
HERE IN MONTPARNASSE-the mountain of
the gods-rot concentrates; a blubbery boil
glowing with corruption, pretentiousness
and weaklnindedness. If you linger long
enough at some sidewalk-cafe among the
other flies looking intellectual over their
coffee, you may see a wizened old man
under a beret padding along the boulevard.
Ash down the front of his jacket. Seemingly
unaware of the buzzing ·of.·ambiti'vus artists.
More 'likely than not, he will turn out to be
Beauford Delaney. No use to point out the
real or imagined filth of the world to him;
he will shrug his shoulders, roll his eyes
and impress you with the necessity for a
historical view. He probably won't remem
ber where he's heading for unless it is to go
and appreciate the work of some young
painter, or to hunt for a new translation of
Rimbaud's poems, or just to wander by the
river, skywatching.

Beauford Delaney is a painter like the
rest of us here-except for the police, the
birds and the civil servants. The man lives
a paradox. He arrived here many years ago
on his way to Rome, intending to stay over
for the weekend; he still hasn't reached
Rome. He seems to have adapted himself
easily to this difficult city; but probably
risks his life every time he crosses a street.
As an artist he has been admired and
written about for years by people like Henry
Miller and James Bald~in·; yetl1e remained
relatively unknown, living very modesdy
indeed. He was born and brought up in
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America while dreaming of an idealised
Africa which he has never had the occasion
to visit.

And so too for his work. To arrive at his
door one goes through several courtyards,
up many stairs (Turkey? New Orleans?)
filled with the noises people make, coming
through thin walls. On entering his studio
one is struck by the light coming from the
paintings crowding his walls. One by one
the paintings begin to impose themselves,
like suns. Many of them at first seem to be
just areas of yellow or red. Imperial colours.
(" But we don't want to be imperial you
know ..." he says.) One wants to look at
them for a long time. They are not abstract
-because in the final instance this is yellow
or red paint on canvas which one may
touch or smell-but nonfigurative in the
sense that there is no recognisable human,
animal or vegetable shape in them, at least
not on the surface. He paints very thickly
and oil-paint, as you know, forms an opaque
crust when it dries. Yet, in some subtle
way, the light seems to come from behind
this paint. This is not, as with the impres
sionists, a break-up of the colour-prism to
suggest form; rather, it seems to be a
transparent skin stretched over a source of
light. But this is light with bones in it.

Or again, he may paint the realistic
portrayal of a woman reclining in an arm
chair. Very few painters are so coherent
and free in both nonfigurative and figurativ
work-for him the two aspects are inter
changeable. Here the paint will be th
luminous flesh of the crossed legs, tht(~Sl)ee

of gooseflesh between hem and garter, an
the outstretched arms. (And he claims t

have exorcised all passion!) One arm will
rest comfortably in mid-air, or rather on
the air. Because the painting itself demands
that there be no arm-rest to the chair. So
much for bottled realism! This doesn't
shock, but it does erode one's smugness
why no rest? what does it mean?

Or he may paint a man with a silvery
face, foreshortened in such a way. that he
leans forward and out of the painting. These
undemonstrative (and subtle) innovations
are more than just technical or stylistic
tricks. They create the emotional climate
of the work; they are expressive of definite
ways of seeing things and people; they are
statements of ideas which can only be what
they are in that particular way; they are
from and in the limitations and liberties of
painting as such. Herein lies the value of
Beauford Delaney as a painter: he's not
content with the fabrication of square
shaped decorations to beautify some living
room wall. He must constantly reveal a
very personal vision-of experience, of
dreams, of realities-which finds a reson- .
ance in us.

THUS, THE PAINTING will mould its own
reality, physical and emotional. And in a
direct way. What he paints is not symboli
cal of something else, it is that thing. In
another big canvas representing a group of
jazz-musicians he has, as always, taken
many liberties with the shape and dimen
sions of the bodies and instruments, as also
with perspective and space. This creates a
definite mood-a real happening, of hot ,.
jazz being blown, and how, and why. The
paint itself can here only suggest sound, or-~·'.·,_.

at least the vibrations thereof. Another.
painting shows us the head of a young man
surrounded by red petals. It seems to be a .
dreamer, but is the background supposed to
be flowers? or light? or membranes?' or
mice?

These are of course my impressions. You
may see or feel it differently. But I doubt
it. These canvases are not generalised
perceptions or "psychological studies."
They are (paradoxically) newly-created,
breathing things, or feelings, or even
thoughts. As unique as a drop of water.

The painter of our times is very often a
parasite on society, or a dubious hawker of
his value as the "mirror of new concep
tions ... of tom mankind." (I don't intend
this as social comment and I don't neces
sarily believe one shouldn't scrounge off 
society. We're all suckers!) But Beauford
Delaney makes his painting irreplaceable.
We'd be much the poorer without them..
Filth may be the norm then (and I must
justify my lack of indignation), but Beau
ford Delaney seems to have attained a state
-a human state (including all the strains:.
the enlightenment, the passion, the slyness,
the "cool," good and maybe bad)-where ,
he can create beauty painted through a.. :;
quiet eye with compassion and a gentle 
peace, as man may sometimes aspire to be.~

No false idealism, no withdrawal from life.
Just an affirmation, the manifestation of
what he is. e.


