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To my family


 

 

 

What’s your dream job? Mine would be to draw cartoons. You have a life of complete freedom. You work from home. You get started when you want to. You have no boss, no irritating colleagues, no journey to the office and back, and no timetable. You enjoy all the creative independence of a film director, but without the technical and financial constraints.

I cut this quote out and had it pinned above my desk for years. It’s a nice sentiment but it’s bollocks. I don’t know who the author was, but if they would like to make themselves known, I would be very happy to buy them a drink at Scarfes Bar and credit them in the next printing of this book. I hope the following pages will set the record straight.
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I was interviewing my friend Roger Waters for the Pink Floyd book I was writing when he suddenly rose from his chair and announced he had an appointment to play golf and had to go. I hadn’t quite finished with the interview and, sensing this, Rog said, ‘If you want any more memories . . . ’

‘Yes?’ I said expectantly.

‘Just fucking make it up.’

Well, I’ve not made up any of the following, but maybe it would have been more interesting if I had. History is bunk, they say. Depending on who wrote it and from what point of view, or what side. We all know if you have four people in a room together who witness a murder, when interviewed later individually they will probably give four differing accounts. So autobiographies are bound to be approximate, and the longer the time lapse the sketchier the memory.

I have written about my life and times as an artist and how I became what I am. I’m told that readers will be interested to know about my beginnings, what formed me. So this is an account of my childhood, where they say most people are formed – ‘Give me a child until he is seven and I’ll give you the man.’ And what happened after. What in my childhood, background and environment turned me into the artist I have become? What has given me the reputation of a cruel, grotesque and satirical artist with a black view of life? Well, if one scientific theory is to be believed, none of the above. Environment, home life and schooling have had no effect. It’s all in my DNA. It’s entirely and totally that which decides what I am, absolutely nothing else. But I’m not so sure.

It’s interesting which memories survive: in my case often because they are moments of extreme pain: watching boys pulling the legs off spiders in the school playground and cruelly trying to do it myself; slipping my hand into my father’s on a family walk during a visit he made to see us and burning it on his cigarette; and, another time, walking home tearful and soggy in dripping grey flannel trousers after falling in the river while tadpoling. I made a bow and arrow. I shot it and hit a small boy in the eye. I was so scared – I thought I had blinded him. He was OK, but all these years later the feelings of guilt and fear come rushing back when I think of him.

Writing an autobiography and talking constantly about oneself can be tantamount to blowing one’s own trumpet. In trying to give a correct history I have had to include the good times and the praise I’ve had. That can feel self-promoting and big-headed sometimes, whereas recounting the bad times can seem self-deprecating and honest. I’ve tried to ignore this and to put in facts that I think might be interesting, whether good or bad. It is, above all, an account of my professional life as an artist. My private life is shared with others, but I do not want to hurt my nearest and dearest by exposing them to scrutiny. I have a wonderful wife, Jane, and four children: two beautiful daughters, Katie and Araminta, and two handsome sons, Alexander and Rory. We devastatingly lost my third son, Rupert, to illness three years ago. I do not intend to invade their privacy by writing about them in this autobiography. Likewise, my six grandchildren – Ella, Iggy, Abel, May, Ava and Freddie – will not be appearing and I will also not be embarrassing any of my ex-partners.

Inevitably Jane’s name appears from time to time in the book, but these minimal references in no way reflect the closeness we have shared in our nearly fifty years together, or the huge influence she has had and continues to have on my life and work.

So, this is a memoir of some of my childhood days, and my progress through the art, theatre and film world. To avoid disappointment, it’s probably best for me to come clean at the beginning. I am not a recovering alcoholic, although I do have a bar named after me. I am not a drug addict, although I have dabbled in drugs recreationally – opium in Vietnam, coke in my rock and roll days. Drugs have a different connotation to me. They invoke memories of illness. So drugs I have had a-plenty – for the wretched asthma I have suffered from my whole life. I have been asked if the cocktail of drugs I have been taking for over eighty years – including the ‘speed’-like ephedrine and adrenaline of my childhood (both of which made me feel unpleasantly ‘high’) and the powerful, effective and life-changing steroids of my adulthood) – could have affected my perceptions and distorted my vision either then or now. I have never asked a medical person. I’m not sure they would know anyway. But it’s an interesting thought.

Why write an autobiography? I’m not sure. Sort of like a tidying up, putting it all together in one drawer. It’s fascinating to look back and see how much one has done, and also how little. How lucky I have been and yet how many opportunities I have let slide by. How many wrong tributaries I have taken and how on other occasions I have landed on my feet by sheer serendipity. Very little of it has been planned. I have almost tumbled from one job to another.

I have never kept a diary. Many of the memories I have assembled here come from rifling through what press cuttings, articles and catalogues I have. But the strongest memories are brought back by looking at my drawings, most of which I have kept – each one triggers the memory of when it was drawn and why, and how I felt at that time.

Although an Englishman working in Britain, I have always felt an outsider, an onlooker, a recorder. As a child I was lonely and shy, perhaps even prudish. I found that I communicated with others better by drawing my pictures.

As you will notice, words are not my métier. My education was poor, if not non-existent, especially in my younger years, when asthma wrecked my schooling. I will try to put words together as I would a painting, to make a picture using adjectives as colours.

I have written all of this autobiography in longhand. Being something of a Luddite I have never mastered computers. I am computer illiterate. It is not a matter of principle, simply one of laziness. I never had to make the effort as Jane and my assistant, Julie, are both completely on top of the game and do it all for me.

This does not mean computers are not involved in my work. Many of my drawings are composed on the computer. On paper I may draw two figures, for instance, and Julie scans them separately into Photoshop and we put them into a scene together, perhaps also adding a sky I have painted earlier, or other elements.

Today the internet is incredibly useful for whizzing drawings around the globe. In 1966 I was in a chaotic post office in Saigon filling in barely understandable forms in an effort to get a large parcel of drawings back to England. Utter confusion – I thought I’d said goodbye to them for ever, but they made it. Now a press of a button and they are there in a flash.

But for this book it had to be all handwritten, which is limiting – words, sentences, have to be added by writing over the top of existing copy if I want to change anything. Tolstoy managed it (no comparison suggested), or rather Mrs Tolstoy did, and many writers still prefer to work in longhand, establishing a tactile contact with the page to help see where they have been and where they went wrong. The whole history of the piece is always there. So in my case it’s very like drawing – battling through the mistakes and imposing the correct drawing on top, always aware of the path taken.

The process of drawing can be wonderful when it works, ideas flowing, an urgency and necessity to get them down before they evaporate. But beware those days when nothing, nothing, nothing will happen. No wonder we believe in the muse. I end up trying to trick myself into working: rushing it, sidling up to it, caressing it. But nothing happens. The pen won’t work. The ink is too thick. My hand is like a steel claw or a mountainous piece of dough. There is no connection between my hand and my brain. The work stuttering and spluttering on to the paper. The nib snaps. It’s hell! Damn! Where did it go? It was here a minute ago.

Incidentally, people often ask me if I think my drawings change anything. My answer is ‘Not a jot’. So, why do I bother? I don’t know. I feel I must cry out – perhaps it can raise the public conscience, prick the public nerve. But the poor public nerve is numb with bombardments from all quarters. We sit with great heaped plates of food in front of us, watch television pictures of the dying and the starving and feel a momentary pang of guilt which moves on when the pictures change. Then we go to the fridge to see what we can have for pudding.
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