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The expiry date is 12/25.
And the three digits on the back are 524.

– David Hockney

I can’t get the air conditioning to work in the room.
I pressed the button, but it doesn’t let me get the
number down below 20 degrees. It just stays on
20 degrees. It is very warm in the room.

– Marina Abramović

Just a black coffee, cheers.

– Damien Hirst
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As the years have hurried on, with their forest frosts and courtyard sunsets, as fruits have fallen and kings dethroned, over the last five centuries I have been asked, from a litany of humiliating missives, to write the foreword to some artist or other’s book. Caravaggio, Turner, Warhol, and most recently that idiot Anish Kapoor – I refused them all. None have come within any notable proximity to my talents, none truly capable of expressing the human condition and spirit through shapes and shades. Until now.

I am going to state it as plainly as a ghost can: Joe Lycett’s work is the greatest artistic contribution to humanity since my own, during those batshit crazy days of the Renaissance, lol. He is an innovator, for sure: brave, vibrant, elusive, unashamedly modern and yet in a thorough embrace with history. When I died in 1519, I presumed in vain that before long someone else, anyone else, would hold a mirror to humanity’s soul, confidently and brilliantly, as I did. But not until Lycett has anyone achieved it. Fearne Cotton maybe gets close.

It is undeniable. I am undeniably the greatest artist to have ever lived. It is undeniable to deny. Why else would my works be coveted and cosseted like delicate saplings; my sagas told and retold, over dwindling campfires from dusty parchments, and also in the film The Da Vinci Code starring Tom Hanks (and, if I’m honest, a miscast Audrey Tautou)?

These days, I reside not in heaven as you might reasonably expect, what with all the work I did for God, but here’s a fun plot twist: I’m in hell. Contrary to what you might believe about hell, I actually love it down here. Endless fiery nights spilling with gamblers, vandals and drunks, plus some absolutely wild girls who are up for anything – and I mean absolutely fucking anything. One night you are drinking chartreuse with Cleopatra, the next you are sipping in a tail of fresh smoke from the tight leaves of a hand-rolled spliff with Pablo Escobar (or on Thursdays it’s Pam St Clement). Then maybe you’re having a cup of Earl Grey and sharing gossip-filled whispers with Thora Hird or emptying a bag of Wotsits with Bernard Manning. Each of them is endlessly charming, oozing wit and cunning and brilliance – except Manning, who I find irritating.

In hell, I’m known under the moniker of LDV, which had been a successful and iconic nickname for about five hundred years until someone invented the light-duty vehicle. Now, whenever a fresh corpse arrives it gets pretty confusing. My rope-like beard acts as a distinctive identifier for most, but many from America think I have named myself after a passenger car or passenger car derivative that has the seating capacity for twelve passengers or more. When those souls from South Africa dive through the earth to join us in Satan’s bedsit it gets even more confusing, because their definition of a light-duty vehicle is different, and they think I am a motor vehicle with no heavy axle designed or adapted for the conveyance of persons and freight. In 1993, a company called Leyland DAF Vans was formed in Washwood Heath in Birmingham and later became known as LDV; I have been receiving legal threats from them explaining that I cannot operate with their name or produce merchandise with ‘LDV’ on it, even though I definitely claimed it first. And also: guys, I am not producing merch right now on account of being in hell. When Lisa De Vanna started making waves in Australian pro soccer I started to get really concerned, but luckily, she is not precious or litigious.
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Fig. 1 The Mona Lisa Scott-Lee, 2024, acrylic gouache on canvas, 77 × 53cm.

I’ve got off the subject, which is: Joe Lycett is great at art. What else is there to add? As Michelangelo saw the angel in the marble and carved until he set him free, Lycett sees ITV daytime presenters on the blank canvas and paints until he gets a legal letter. I could mention his use of colour, perhaps – celestial blues, faded coral pinks (my fave) and then a slap in the gob with bright yellow. How vast and deep is my wish that I’d had access to the vibrancy of acrylics in the 1500s, but I was adrift with mere lead and oil, unable as I was to access any branches of Cass Art. And his portraiture, oh his portraiture! An intangible and erratic feast, yet mysteriously deliberate and true. God, I sound pretty horny for the guy, don’t I?!

It is my great honour to inscribe the foreword to this tome, to introduce to the world the works of my great contemporary equivalent, Joe Harry Lycett BA (Drama with English, 2:1, Manchester University). May this volume of astounding works, and the fables behind them, engrave his name alongside mine on the infinite towering stones of time.

Yours, in the spirit of artistic enquiry,
and the pursuit of knowledge above all else,

Leonardo da Vinci

P.S. Hope that’s OK, Joe? Let me know if you have any revisions. I’ll get my agent at YMU Management to send you an invoice. They’ll know how to forward the cash onto me down here in hell.
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[image: image]



Ever since I was a little girl, I have been enthralled by colour. I remember bouncing on my auntie’s knee1 in the dappled sunlight of our family garden in south Birmingham, as she patiently pointed at the flowers and asked me to identify the shade of each one in turn. ‘Sapphire!’ ‘Gamboge!’ ‘Cerulean!’ ‘Sarcoline!’ ‘Coquelicot!’ I thought I was just making adorable noises, but it transpires that I was actually born with an innate understanding of pigments.

My auntie was obsessed with colour in a different way – she was a racist – but those halcyon days beneath the pear trees would form the boy, and then the teenager, and then the young woman, and now the disgraced man I have become today.

As my interest in colour matured, and my auntie went to prison for attempting to firebomb a tandoori balti house, I began to explore the vast array of pigments the natural world made available to me, as well those found in buckets at our local branch of The Works. Like a young and enthusiastic staff member at Homebase, I would mix and stir my accrued paints, testing them, observing their behaviours, their relationships to one another, discovering how more often than not you just end up with a brown that looks like poo. Tentatively, I approached the task of layering my discoveries on various parchments, canvases, garments and toilet doors. In abstract shapes at first, then simple fruits and vegetables, then landscapes, animals, aggressive words, hate symbols, and finally … portraits.

To my mind, the portrait is the highest form of art, alongside paintings of dogs playing snooker. It is so impressive and elusive an art form that around the world it has its own dedicated galleries, such as: the National Portrait Gallery, United Kingdom; National Portrait Gallery, Australia; National Portrait Gallery, Canada; National Portrait Gallery, Estonia; National Portrait Gallery, Spain; National Portrait Gallery, Italy; National Portrait Gallery, Japan; National Portrait Gallery, Malta; National Portrait Gallery, India; National Portrait Gallery, France; National Portrait Gallery, Denmark; and National Galleries Scotland: Portrait. These galleries ooze distinctiveness, creativity and individuality from their names alone. I cannot tell you what pleasure I gleaned from copying and pasting them.

I am not too shy to say, dear reader, that portraiture is an art form that I have mastered and, dare I say it, completed. Where it has eluded many, over my years of experience I have cajoled it, caressed it and, to quote Dannii Minogue whenever she completes a Sudoku, ‘fucking nailed it’. I am surely one of the greatest living painters, unless you are reading this after I am dead, in which case I am one of the greatest dead painters.2
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Fig. 2 Future Self-Portrait, 2002, glitter on brick, 28 × 42 bricks.

My workspace is, like most of my subjects, simple: an easel on which sits a canvas; a palette; an unassuming wooden chair; a selection of brushes; a glass of water; a J cloth (I believe the ‘J’ stands for ‘jism’); a glass of champagne; a glass of Châteaux Margaux; a glass of Domaine de la Romanée-Conti; a small television set playing old episodes of Casualty; a roll of Plenty (formerly Bounty) kitchen roll; a selection of fishing magazines; some prescription medicine (presented on a platter); a glass of Pepsi Max; a small group of men holding me aloft; and my subject. I keep the drinks cool in a Hotpoint H55RM1110W1 Fridge in white, but to be honest, recently I’ve been having some issues with it. I normally paint in the orangery, unless the staff are preparing it for a banquet or recital, in which case I will retire to the study or a nearby WeWork. The orangery is my favourite place to paint simply because it is the greatest source of natural light, which is the best and only light to work with – aside from the Lumie Vitamin L® SAD Light, which I purchased at John Lewis, although the website was at pains to point out that ‘“Vitamin L®” is not a vitamin, but a reference to the mood-enhancing properties of this SAD light’.

This compendium provides a comprehensive companion to my considerable concoctions within the medium of colour. Between these pages are the paintings of (and some for) the great and the good, with the stories behind them – some of them completely and utterly unbelievable.

I hope my Art Hole delights, fascinates and perhaps inspires you to pick up a paint brush, insert yourself at the heart of contemporary British public life, and do some absolutely wank paintings of celebs.

Cheers,
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1. The knee was replaced.

2. On that note: as I wrote this book many of the people referenced in it decided to die (so I removed their entries) or get divorced (thanks, Eamonn and Ruth). There is a delay between the submitting of the final manuscript and publication, and so I would like to apologise in advance if any of those mentioned are now dead and in hindsight their inclusion seems unkind or in poor taste. If they have died and their inclusion seems kind or in good taste, that was entirely deliberate.
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Gary Lineker

This portrait/self-portrait/masterpiece is one of my most successful paintings and one of the singular most lauded and respected visual works of the modern era, alongside the oeuvres of Tracey Emin, Damien Hirst and the stuff George W. Bush does. It appeared in the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition in 2023 thanks to the Academy’s keen eye for artistic genius and free publicity. It was described by Jonathan Jones, the art critic in the Guardian, as ‘an accomplished parody of David Hockney’, adding ‘[AI] could well have designed it’ – both of which I see as compliments and thinly veiled ways of saying that I am his favourite painter, able to do work that is better than both Hockney and all of artificial intelligence.

Gary Lineker and I met a few years ago in the gluten-free aisle of the Tesco Superstore in Padstow. I’m not intolerant to gluten and I’m not sure if he is intolerant to gluten either,1 but from time to time I do like to have a look at what new products they’ve come up with, to see ‘how the other half lives’. This morbid curiosity of other people’s suffering comes from a period when I did think I was intolerant to gluten2 and so, for a short while, was eating the bread branded as ‘Genius’.3 I was drawn to the name and branding at first: who wouldn’t want to eat bread for/of a genius? Plus, the logo was handwritten (and jolly!). There was something aspirational and modern and somehow youthful about eating newly invented and exciting bread with such a bold name. We are in a brave new world, where we can now call a quiche ‘compassionate’ or a slice of ham ‘visionary’. Future generations will surely marvel at our behaviour as they fight to the death for the remaining tins of ‘magnanimous’ soup.

I digress: the point I wanted to make is that despite the aforementioned pleasing branding of Genius bread, I am sad to say that it is not at all an intelligent choice. It looks like bread but behaves more like a block of compressed moths. I have great sympathy for anyone who is intolerant to gluten and must put themselves through the indignity of eating a sandwich with the stuff. I suspect some have been hospitalised from choking on its dust/crust/dustcrust.

[image: image]

Fig. 3 I Drink a Crisp, Cold Glass of Lager in a Pool in Los Angeles while Gary Lineker Looks on in Disgust, acrylic on bonnet of Vauxhall Corsa, approx. 1 × 3mm.

Anyway, I met Gary Lineker in the gluten-free aisle of the big Tesco in Padstow on the A389 and we got chatting, at first about my Hotpoint H55RM1110W1 Fridge in white that doesn’t seem to be getting as cold as it used to. As soon as I’d started speaking, I realised I had taken a wrong turn, and quickly changed the subject to something he would find interesting. You might not know this about me, but I am actually very knowledgeable about football (if FIFA had the intellectual property rights to use the term, they might describe me as a ‘genius’, lol) and in particular Lineker’s club Leicester City (named after the City of Leicester). He seemed visibly stunned when I explained how impressed I was with their historic Premier League win in 2016, of course massively helped by the exceptional and consistent skill of Jamie Vardy over that unforgettable season, but surely a nod should go to management for their sustained commitment to youth development and scouting of talented young players. ‘I wonder,’ I said to Gary, who was visibly enthralled by me, ‘if you feel that Vardy is the definitive and iconic Leicester City player, or whether that title should go to the legendary goalkeeper Gordon Banks, or perhaps even your good self?’ He suggested we discuss it over a Costa coffee.

Of the major high street coffee brands – which I determine to be Starbucks, Costa and Caffè Nero – I would consider Costa to be the lowest rent. I am not basing this on the coffee itself as I am not a coffee aficionado and will happily drink instant. But, in my experience, the average Costa customer is subject to an almost daily change of whimsical syrup options and novelty flavours. In addition to the perennial classics (Americano, latte, cappuccino, etc.), it appears to me that on any given day you can go into a Costa and be offered a ‘seasonal bonfire spiced latte’, then the next day a mocha ‘made in collaboration with Quality Street’, then the next day be presented with a limited-edition ‘ruby’ hot chocolate. Putting aside the fact that ‘ruby’ and ‘bonfire’ are not flavours accessible to the human tongue, all of this constant change smacks of desperation and ultimately results in a feeling of tawdry classlessness. Even outside of the revolving novelty drinks selection, there are a dazzling number of flavours that seem to be available year-round. The great lord herself only knows how long the less popular syrups have been up there on the shelf, gathering dust and allergens – a destiny this book surely shares.

Starbucks is guilty of this insane desire for novelty too, yet somehow it manages to appear more restrained. I know, for example, that I will be unable to drink a gingerbread latte from Starbucks in March, yet Costa will be more than happy to give me a Christmas nutmeg flavoured drink at the height of summer. It makes me want to say to Costa: ‘Get a grip.’4
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Fig. 4 The famous ribbed Costa coffee cup.

Whereas Costa seems to want to accommodate absolutely everyone, the occasional rigidity of Starbucks and the sheer global success of the brand can come off as smug. There’s a feeling of quality, yes, but also you suspect at times that they think they are simply too good for you. I can’t speak for you, reader, but I know I am far better than the concept of Starbucks.

And then there’s Caffe Nero. Refreshingly familiar, open and honest, like Nick Clegg was for those three weeks in 2010. For a start, it is the only establishment that has the word ‘cafe’ in its name (I’m not sure why they added the second ‘f’, but even that feels authentic). They are noisy, bristling places, with giant black and white photographs taken in the 90s of bronzed Italian-looking people who are now almost certainly dead. Sure, their menu has some new stuff on it from time to time, but it is promoted in a small square at the bottom, far away from the classics, as if to say: ‘We will accommodate you, whimsical syrup fan, but we refuse to encourage you.’ The ceramic cups for in-store drinking feel comfortably ancient, the blue of the takeaway cups is far more pleasing and aspirational than the dirty purples and sad greens of the other two.5

Nero isn’t perfect by any means: they have the ability to feel cold, messy and often filthy. They are filled with grey plastic washing trays and frayed wicker chairs. The Roman emperor Nero was a thug. But their mess is perhaps their charm. To conclude: when forced to drink coffee at a high street cafe, I opt for Nero.

Anyway, all of the above meant that when Gary Lineker said we should meet in Costa to discuss the careers of Jamie Vardy and Gordon Banks, I flat out said, ‘No.’ In hindsight, I should have given him a reason, or suggested Nero, but for some reason I just said ‘No’ again a couple of times and then walked right out of the Tesco Superstore in Padstow on the A389. Years later, we both stayed in the same hotel in Los Angeles and while I was in the pool sipping a crisp, cold, glutinous beer my friend took a picture of me while Gary looked on, appearing furious. This is a painting of that picture.
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Fig. 5 A map of the location of the Tesco Superstore in Padstow on the A389.
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Fig. 6 A drawing I did of my faulty Hotpoint H55RM1110W1. Personally, I think this drawing is shit.



1. He strikes me as gluten sceptic rather than firmly opposed.

2. I later learnt, to my great delight, that I am not intolerant to gluten but that eating two bowls of Bran Flakes a day will mimic the symptoms, and merely cutting them out of my diet and (weirdly) stopping watching daytime television returned my bowels to normal.

3. Genius bread is not the only genius in the consumer world. I would argue the most recognisable use of the word ‘genius’ is the Apple Genius Bar. A successful sub-patent of the Apple mega-brand, in the early days these bars would be manned by ‘Geniuses’, which would comprise of a ‘Lead Genius’ (a technical manager) and ‘Genius Admins’ (secretaries) who would be responsible for the paperwork. Alas, at time of writing, Apple’s website now seems to have demoted all of these people to the less impressive ‘expert’ (particularly irksome for me as disposing of experts was my main reason for voting Leave). I’m unsure when this change occurred or why, but I feel for those poor staff members returning home to their families to say they are no longer geniuses – a brutal kick in the teeth from Tim Cook, almost as brutal as the working conditions in some Chinese factories. To be fair to Apple management, I have been to the Genius Bar on a handful of occasions and can confirm that the staff, while lovely, are now correctly categorised. They seem to have an extensive knowledge of the Apple software, but their hardware abilities are nowhere near as impressive, oft resulting in the solution being an entire replacement. I am not comfortable putting the work of Darwin or Einstein on the same level as the phrase ‘rather than fix this iPad, I will just give you a new iPad’.

4. Having said all that, a glance at the Starbucks website reveals a bunch of new products I’ve never heard of, including the seeming latest fad of merging their drinks with extra virgin olive oil, so perhaps adding various gunk into coffee is an industry-wide trend.

5. Costa, I concede, does impress with their (surely patented) ribbed cup, which entirely eliminates the need for the additional cardboard sleeves which Starbucks and Caffè Nero are obliged to provide. Preference for ribbed or classic cup I expect comes down to personal taste – some people won’t want the faff of additional paperwork, but there will be those with asbestos-palms who want the option to go sleeveless, either because the temperature of the drink deems it unnecessary, or to demonstrate to the wider world their ability to absorb extreme heat into their fingers.
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LORD ALAN SUGAR

To describe my relationship with Lord Alan Sugar as love/hate would be to do it a disservice. I would instead say we are two raging bulls locked in a perpetual and never-ending feud, something akin to Pepsi and Coke, Aldi and Lidl or Ruth Langsford and Holly Willoughby. We are enemies, yes, and yet the extermination of either of us will likely eradicate the other.

I met him briefly once at a recording of the TV programme The Apprentice: You’re Fired!, to which he had turned up unannounced (apparently something that he did not irregularly). He was stern and curt, and I was surprised to see that he is not a tall man; if he was stood on the other side of a football pitch he would probably be about the size of a uni-ball UB-150-10 Blk PFP GZ pen if you held it on its side and at arm’s length. This might seem a strange way to measure someone, but portrait artists will know this is the only way to measure accurately. From that moment, I was delirious with the desire to paint him.

Ten years came and went, then my phone pinged with a message from none other than Lord Sugar, saying that he was filming The Apprentice in Birmingham that day, but that the episode was ‘dragging on fucking longer than my fucking arse’, which I didn’t really understand as a phrase. I told him he’d be very welcome in the orangery for a glass of something and he replied straight away ‘do you have crisps’, so I wrote ‘yes, I have crisps’ and he said ‘what sort of crisps’, and I wrote ‘McCoy’s crisps’ and he wrote ‘what flavour of McCoy’s crisps’, and I said ‘flame grilled steak and cheddar and onion McCoy’s crisps and actually I’ve got one bag of the chip shop curry sauce flavour too’. He was there within twenty minutes.

His mood was more jocular on this occasion, making cheeky little jokes and nibbling his crisps. He’d say things like, ‘I’m just going to run to the loo – no, actually I’ll walk!’ and then giggle to himself, giddy with delight. It was lucky I’d bought a multipack of crisps1 because he must’ve got through six or seven bags before he left, all while skittishly sliding along the kitchen tiles in his socks.

Sugar was getting high on crisps, whereas I was getting a little tipsy, thanks to a perfectly agreeable Chablis. At one point, the crisp dry white took over and I punctured the convivial mood with a question that silenced him: ‘Might you sit for a painting, Lord Sugar?’ He stopped in his tracks, crunched the crisp that was still in his mouth purposefully, swallowed then said, ‘You fucking what?’
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Fig. 7 Alan Sugar Staring at You Through a Skylight, 2020, acrylic gouache on glass (window of Greggs), 1 × 3m.

‘I mean … we don’t have to … just … I
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