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Cecily Brown 
A Painting Practice where the Figurative and the Abstract intersect, Born out of a Dialogue with "History" 
 
Cecily Brown creates paintings that raise questions about sexuality and desire, through references to various 
motifs from classical, modern, and contemporary paintings to popular culture. On the occasion of her first solo 
exhibition in Japan, she discusses how she made these paintings, which are full of abstraction and figuration, 
color and movement. 
 
Text by Hiroki Yamamoto (cultural researcher) 
 
The painter Cecily Brown was born in London in 1969 and has been based in New York since the mid-1990s. Her 
artistic awakening came under the guidance of British artist Maggi Hambling, and then studied painting at the 
Slade School of Art in London. For Brown, Hambling was "the first real artist I met in my life" and she was not only 
"a great influence on my drawing" but also "a personality that respects others and has a sincere attitude as a 
writer". On the other hand, at the Slade, where sculptor and performance artist Bruce McLean and others were 
professors, Brown recalls that she "absorbed a lot not only from teachers but also from my peers who sometimes 
had intense discussions.” 
 
Brown has participated in numerous exhibitions in European countries and the United States and is widely known 
in the West. In Japan, for example, at the "Essential Painting" exhibition held at the National Museum of Art, 
Osaka in 2006, Brown's paintings were also exhibited along with the works of well-known painters in Japan such 
as Peter Doig and Marlene Dumas. However, it is hard to say that Cecily Brown's work—whose depth takes time 
to appreciate—has been well introduced in Japan compared to Western countries. “The end is a new start” 
exhibition currently being held at Blum & Poe Tokyo is Brown's first solo show in Japan. In that sense, the 
exhibition is noteworthy. 
 
Hiroyuki Nakanishi, who organized the “Essential Painting” exhibition, observes that a feature of Brown's 
paintings is: "Not one of the motifs and brushstrokes dominates the other; they are kept on an equal footing" 
(Footnote 1). In connection with this point, Brown's work mixes the contradictory elements of figuration and 
abstraction while maintaining balance and tension, and therefore has a quiet yet peculiar dynamism. Citing early 
abstract expressionist writers such as Arshile Gorky and Philip Guston as pioneers, Brown states that her own 
works are also trying to capture "the moment when figuration begins to turn into abstraction." As such, she 
explains, "no matter how abstract they may seem, there is still room for representation in which form and 
presence can be seen." 
 
The Driving Force of Color and Range of Motifs 
 
In works from the latter half of the 1990s such as High Society (1998), I felt that the interest in color was 
particularly prominent among the various elements that make up the painting.  In our interview, I shared that view 
with Brown herself, asking what she thought about it, and (if any) how her interests have changed to date. To this, 
she said: "It is true that in the latter half of the 90's, I experimented with a variety of different colors, but my 



interest as a painter has hardly changed to this day. I have always had a strong interest in colors." She continued 
as follows. 
 
"The view that color seems to be the driving force of the work is interesting to me and I am very pleased you said 
that. Many people focus on the subject matter of my paintings, but not many people mention the elements that 
make up the painting. I’ve been thinking about how the colors in my work run parallel to various elements such as 
light and space, as you have pointed out. I've done a lot of experiments with colors and materials, and each time 
I've made new discoveries." 
 
In Brown's paintings, which are both abstract and at the same time concrete, a variety of motifs—sometimes in 
distinct and confusing forms—appear. For example, the image of a "rabbit"(like) form that appears frequently in 
her early works of the mid-1990s. Looking back, when I asked about this motif, I think I was unconsciously 
expecting an answer about an interest in sex and gender. However, contrary to those "expectations," Brown 
replied that the source of inspiration for the "rabbit" in her early work was the drawing "Rabbit / Duck" (1990) by 
pop art pioneer Jasper Johns. She explains that ever since she saw this work, which looks like a rabbit or a duck 
depending on how you look at it, she has been interested in playing with this "perception" in the sense of how it 
has been used to mean "optical illusion" and "a phenomenon that occurs when people see things" through 
paintings. As we will see later, there is no doubt that themes such as sex and gender are important to Brown's 
painting practice. Therefore, rather from this, one should read the magnitude of the range of her interest as a 
painter. 
 
"The end is a new start" presents two new initiatives that Brown has made in recent years. One of them is the 
motif of shipwrecks that she has been exploring over the last few years. Brown has independently researched 
the paintings of ancestors such as Eugene Delacroix and Théodore Géricault, who have made a mark in art 
history, and has applied the results of such research to her own work. Underlying the works exhibited in this solo 
exhibition is the Victorian British painter William Etty—especially his painting The Sirens and Ulysses (1837). This 
work, which depicts a scene from Homer's epic The Odyssey, focuses on the existence of the siren as the cause 
of catastrophe at sea. Sexuality is foregrounded with the female as a symbolic threat in a male-centered world. In 
that respect, one can also interpret Brown's new series as an attempt to rethink the imbalanced power 
relationship between men and women in historical representation through the creative repetition of painting 
practice and the accidental differences that arise from it. As Brown says herself, the quest for the image of a 
"wreck" is a continuation of her consistent artistic interests, such as "sex," "gender," "violence," and the "nasty."  
 
To Refer to the "Past" including yourself 
 
Brown has studied a vast number of paintings etched into the history of art and has constructed her own works 
through skillful reference to them. As we've seen, these range from classical paintings like Etty’s to post-war art 
like Johns, to contemporary artists like Christopher Wool and pop music album covers. The variety of references 
used by Brown is surprisingly wide. How does Brown position her research on past and contemporary works in 
her painting process? "Since I was a child, I loved seeing, drawing and painting, so it has always been natural to go 
to galleries and museums and engage in ‘conversations’ and ‘dialogues’ with works by other artists. Outstanding 
works always inspire and energize me. I have never made a distinction between "old" and "new" works. It was a 



natural process to incorporate them into my own work. I think that a painter can learn from excellent works of 
various eras through their process of growth and discovers their own voice in it. However, I do not directly 
incorporate the work of other artists into my own paintings. I sometimes copy Rubens’ wonderful brushstrokes 
and openness in my drawings and sketches, but that is just a learning technique to gain a deeper understanding 
of how the great painters looked at the world and incorporate those perspectives into my own work. So, when I 
make my own paintings, it’s not that I am painting while looking at the works of others.” 
 
"The end is a new start" presents another notable new initiative. It is Brown’s attempt to focus on her own 
past works, not works produced by masters in the history of painting. By looking back at her works from the 
1990s to the early 2000s, Brown uses herself as a reference for her next quest, that is, using herself as the 
catalyst. I asked her where this idea came from and where she was heading. "I came up with this idea four 
years ago for my exhibition in Denmark. I wanted to show a room of prints spanning twenty years but 
realized it would be too hard to find them all, so I decided to make new ones, using a lot of my early subjects. 
While I was looking at the prints, I realized that they reflect almost every subject I've been working on from 
the 1990s to the present. So, I revisit subjects I once covered in my work and come up with ideas for creating 
new works. In a sense, you could call it a "self-analysis," looking back on my labor of painting over the past 30 
years. However, it is not just a "rewrite", but about what can be newly discovered from a current perspective. 
I'm always thinking about what I can do, and I'm also enjoying the fact that there are many interesting 
discoveries that I haven't noticed before, and that I'm also enjoying giving new stimuli to my old interests, so I 
will continue to attempt this in the future." 
 
At the end of the interview, I asked, "What was the result of your ‘self-analysis'?" Brown smiled and said, "Of 
course, self-analysis does not mean the type used by psychiatrists; it is just self-analysis as a painter… I learned 
that as a painter I don’t need that much. I've been painting a number of subjects and interests with many 
variations." Brown's painting practice of skillful repetition with subtle but important differences is reflected in the 
works on view in "The end is a new start."  
 
Cecily Brown 
Born in London in 1969. She graduated from Slade School of Art (London) in 1993 and is currently based in New 
York. Major solo exhibitions include Reina Sofia (2004, Madrid), Boston Museum of Art (2006-07, 
Massachusetts), Turin Museum of Contemporary Art and City Gallery (2014, Turin), Louisiana Museum of 
Modern Art (2018, Denmark), Blenheim Palace (2021, Oxfordshire) and others. Her work is in the collections of 
the Whitney Museum of American Art (New York), the Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York), and the Tate 
(London). 
 
Cecily Brown "The end is a new start" 
Held at Blum & Poe (Tokyo) from October 21, 2021, to January 15, 2010. In this exhibition, there are two themes: 
the historical representation of "shipwrecks" that the artist has been exploring in recent years, and the artist’s 
remixing of her own past works made during her 30-year career. A total of 12 new works are on view. 
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