (1717 
or 1718), Charlottenburg Palace Berlin. “Are the lovers about to set sail for Cythera, or are they returning from the island of love? The 
question is still open.” Vincent Pomarède, Louvre Museum website, 2015.   
6 Quoted in Tony Godfrey, Painting Today (London and New York: Phaidon, 2009). 



understanding. In late style, “stylish style” slips away.  

Lecia Rosenthal writes that ‘in his book Musical Elaborations, Edward Said takes from Proust the phrase ‘air de 

chanson’ (melody of the song) and uses it to name ‘a writer’s distinct sound not only as a distinctive imprint, 

something like a signature or stamp of particular possession, but also as a special theme, personal obsession, or 

recurrent motif in the work of an artist that gives all of his work its recognisable identity.’ This is how Said talks 

of late Beethoven and Bruckner, and of Richard Strauss particularly he says ‘the radiance of the music is under 

control, stripped of self-conscious flourishes, austere in spirit, and, paradoxically, luxurious in effect.’7
 
It would 

seem to act as a good description of these late works by Le Brun.  

This must be emphasised: that these paintings by Le Brun look far easier than they actually are. They have their 

own air de la chanson. And ‘stripped of self-conscious flourishes, austere in spirit, and, paradoxically, luxurious 

in effect’ is not a bad description of how these paintings feel. More important than that is the immediacy, the 

“newness” of these paintings, the way they call to us from the wall. They seem to step into the space between 

us. I am reminded of the last lines of the 1961 poem by Ted Hughes about his infant daughter, Full Moon and 

Little Frieda:  

“Moon!” you cry suddenly, “Moon Moon!” 	
The moon has stepped back like an artist gazing amazed at a work  
That points at him amazed.8  

 

																																																								
7 Lecia Rosenthal, “Between Humanism and Late Style,” in Edward Said: A Legacy of Emancipation and Representation, Adel Iskandar and 
Jaken Rustom eds. (Berkely, Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 2010), pp. 471-2.  
8 Ted Hughes, “Full Moon and Little Frieda,” Wodwo (London: Faber and Faber, 1967), p. 183.   


