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Elizabeth Peyton has painted the rich, the famous,
and the in y i icularly that cool,
unaffected brand of attractive th:
and so often swarhe I
aareer ok off after her first New York City show in
1988, her subjects have included superhuman icons
like Kurt Cobain, David Bowie, Prince William, Na-
poleon, and John Lennon as well as more immediate
flesh-and-bone personalities like downtown artist
Spencer Sweenev and designer Marce Jacobs. Ev
with such celebrated subjects, Peyton’s work could
never be described as hedonistic or star-obsessed.
Somchow in her pellucid oils and sharp, darting
lines, the 43-year-old New York artist has managed
to capture a crucial © mswml\ where the cool plmln
persona transects the fragile being underneath. This
past summer, Peyton ])ul on a show of her photo-
arn\phs HY ""X‘CL’ as source “\)l.\ .Or 'lLr n()r-
traits) at the Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum in
Ridgefield, Connecticut. The exhibition served as 2
warm-up for a carcer retrospective “Live Forever™ at
New Yorks New Museum opening this month, For
Inte: Peyton gets on the phone with one of her
most striking and consistent subjects, musician Jarvis
Caocker. After all, hes been modeling for her from
day one. even if he didnt know it at the time.
JARVIS COCKER: Are you in New York?
ELIZABETH PEYTON: Yes, I'm at the New
Museum. Where are you?

JC: I'm back in Paris. [ was in New York last week.
EP: Yeah. T saw you play. At Terminal 5. Did you
have a good time at that show?

JC: Yeah, I did. T was a bit nervous because I was
playing some new songs, and it’s always nerve-rack-
ing when you play new material.

EP: It seemed to go very well. The new songs are
very hard roc
JC: T think it probably a midlife-crisis thing. You
et 10 a certain age and you just want to prove that
fou can still rock—that you've sull gotit.

EP: Thart’s very American.

|C: 1t’s not like I'm going to start wearing leather
ind spandex.

EP: No, it’s nice to do that in a suit. It secemed like
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vou were talking a lot more between the songs. Is that
somerthing you think about before you go on
JC: Sometimes I'll write a few topics to speak ahout
during the course of the evening—either things that
have happened to me during the day or local
pcn.un.:u, o the place we n:p].mn" But it particular
night | didn's. [ just thought, Pl see what Ll]):\:n\.

ge?

o5

EP: Do you feel a responsibility toward the audience

to make them aware of what’ going on in the world
JC: No. To be honest, I think some abuse L["c ir px
tion—really they're just there to enternain. 1 spe
onstage to wy to establish some method of com-
munication. The songs are supposed o be a way of
But speech and drinks and some-
ununicating.
lings of
1L &s some \\'ﬂ‘\'

communicatin

e are also a way of ¢

times chocola
Part of why [ started a band was
shyness and social ineptitude. 1 saw
of being able 1o interact with people from a safe dis-
tance. It always been about trying to ger to know
people. Albeit, it’s a bit of a contradiction because
you can’t really ger to know people when they're

e to feel

5¢ nm'hm" I was go
myself for this

EI’: Ok, no.
Ity ke
I see
it exisrs in ;mnzhcr person. I get so excited that it ac-
wally is there,” There was another quote that said
“The fan thing conjures up that something’s missing,
that there’s an inadequacy.” We've just been nlk.nl
about how performance is my way of dealing with
But vou seem to be ¢ that when
painting—and

bad. One said,

madequa
you first start

HDAges
something that was missing §
EP: I think you mistook ths
something T thought was missing from myself, jus:
something missing in the world. It was something
I wanted 1o know cxisted—that people could be
from anywhere and make
great things our That’s what T was
interested in. Fan always felt too light a word for how
I felt about people and what they did. It wasn like
I felt oppressed by theim—more like certain peaple
i the world were doing something very xm;mrtmt.
I wanted 1o highlight dul I felt like there weren't
of people who did things like
that—pictures which were going 1o last. Things in
muscums last longer than pictures in magazines.
JC: That’s how I first heard about you. I'd heard that
vou'd done a picture of me. Obviously, we've met since.
1 guess you must have mer other peaple thar vou've
done pictures of. Does that change vour attitude
toward your subjects? Does it spoil the relationship?
EP: No. I don’t think it spoils it at all because I like
the really human sides of people. To meet the
see that they're complicated and weird or
of those things sort of makes it even betrer
that they can rise a
great. | heard thar you didn't like the paintings T
made of you. So I was always very shy. anghs|
C: Who told vou tha?
EP: [ dont know. Somchow it was conveyed to
me. I dont mind—it’s fine. But it made me feel
awkward than usu
JC: No, I was very pleased. Basically I was flat-
tered to know that somebody would bother 1o do
a picrure of me.
EP: That brings up something I wanted to ask
There was that momenr onstage ar the 1996
Brit !l Jackson when you sort
ul >Im\\ ed him up because he was being such a
[Cocker ran onstage in protest when Michael
on was performing.] And then I was thinking
Z at Glastonbury this year, opening up
rderwall.” [Noel Gallagher of Obasis had
previously commented that hip-hap didn’t belong at
Glastonbury.] Twas thinking how they are very simi-
lar things. There aren’t many pe n|1h who stand up,
wheth -

rom XIZJ’:{JLi]lC." you were searcr
n yourself.

t a liud

le bit. It wasn

heroic or could come

of themselves.

1o know
ve that and make something

vou.
Awards with Mich

after that awards show. 1 made a bunch of paintings
of you because [ really thought that was so heroic
JC: Part of the reason 1 did that was because | dont
think people should abuse the fact that they are in
showbiz. You still have to be human. I think that’s the
point. Showbiz is about showing human things—just
mplified, thats all. And when it gets too much into,

the showbiz club and we can do
7 it turns me off and [ hate it. The Brit
Vs,

ar

what we want,
Awards are like the English version of the Gramn
They were just so pleased that they had Michael

Jackson, they'd allow him to do an \du.w Of course
they were all kind of secredy saying, “This is really
bad raste.” Because he was coming on as if he had the
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wer of healing. It not like I'm even religious—I
st think that’s wrong. 1 also thought it was good that
ay-Z didn'tignore Gallagher’s complaints. He came
lout and faced them head-on [by covering “Wonder-
wall”] and made everybody look a bit stupid.
[EP: For anyone to exclude anybody who’s making
ggreat music—it doesn’t matter what it is—is really
dumb. It scems so 200-years-ago.
JC: Speaking of 200 years ago, I found an intro-
dll(ﬁfin to some ()f your “'ﬂrk thar was hh()\t\n ina
biennial in Sio Paulo in 1996. Theres a long quo-
tation from 2 Balzac novel: “A world in which the
superfluous is indispensable.” It finishes with this
sentence: “Lucien saw that 2 grear gulf scparated
him from such people and was wondering how 1o
cross it, for he wanted to be like those slim young
dilettantes of Paris.” Did you choosce that particu-
lar piece of writing?
EP: 1 did. It5 from Lost Musions. It’s this moment
when Lucien5 in a park noticing how well dressed
svervhody is. He thought he was well dressed him-
self, but he’s realizing hes not. I always go back to
that because [ think its so transcendent—not being
worried about your clothes, but coming to a big city
ind being an artist and starting to understand the
world. That’s why I used that quote.
[C: Tt this thing of seeing something in other
seople which you then aspire to.
EP: Those details aren’t so insignificant. They all
1dd to vour individuality, and also how the world
ooks. They're like the fabric of the whole, all
these little details and choices. | was wondering
~ho makes your suits,
|C: Nobody makes them. 1 discover them from
secondhand places.
EP: Oh really? They fit you really well,
[C: Thank you. [faughs] 1 know you've got an
axhibition of photes on at the moment, haven't you?
EP: Yes. There's one of you from a concert in
Rhode Island,
JC: Obviously you started with pictures that were
mainly from magazines. Then you started taking pic-
tures yourself and doing paintings from them. Wasica
ponscious decision to start taking your own pictures?
EP: It wasnt conscious. | was beginning to ger a
ot more interested in the things that were right in
front of me and the people I knew. It was also a way

ake, 'm amazed because now [ really don'’t do that.
But I would just be clicking pictures all night long.
Did you ever have male groupies? Did thin
oys kind of hang around, looking into the middle
istance, hoping that maybe vou might take 2 photo-
graph of them and do a picture?

EP: That doesn't really happen. Maybe once or
wice I've noticed someone catch my eye who's kind
thin and pale, but it doesn't really happen so of-
en. Maybe I don't notice it. Do you have a lot of
—people wanting to insinvare themselves so
ou'll write a song about them?

‘That doesn’t really happen either. But 1 don't
ly go out much anyway. so [ don’t meet that

people.

iP: [ read once that everything started for you after
fell out of 2 window while you were wying to
agirl, You were in the hospital, and that gave
lot of ume to think. And then when you came
u decided that you wanted your band to be

did l‘nppcn, yeah. It was a tuming point in
I'd already had the band. But I fell out of the
w, 2nd being bedridden for a month or so gave

o think. The main thing it altered was thart,
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my surroundings. There were some strange people in
this convalescent ward with me-—like people who'd
had industrial acadents. It made me realize the ac-
tuzl town and social background that Twas from. And
suddenly I found that more interesting than looking
off into the middle distance thinking I was going to
be very deep and aesthetic. I suppose that's where I
changed the focus of what I wrote about. [ ried o
write more about everyday things and in some way
dramatize the small details of life, rather than trying
to do some kind of epic, all-encompassing artistic
gesture. Itk like you saying that sometimes people
think little details aren’t that important.

IEP: 1 think little things are more powerful because
they're more honest, so people feel them more
strongly. [ wanted to ask you if you felt what you do
could change the world? I know that’s a real cliché
question. But do you feel that making something
very personal and singing about it can change the
world that you live in?

JC: [sigh 1 do write songs with a political dimen-
sion to them sometimes, but I'm always slightly
appalled by it when I do.

EP: But what about the songs that are very
personal, such as “T Love Life™? Things like that
are really joyous. It can be very political in a way
because it's promoting 2 kind of individuality.

JC: 1 think thats what all art is for—for people o
express what it is to be human. That’s the purpose
of it. I've been reading Emest Hemingway recently.
There was one really good quote—I can't really
remember it word for word, but its something
like: You were in it and you were part of it and you
breathed it and vou expressed it

EP: “The Pulp slbum that came after This Is Hardeore
called We Love Life—that's so joyous. This Is Hardcore
was dark. And then it scemed like you found trees
and nature and life. It like the sun came out. Did
something very dramatic happen?

JC: It was just kind of, like, having not died. [langhs]
EP: Wow. Did you think you were going 1o dic?
JC: Um, I did until the record company tried to get
life insurance on me. They wanted to take out life
insurance in case [ died so that they would get some
kind of return on their investment. And I said, “Are
you going to take out some for me then as well?"—
like, if I died, my girlfriend or my family would
get some money. And they said, “Oh, no, that’s for
you to do.” So then 1 thought, God, I cant even
commit suicide now because then it'd just benefie
them. So I thought, Well, maybe that’s good, so I'll
stay alive. And once you've decided ro sty alive,
then you may as well . . . Its all very well just decid-

ing not to die; then you have to work out how to
live. T suppose that record was a bit “hello grass,
hello trees,” kind of childish, but also a way of say-
ing, “Okay, I'll give it another go.” Now I'll fire one
last quote at you. I saw a picture that you'd done of
Keith Richards recently, And this quote was atrib-
uted, saying you were interested in the particular
moment when they're abourt to become what they
will become, when their image takes on a life of its
own. To me thart seems to imply that in some ways
in your pictures what you're trying to do is caprure
a very specific and maybe very fleeting moment.
EP: There are different moments that I'm inter-
ested in. But I think it is such an amazing moment
when people realize what they are and what they
can be, and they start purting themselves out into
the world, | think you can see it in people when its
happening. They look different.

JC: The outside of people reflects what's going
on inside—

EP: But why wouldn't it? I think that there are so
many things going on in people all the time, and all
these thoughts and decisions come out in your decision-
making and how you look. But T think also there are
things in your facial expressions that reflect it, too.
think everybody can be beauriful. Anybody can have
beauty. Its about how you look at the world, in a way,
and how you treat vourself. 1 have a question: Do
you dance a lot at home? [Cocker laughs] If so, do you
do it in front of the mirror?

JC: No, I don’t dance at home now,

EP: You don't You have a lot of energy.

JC: Yeah, thats "cause I don't dance at home, so I've
built it up. It’s like a safery valve, an explosion. I don
dance as much as [ used to. T used to go to clubs and
things like that, and T enjoyed dancing a lot. I mean,
T was at a wedding two or three weeks ago, and that’s
the first tme T've kind of danced socially for over a
year. I really enjoyed it.

EP: Because when you're onstage, you're kind of
dancing by yourself,

JC: Yeah, I'm like Billy Tdol. Thar’s something that
I've never consciously thought of. When I was first
onstage, 1 was quite static. Then 1 think I freaked
out once because my guitar broke or something. And
I kind of jumped around, and then people clapped.
And then T realized that I could do it, and they actu-
ally enjoved it as well. And so its carried on from
that. T've never worked on any moves. One thing
I'd like to ask you about: How do you choose who
you're going to paint?

EP: 1don’t really choose, It just sort of has to happen.
I start listening to something or I'm secing somebody
a lot or seeing their art. And then I just really want
to make a pictre of them. Lately I've been making
a lot of stll lifes, That sort of works in the same way
100, as do pictures of the dry. Like, I'll get stuckona
building and want to make a picture of 1t

JC: You've gor this big show coming up at the
New Museum. The title of the exhibition is
“Live Forever.” Obviously, T know the reference
because of the Oasis song.

EP: Thats what its all abour—making art is
making something live forever. Human beings
especially—we can’t hold on ro them in any way.
Painting and art is a way of holding onto things and
making things go on through time.

JC: That's a very nice way to think of painting,
as preserving moments. That’s the frusmating
thing about life. You have these peak experi-
cnces when everything seems ro align. But then
10 minutes later it’s gone. It’s (continued on page 165)
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