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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is my version of David Hockney, who had quite a life. It’s based on the extraordinary true story lived through accelerated times of someone who loved art and was transformed by it, and constantly revising it. I found him endlessly fascinating as a thinker, provocateur, intransigent, opinionated northerner and relentless visual experimentalist deliberately curating his own myth. I wanted to find out what fascinated him, what made him so busy. The best way to do that is to write a biography: the story of where he came from and where he kept ending up, as he moved from place to place looking for himself and as many of the secrets of art as he could find in the time he had. I don’t want to give anything away this early, but he saw things like no-one else.






PROLOGUE

IN THE FIRST PLACE

Before Hockney blue, there was Bradford grey: wet stone, slate roofs, mill smoke, wool dust, chapel spires bringing their own darkness, rainglossed pavements, winter windows, darkened terraces and a sky that seemed to sit low over everything. In the 1940s and 1950s Leeds and Manchester were cities close by with larger reputations, bigger myths and more talked-about pollution. Bradford lived in the shadows of their shadows – steeper, darker, more self-contained, with its own way of seeing things.

After the war, its wool-textile confidence thinned. Chimneys sternly dotted the ragged skyline. Brick darkened when it rained. Buses moved slowly, circling the same routes through the treeless city centre. Shop windows lit early on winter afternoons, trying to break through the gloom. It was all ordinary and unexceptional, but it gave a young David Hockney subjects to look at closely, slowly revealing their wonder, before looking at things around him became art, and an elsewhere beyond the grey became desirable and imaginable.

At the municipal baths in town there was steam, white tile, chlorine, tickets, towels on benches and hearty, lively voices echoing across hard surfaces. Bradford had several such civic water-rooms: the Central Baths (later Windsor Baths), neighbourhood baths, cottage baths where a session might cost a hard-earned shilling, and, in Lister Park, an openair pool with boards and spectators. Indoors, the baths were practical first – places for washing as much as swimming – in a city where not every house had a bathroom.

Outside was the no-nonsense Bradford and its muffled colours. Inside, another world for an hour or so, there was municipal blue: enamelled, chlorinated, slightly milky under hard-working roof lights, deepening where the pool floor fell away and breaking into ripples around arms, feet and reflected windows. Against Bradford’s greys it looked almost artificial – a warm, strange liquid blue held captive indoors, blue rationed by the hour, blue bright enough for a child to remember.

Bradford was still hanging on as an old wool city, but the fabric of the place was changing, any lingering fortitude taking a battering. Rationing and repair shaped ordinary life; new estates pressed against older terraces and mill streets as the city tried to rebuild and make a future. Bradford sat between what it had been and what it was becoming, any colour pushed through the grey in small, muted flashes: the faded corporation blue and cream of one of those dawdling buses, a poster brightening a cluttered shop window, a sweetwrapper glint in a child’s hand.

Hockney grew up inside this Bradford, where heavy Victorian life still pressed close with no promise it would ever leave. The city had its own myth, but it reached people indirectly: through the brooding Brontës and the windblown moors, and through the combatively optimistic J. B. Priestley, who carried local speech, humour and blunt idealism into print and then, in his wartime BBC Postscripts, onto the wireless, giving the nation a down-to-earth but soul-stirring, mind-broadening northern voice. No one would have imagined someone with Hockney’s background becoming internationally famous and adding to the list of famous Bradfordians. For those like him, who found themselves, through no fault of their own, growing up during and after the war, the place simply surrounded them, the world as it was and always would be. It was where he lived, where he looked, and where he began to draw, an early way to process reality and make sense of the world, as if he could make a map that showed him a way out.

As well as the swimming pools, Bradford had places that opened up beyond the immediate city – built from the Victorian belief that public life could improve people. Cartwright Hall belonged to that tradition: paintings, polished floors, municipal quiet, offering something more than a world of work and hard graft. A short journey from Bradford, Saltaire offered a contrast to the tighter, darker city that had grown around mills, hills and crowded streets. It showed another less haphazard version of Bradford: coordinated, philanthropic, built according to the utopian idea that community living could be organized within one insular civic design.

Titus Salt, the wool manufacturer who made his fortune from alpaca and became one of Bradford’s great Victorian industrialists, conceived this world. He opened Salts Mill in 1853 and created the model village around a clear purpose: decent houses, schooling, worship, washing, parkland and work in one place. Like other eccentric, single-minded Victorian industrialists drawn to model communities who believed that prosperity carried responsibilities, Salt thought that order could improve life, manage the workers and encourage moral duty; the impulse was progressive and watchful, generous in its provision and controlling in its plan. Salt chose the site for practical reasons – rail, canal, water, space – and for the long views over the countryside. The streets were wider and straighter. The mill stood beside the River Aire and the Leeds and Liverpool Canal, at the centre of a settlement designed from the start.

During David Hockney’s childhood, Saltaire was no longer a working ideal. It was part of the inherited atmosphere, a sign of something that had failed. Locals wouldn’t necessarily have thought of it as a pioneering experiment in ordered society and healthy community living, its rational layout replacing early industrial slums. It was simply there. But Saltaire showed that Bradford could be more than greyness and decline. It was committed to show how a built world could positively shape how people lived, interacted and experienced their surroundings.

Salts Mill now shows how what then seemed like a Victorian relic, a faded museum piece, has become unexpectedly suited to the twenty-first century: a pioneering example of sustainable planned communities and self-contained living. It has had a strange journey from obscurity to desirability, transformed by local menswear and art and antiques entrepreneur Jonathan Silver into a thriving creative and commercial hub, based on a dream to fill it with Hockney. Hockney was as keen as Silver for his work to be shown there. The great stone building houses the 1853 Gallery and a permanent display of Hockney’s work: paintings, drawings, prints, posters, books and special editions set among long, uncluttered floors, iron columns and high windows that now appear contemporary and part of the modern world. The old industrial building, part of Saltaire’s utopian designed world, became an open, attractive place where his art can be seen close to where his life began. Whatever else he did, wherever he travelled, this is the place where he set out from, and never entirely left. Bradford looks after Bradford.

After Bradford, other places entered his life and changed how he worked. He stood at the edge of the art world and somewhere near its centre. Pop, conceptual art, minimalism, photography, television, celebrity, digital culture: he moved through them as adjoining rooms he could enter, use and leave at will. He welcomed new tools, new places and new subjects, but kept returning to drawing, painting, looking and using the hand as an extension of the eye, of the imagination. A Polaroid camera, photocopier, fax machine or iPad was interesting when it could be picked up, tried, kept near him and made part of the day, more crucially part of the art. There was something of Bradford graft in this: not romantic labour, but industriousness, use, trial, repair, the satisfaction of finding out what a thing could do, and how it would help him look at things, people, landscapes, and report back, a researcher as much as an artist, an explorer, a technician. Technology, part of his tool kit, his equipment, as much as the brush, the blond hair, the jaunty flat cap, the glasses, the cigarette, the twinkle in his eye, was there to help him see, remember, change something or begin again.

He lived with his time but never quite inside it. That separateness wasn’t aloofness. It was how he worked. He understood that an artist’s image could become a medium, and that self-presentation could run beside painting as another practice. He kept himself private while leaving behind images that recorded his life. The work gives a great deal away, but never everything.

Hockney had muses, but the old romantic model is too narrow for him. There were lovers and friends, of course: young men, sitters, parents, companions, dogs, the people who became regular subjects, part of his family, or eventually part of his past.

But places were muses too. So were pools, chairs, windows, curtains, roads, trees, flowers, cameras and screens. In older art, the muse often appears as a figure who inspires the artist from outside. In Hockney, the muse is more restless and practical. It is anything that gives him a reason to keep going and keep looking.

He liked company, argument, fags, clothes, laughter and seeing something for the first time, or the thousandth if it kept fascinating him. He could be charming, stubborn, funny, exacting and aggravated, often all at once. He took great pleasure in what he made of himself, and his surroundings, but pleasure didn’t make him idle. Repeatedly, he arranged life so that work could continue. Without work, what was he? Work gave him the independence he craved.

Hockney’s independence had local roots: Bradford schooling to resist and then relish, a household shaped by conscience and argument, a radical pacifist father, a devout Methodist mother, and an unvarnished northern accent he never considered sanding the edges off to get on in life. Pacifism in the family was not a decorative indulgence. Kenneth Hockney taught his children that rules should be challenged when conscience required it. Laura Hockney gave the household its steadiness: the ordinary, underestimated work that kept family life going with its own kind of underestimated genius.

She also gave Hockney space for his drawing when it became clear it was not a passing interest, that it was something he was taking seriously.

The household absorbed Kenneth’s dissent as part of ordinary family life and Laura’s stability made the home workable, not dramatic or heroic. David grew up seeing disagreement not as chaos, but as something a person could live with, even be inspired by.

He belonged to a postwar culture beginning to make room for voices and attitudes from outside the old centres and protected public positions. He made gay life visible early, before it was safer, at times almost a public theatre. His early work appeared in a culture where desire between men had to exist using caution, code, banter, private spaces and the constant negotiation of public risk.

Being gay in the 1950s and early 1960s meant learning a double language of vigilance and display. The law was still punitive: sex between men remained a criminal offence, and exposure could mean arrest, disgrace or worse.

Openness was a risk not worth taking, making it more precious and exuberant when you found the right places to be freer: art-school bars, certain pubs, parties, friends’ bedsits, and most of all his paintings.

Hockney learned early how to read a room, how to recognize when he was safe, how to use wit as cover, and how to make space for himself without announcing it. Those instincts – discretion, alertness, a sly, mobile social quickness – became part of how he moved through the world, and later part of how he made art: clear, bold, delighted with the world, and not all it seemed. Where he could, he treated queer life as life. Where he couldn’t, there were other ways of expressing thoughts.

He didn’t want his work to be reduced to one label, one fixed point. He was everywhere – interviews, exhibitions, photographs, television, eventually palaces and embassies – but fame didn’t explain him. He was brilliant at painting surfaces, and an expert at presenting himself as a series of surfaces. The charm and confidence were real, and so was the performance he perfected of being David Hockney.

Bradford was not replaced. It became the first point in a widening map. Each new place gave him another route into the art, another reason to alter his method and keep himself alert. Reinvention was never simply a new look, or even a new way of seeing. It meant shifting where he worked, how he worked, so that he was always ready for change. The Bradford student interested in what was right in front of him became the Royal College provocateur treating everyday life as a stage. The painter of coded desire discovered dreamlike California pools, turning them into places of worship and ritual. The maker of flat acrylic surfaces began arranging space, friends and double portraits. The close-up of a flower became the wide view of the Grand Canyon, both made with reverence and precision.

The changes kept coming. The painter who used photographs lost patience with photography. The meticulous Paris draughtsman made stage worlds and public murals. The supreme Californian modernist returned to dramatic Yorkshire landscape. The old master painter used an app to generate brushstrokes. Each change looked like a new Hockney, but change was also how he stayed himself.

First there was, because it had to be this way, Bradford: first home, first streets, first friends, first colour, first music, first infatuations, and the place that stayed with him through everything that came after. Here, where he starts looking at the world as something to study, love and transform, the work begins.

[image: A young man with short, dark hair and heavy black glasses stands side-on to a desk filled with tins of paint, brushes, paper and sticks. He wears dark clothing over a white shirt and dark tie, and holds a large paint tin with white paint marks down the side.]
David Hockney’s Work Table at the RCA, 1962.
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BRADFORD – FIRST SHOCK OF SEEING

1. STEADMAN TERRACE

David Hockney was born on 9 July 1937 at 61 Steadman Terrace, a small, unassuming house near the top of one of Bradford’s northern inclines. The house was nothing if not modest: stone, narrow and practical, built to do its job. Steadman Terrace sat off the main road, high enough for the city to drop away below it and close to Leeds Road, one of the ways out of the city. Around it was back-to-back terraces, small yards, washing lines, cobbled hills, roads falling away and more houses set close to more houses.

Steadman Terrace belonged to a city of short walks, sharp gradients and awkward climbs. There was a certain routine in the neighbourhood. Coal came in sacks, tipped or carried to coal holes and cellars. Milk bottles were left on doorsteps. Children played for hours near front steps, back yards and alley walls: marbles, skipping, chasing games, chalk marks on stone, balls kicked carefully between parked cars or out of the way of anything coming round the corner. Windows looked directly onto other windows, and net curtains would sometimes twitch. Until 1950, swaying electric trams still rattled and sparked along the main roads, navigating Bradford’s gradients before trolleybuses and buses took more of the strain.

Heading out from Steadman Terrace meant dealing with the hills: the drop down the valley into the city centre, or the climb further up towards the edge of Bradford, where the rows of old terraces eventually started to thin and the city became ragged at the edges. Beyond the last terrace houses, the sky opened out as though it was breaking out of a frame.

This was ordinary life, and Hockney took it in as children do: people coming in and out, voices through walls, street noise outside, the house at the top of the hill. He got used to the rag-and-bone cart clattering over stone, a pony slipping on wet setts, a housewife nattering at a back gate, a bus window rubbed clear of condensation, shop fronts, then school, cinema and first visits to the monumental-seeming city centre. There was plenty to absorb before the things he noticed became more than his normal surroundings. Slowly, looking at things began to turn into something else. Looking was more than it seemed. Looking became drawing.

The family house was crowded and lively, with few chances to be entirely alone. He was the fourth of Kenneth and Laura Hockney’s five children: Paul, Philip, Margaret, David and John. John – seven years younger – later remembered sharing an attic bedroom with David for much of their childhood. Their room was under the roof, a constant closeness, conversations in the dark, everything needing to be done in front of an audience. Before David was anywhere near having a room of his own, he had to find room inside a busy family life.

All the rooms were constantly shared and always in use. Someone was sewing, reading, talking, listening to the wireless, getting ready to go out, or trying to keep out of the way. Children learned where to sit, when to speak, when to keep quiet, and how to make a joke if the room turned serious. In a crowded house, privacy was golden.

When Hockney was three, the war made it north. Bradford was not one of the great Blitz cities, but it was still part of the industrial north the Luftwaffe tried to unsettle: mills, rail links, shops, yards, cinemas, chapels and crowded working streets all belonged to the wartime map. The raid of 31 August 1940 was part of a wider attack on the city, with more than a hundred bombs falling across Bradford, especially damaging the city centre: Lingard’s department store, Rawson fruit market, the Odeon cinema, Kirkgate Chapel, and other buildings between Thornton Road and towards Leeds Road. Bombs could arrive by design, by drift, or by mistake. That night, they reached Steadman Terrace.

The family and a neighbour sheltered under the stairs at 61 Steadman Terrace. The blast missed the house but hit a timber merchant at the bottom of the street, sending burning wood and debris through the area.

Laura Hockney clung to a small box of printed Bible promises in their makeshift hiding place, the kind of verses kept for comfort when you were scared. The blast was close enough to leave the street thoroughly shaken but the house still standing. Number 61 survived. David Hockney lived to see another day. Family life continued.

Survival was followed by routine as if such an almighty scare was just one of those things; it was a practical, resourceful house, shaped by people who knew how to make do, speak plainly and look after themselves, whatever the world beyond had in store.

Kenneth was principled, pacifist, politically independent and suspicious of authority. Laura was Methodist, vegetarian, devout and protective. She kept careful diaries, managed the household with quiet discipline and felt it was her responsibility to treat daily life as something to keep track of and hold together. David remained especially close to her. She would become one of his most repeated subjects, appearing in at least twenty-three portraits, and after her death he said he had always known exactly where she was; if he wanted to talk, he could telephone and she would stop what she was doing. She gave him reliability without trying to make him less himself, and her mixture of order, gentleness and watchfulness helped make room for the child who quickly took to drawing, liked a laugh, and was committed to seeing things his own way.

His parents influenced his temperament from different sides: Kenneth gave him nerve, doggedness and a working conscience. Kenneth’s reported motto, ‘Never worry what the neighbours think’, became a family rule for getting on with your own life and standing your ground. Kenneth’s independence had a practical political edge. He worked as an accountant’s clerk, but he was more than a respectable lower-middle-class father keeping books in order. He had been a conscientious objector, and his pacifism was not a passing fancy. It belonged to a larger distrust of official power, uniforms and easy obedience to the powers that be calling the shots from down south. In the house, that meant David grew up with the idea that refusal could be moral rather than merely awkward. You could say no to the world and still be dutiful, useful and serious.

The sense of disruption came from conviction rather than show. Kenneth wasn’t trying to be different for its own sake. He simply didn’t believe that neighbours, officials or the state should decide how you lived your life and tilt you towards their version of respectability or deference. At a time when people were expected to know their place, keep their heads down and not make fools of themselves, David saw that you could be ordinary, cooperative and decent, and still refuse to be a pushover.

2. OLD BICYCLES MADE NEW

In the Hockney house, making do was not a mere slogan. It was just how things were. Hockney grew up around people repairing what had broken, repainting what had worn out, keeping things going for a few more years if they could. A battered bike could easily be rescued from the dump with a bit of attention: tyres pumped, chains oiled, paint stirred, screws repurposed, brushes washed and old surfaces brought back to life. A brush was not yet an artist’s instrument. It was something used at home, in sheds, in shops and in yards, a way of changing a surface so it could have another life.

One of Hockney’s clearest early memories comes from after the war, when new bicycles were hard to get. Enterprising Kenneth bought old ones he could find and repainted them so they looked smart again and he could sell them on. There was something ritualistic about it. A brush loaded with thick, colourful paint pulled along a mudguard or frame. Scratches covered. A dull surface turning red, blue, black or green. As Hockney watched his dad and helped where he could, paint was not remote or precious. It did something that was nothing special and magical at the same time. It changed the look of an object and gave it new life.

Post-war Bradford lived by making do. Clothes were darned and zips fixed, shoes reheeled, meals stretched, paper saved, tins kept for later use, and old bicycles made new with paint. Nothing was thrown away quickly if it could still be useful. It was a practical, bare bones sort of time. Luxury was hard to find in Bradford. Improvement existed but it didn’t land on your doorstep fully formed. It had to be worked for.

The exhausted post-war city was changing around Hockney. Rationing, housing shortages, new council estates, changing shopping streets and expanding bus routes altered daily life. Workers arrived from elsewhere too, including Ireland, Italy, the Caribbean and South Asia. They came to find work in the mills, factories, hospitals, transport services, shops and the ordinary jobs the city still needed, and their presence changed Bradford gradually: new names in workplaces and on streets, different churches and places of worship, unfamiliar food smells near cafés and shared houses, new accents heard on buses, different languages, children from a variety of backgrounds entering the same schools. Formal communities formed around workplaces, churches, schools, unions, clubs and places of worship; informal ones appeared in boarding houses, cafés, bus queues, shop counters, cinemas, street corners and shared yards. It did not all happen at once, and nor was it always easy or welcomed. Old problems were joined by new ones. But the old wool city was no longer sealed inside itself.

Younger people were also beginning to live differently from their parents, using their own words and slang, yearning for their own clothes and finding new things to worship. American films made for the young, dance halls, record shops, coffee bars, imported images, brighter clothes and new music began to change the atmosphere. They separated people into new groups and gave them their own new signals to read. Bradford remained recognizably the old wool city, apparently stuck in its ways, but it was becoming something other: more mixed, more restless, less certain of the rules that had once held it together. Even in Bradford, there was space for someone to make themselves new, if they knew where and how to look.

3. SLIGHTLY APART

Whatever it was that made Hockney different did not appear as a grand, sudden rebellion. It showed itself in smaller ways: how he joked with others, how he responded to an insult, how he used drawing to find some privacy, how he could stand slightly apart without looking defeated by not fitting in as easily as his brothers or some of his friends. His was a kind of oddness, but not a simple one. It was gentle, defensive, sometimes sharp and often funny. It was very Yorkshire, pragmatic, plain-spoken and suspicious of pretension, but with other elements he seemed to come up with himself, as if he had begun to understand that personality could be shaped. Humour helped him get on with people, but it also gave him cover. A joke could win an argument, undermine a difficult question, puncture solemnity or keep embarrassment at a manageable distance. Bradford gave him a tone that suited him – dry, local, anti-grand, quick to spot when something or someone was taking itself too seriously. And then what was coming from outside Bradford – through film, radio, comics, music, images, little phrases and styles – gave it all a twist.

Bradford gave him places to practise this without quite knowing he was practising it: school corridors, cinema foyers, shop doorways, bus stops, art rooms. A boy could learn a lot without being taught: who looked sure of themselves, who knew how to shout the loudest, who wanted to be noticed, who wanted not to be. Hockney’s humour and manner grew out of that mixture of watching, joshing and getting through the




4. CHANGING COURSE




















5. LEARNING THE RULES






























6. WHERE TO STAND









7. IN PUBLIC












8. GOOD COMPANY


















9. A WIDER MAP

















10. OBJECTOR











11. A WAY OUT











[image: A young man sits cross-legged on the floor of an art studio, between tall boards and easels. A large abstract painting on the wall behind him contains blocky shapes, lines, and the words ‘we 2 boys together’. The man is smiling - his right hand, holding a cigarette, is held high, and his left bears a simple watch and a ring on his third finger. He wears a dark, striped jacket.]
David Hockney, Royal College of Art, c.1961–62.
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