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T'm still severe enough
with myself that if
something is not finished
I'll destroy it and start again’

Frank Auerbach
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‘Bacon and Freud, and how
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Interview by Nicholas Wroe
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Eimself “lucky” that it was a process
that mm‘!d slowly. “You're at school

ismade
[

s il

constant,

if he isn't satisfied with a work at the
end of a day, be scrapes off all the
paint into a bin and starts again, which
means the final version of the painting

compazatively rapidiy.
*1 hope [ still have what Hemingway
anodm-'mmmor'.mal'mwn
severe enough with if some-
thing s not Gnished to destroy it and

bim. | think I'm trying to find a new
way to express something. So I rehearse
all the other ways until | surprise
myself with something { haven't

and ST
+ books: Van Gogh, Gauguin, Then you
do a bit of painting and you think it's
ralﬂyruy When you start dolng it
‘you soon begin to
Mlmnme.mmmhuofm
~.. " And all this, he says, comes with
t.hehadyanmofaﬁudvm&om
responsibilities and the ties of  nine-
|4o-five job. So why has he adhered to

thing an employer would impose, m
nights

one of the most significant postwar
fumwpmm‘mdhuwﬂhu
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working seven days and five
a week and barely Jeaving the small Catherine Lampert, hpnmmhﬂywel
patch of north London near the studio | placed to examine Auerbach's work:
where he both works and sleeps? uvmlubeuthenmdthuyeu‘s

“Well, you start lise that paint-
ing is not quite as easy as you thought,  shows in the past - she has been a sitter
In fact what you are doing isn't really for Auerbach for more than 35 years,
ptnlm;udl.hup:duﬂysee "lam i fand

how much ofa historical backlog. somewhat astonished that they should

there is, and if you don't take it into
account you are doing nothing more
than fiddling about. At first Thad to
struggle to find the time to work, and
then when [ got & bitof time it seemed
absolutely bonkers not to use it for
painting. Once or twice when | was
young ! did try to go aw: ﬁxamuple
of days, to Brighton or
AMMIMWRMWM

regularly

two hours a week for all these years,”
he says. “It's quite a hard job bat 1 hope
they have the slight bonus of seeing
somebody working desperately, often
for years on end, to get something
done, which might have its own minor
entertainment value. But ultimately
n'smxndm! Oftumeikuﬂxu

hell to do with myself. 1 felt
and bored, But I'can be alone working
in London for days on end and feel
completely happy”
Auerbach is best known for his
depictions of Landon's streets and for
portraits of a regubar cast of friends,
family and lovers who have sat for him
for decades, made with paint so thick
and heavy that there was sometimes a
nskofnlidiucmheanva_lmm

batir !
think ordansothalhmp.bulmw]y
it's much

Parts and saying to his companion,
‘Twish I was 70 again'”
Auerbach was born tn 1931 in Barlin

mnheyemhumulud‘ pretty into an upper middie class fumily des-
cended from a line of rabbis, although
his father was an engineering patent
agent. He hnvuykwmmnnﬂoﬂlk
il to the UK but
:::::nbumpmacolmnngm
Save at least 15% on all SoRe Walerooknues vehen
reviewed books at the zmh:-m.:&emd
| Guardian Bookshop and then o to the page”,
o With the situation in
| et S deteriorating, in 1939 Auerbach’s

parents seot him to school in England,
Bumeowmnl(mt. founded by a
German-Jewish Quaker, “that advert-
ised on the back of the New Statesman
and where leftwing people tended to
‘send their children when they got
djvorced”, He never saw his parents
again. Their sporadic, highly censared
delivered via the Red Cross
stopped arriving (n 1943 and he learned
later they had both died that year
in Auschwitz.
At school Auerbach was known for
botiacting and painting but received
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noptowrlvinm Tt was such a funny

|
were sither too highly qualified or not
} qualified at all 5o the art master was
the gardener, a man who as a pianist
had been a pupll of Artur Schnabel and
) that
|
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When Averbach left school in 1947
be had some su| from his wider
Family but was esseatially on his own
in London. ] was pretty shy of talking

barriers had broken down and we
were all naked, bare-footed animals
xngnhc,vwhwhohﬂmviwd
| A Frank I different
yearh Hed in s as shefelt
i mxhuol.whemonecfhmutorsm in2014 | tometo be, became far more ungent
vid Bomberg, and the process than i drawing”
nﬂelminglodmw “Fot me it wasan Antoaio Zazuets By the early 19505, Auerbach thought
| education not in drawing the figure, | Dlmos his paintings of Stella

| but in thinking about art. | think what
| wemnpalmlulsuas!allydnmm

work, and yvmmsmed:l.lno at Rembrandt or

then when
| Igotabit
of time it

| Ingres, drawing has changed very little,

b\lmmpinlouufm'wuonuul

s t on temperament and
| thought and the needs you haveat

the time. You can’t lay down rules
| a5 to how it should be done

Whie at art school Auerbach was
also a semi-professional actor, and,
whan appearing in the 19-year-old
Peter Ustinow’s debut play, House of
Regrets, met a young widowed mother
and feliow cast member, Estella Olive
West, the EOW of many of his portraits.
“When 1 started painting someone
whom | was physically and emotion-
ally involved with, all my art school
training helped, but | realised it was

2 breakthrough, which he replicated
1n his pictures of postwar London.

As someone living in rented rooms,

‘e spent a lot of time out on the streets
and found himself drawing the many
bomb and building sites acrass the city,
“I thought 1 would be modern painter
doing sensational canvises with marv-
ellous shapes and colours. Working on
the streots wasnot what | had planned,

acertal;
the war, we'd all survived. Thismust
have in some way affected me and it
sectned to be rather wurgent that 1 try
and pin this down
In 1954 Auerbach took 2 studio -

| previously reated by his Royal College

friend Leon Kossoff - near Camden

‘Town and he has worked in the ares
= i



ever since, But in aclimate in which
there were “maybe 50 artists in the
country who could live by their work,
and they tended o be people who

would be on the expert side selling
cakes, and | was on the bread side
which was more straightforward” -
s well as teaching ln art schools.

said the definition of @ happy life is

to find 13 people you find absolutely
fascinating. Well, they gradually came
together: there was Leon and Stella.
1met Lucian and Francis and one or
two poets, Patrick Kavanagh and
George Barker. It was 50 easy to go
into a pub where it was likely you
mldmsomeofyunmds'mlgss
hehada

arguing over who was going to pay.
Buthvmal!doneomhebnhof
y”
ovzrmeyms Freud became one
of Auerbach’s closest friends, and last
year, in a development that neither
man could have foreseen whenlhey

London, but even (hen.hesays,"thn!

was no prospect of success in front of

us. 'l'hntdnnpdfonhenext;mu
and Ki

£16m inheritance tax after his death in

body else see more in them. Finally
what matters is whether the picture
works, and that could be Giotto or

Fragonard or Monet, and finally the

to why
InuwtylthmlmlaCmnne:nd
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2011. They have now been
to musenms across the country.

to make money. Auerbach says when

e first met Bacon he was "in serious

debt, and when he did get money he

spent it like water. He had a deeply
life, 1l

for money, he made it pretty clear

ﬂml&mmand
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of the art that has gone before carries
two demands: “first that you attempt

wll!belikexhe Somhs:abubbleand
will collapse at some point”, but
ldmowledmheh-beuuba\d:
fary and is 1as1

to do -‘Nngnfacomwablomk

think | would have been dead by now.
Tused 1o sit in my studio with an oil
stove for about an hour before | could
move because it was so desperately
cold and damp.®

that he needed it. But he was also Since the late 1970s, starting with
aware of his own strength and talent a retrospective at the Hayward Gallery,
and perhaps foresaw, vmhmm hehasbulltunhiaamwhh
5 that he would b ful run of major shows and
nmmmmson!yvcrypuduny nhlndmecddenUonpmemlh
that he made more than even he could = Sigmar Polke at the 1386 Venice

! spendorpmhleamy. j
é Freud had a similar relationship
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Biennale. “When | started, it was all
to do with survival. So 1 was excited
by the first show in that it fait Imight

| survive, When I read the first good
| noomu!emhumum
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painting

off as a superficial person who was
attracted to the arts willy-nilly. The
more ] realised how difficult it was,

the more | knew that it was a challenge,

that 1 would feel 1 had wasted my life
if1didn’t try to grapple with it™
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