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I first met Cecily nearly two years ago on an invitation to come view 
her drawings. I was blown away. I want to thank her for sharing this 
extraordinary and rarely exhibited body of work with me. What a 
privilege to have been able to engage with this material and to have 
gotten to know Cecily in the process. Her enthusiasm, humor, intel-
ligence, and generosity have made the experience a true pleasure.

This show would not have been possible without the support of a 
few key individuals. First, it was wonderful to share ideas with our 
board member Andrea Crane, who was an excellent sounding board 
throughout this process. Special thanks are also due to Alexander 
Gibson, Whitney Rose Graham, and Louie Lane from Cecily Brown's 
studio whose constant support and commitment has been essential to 
this exhibition. Finally, I would like to thank board member David 
Salle for his brilliant catalogue essay; his insights into Cecily’s work 
form a perfect complement to the exhibition’s thesis.

The Drawing Center’s hardworking staff deserves recognition 
for its role in realizing this exhibition. Special thanks go to Brett 
Littman, Executive Director; Joanna Ahlberg, Managing Editor; 
Peter J. Ahlberg, AHL&CO; Noah Chasin, Executive Editor; 
DéLana Dameron-John, Development Director; Alice Stryker, 
former Development Director; Dan Gillespie, Operations Manager; 
Molly Gross, Communications Director; and Olga Valle Tetkowski, 
Exhibition Manager. I would also like to thank curatorial interns 
Nora Gorman, Joana Valsassina Heitor, Jessica Lin, and Alida 
Wilkinson, and, above all, Amber Moyles, Curatorial Assistant, 
for her hard work and dedication every step of the way.

Finally, I am incredibly appreciative of the steadfast support of 
The Drawing Center’s Board of Trustees and of the exhibition 
funders who have supported this show and its accompanying 
catalogue: the James Family Foundation, Nancy and Fred Poses, 
Jane and Ned Sadaka, and Marlies Verhoeven, as well as Thomas 
Dane Gallery, without whom this exhibition would not have 
been possible.



PL. 1

Untitled (After Knox Martin), 2010



PL. 2

Untitled (After Knox Martin), 2010



PL. 3

Untitled (After Knox Martin), 2010



PL. 4 

Untitled (After Knox Martin), 2010



FIG. 1 
Knox Martin, Concert in the Park, 1955
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Cecily Brown: Rehearsal

Claire Gilman

1 Entitled Spectacle, the exhibition took place at Deitch Projects from February 6–March 8, 
1997.

Newly arrived in New York from her native London, Cecily 
Brown stunned the art world in the late 1990s with an exhibition 
of paintings of abstracted rabbits frolicking in bacchanalian 
landscapes.1 Since then she has earned a reputation as a painter’s 
painter, her lush canvases lauded for their immediate, visceral appeal. 
That Brown has a way with paint is beyond doubt—indeed, she 
is inspired by such illustrious practitioners of pigment as Francis 
Bacon, Peter Paul Rubens, and Titian. And yet, even as she has 
impressed with her sensitivity to color and texture, for the past 
twenty years Brown has been drawing quietly, producing rendering 
upon rendering after a range of sources both high and low: detailed 
compositions by eighteenth-century master draftsman William 
Hogarth and by Netherlandish Renaissance painter Pieter Bruegel 
[FIG. 8], pages of animals from clip-art manuals [FIG. 10]), fornicating 
couples from books of erotica, and the cover of Jimi Hendrix’s 1968 
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2 Brown, conversation with the author on June 1, 2016. Unless otherwise noted all 
references to Brown’s thoughts about her drawing practice come from two conversations 
with the author, the first on October 9, 2015 and the second on June 1, 2016.

3 Cecily Brown, “Paint Whisperer: An Interview with Cecily Brown,” interview by Robert 
Enright, in Border Crossings (February 2005): 49

4 Brown, interview by Louisa Buck, in The Art Newspaper, No. 159 (June 2005): 38.

album Electric Ladyland [FIGS. 2, 3] are just some of the motifs that 
Brown has translated over and over again into her own hand (there 
are, for example, upwards of thirty drawings in the Ladyland series). 

It might be tempting to classify (and thereby dismiss) these renderings 
as studies. It is true that fragments of her drawn figures emerge in her 
paintings amid the maelstroms of pigment. And yet, creating prepa-
ratory drawings for large-scale paintings is decidedly not the way 
Brown works, and if motifs from the drawings appear in the paintings 
(and not all do) it is often years later. Drawing, for Brown, must be 
understood therefore as a unique form of inquiry, one that serves a 
necessary function within her aesthetic approach as a whole.
  
Drawing’s utility is inextricably linked to the logic of repetition that 
guides Brown’s works on paper, a logic that is further productively 
related to the concept of rehearsal. As derived from the Old French 
rehercier, to rehearse originally meant to go over something again and 
again with the aim of understanding or mastering it. The notion that 
this continual action was geared toward a culminating performance 
is a later conceit that has obscured the original definition of the word 
as valuing an investigatory impulse in its own right. Painstaking and 
obsessive in their efforts to capture an entire scene or the slightest of 
gestures—a turn of a lion’s head here, the arch of a boy’s torso there—
Brown’s drawings seem to manifest the artist’s attempt to envision 
and render palpable the images that attract and confound her (she has 
said that “learning to draw is teaching yourself how to see, or making 
something that you want to see”).2 Writing about her paintings, which 
exist in a kind of liminal state between figuration and abstraction, 
Brown has observed, “I want that feeling of never quite knowing … 
that moment where you’ve said it, although not completely, but you’ve 
said enough that you are rewarded for looking.”3 And again: “Very 
active looking is what I want people to do.”4 The drawings take this 
act of looking as their very subject, revealing through their earnest 



FIGS. 2 & 3 
Cut-outs from Jimi Hendrix’s Electric Ladyland album cover, 
Cecily Brown studio, New York, 2016



FIG. 4 
Pieter Bruegel, Fight Between Carnival and Lent, 1559
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5 Brown has explained that she feels less of a need to produce a “good” or “successful” 
image when making small-scale drawings, which constitute the majority of her output 
in the medium and which I discuss in this essay, perhaps because she hadn’t originally 
intended them for public consumption. The goal in these works has instead been to 
figure something out for herself. Brown’s larger drawings, of which there are seven in 
The Drawing Center exhibition (and which to her own surprise Brown began making 
after discussions for the show were underway), exist somewhere in between Brown’s 
small-scale works on paper and her paintings. Source elements are clearly visible in the 
large drawings but in many of these works we see Brown moving towards the greater 
abstraction that is evident in her canvases. 

6 Brown in conversation with the author, June 1, 2016.

application to their sources the sustained attention that Brown has 
claimed she aspires to invoke in her viewers.5

What then does this act of looking entail? Brown has said that she 
is interested in Hogarth because of his command of composition 
and that, in her numerous reworkings of his motifs, she is aiming 
for the “watertight look” that his masterfully complex yet ever-
readable images attain. At the same time, she remains aware that this 
aspiration to comprehension is absurd in an era of rapidly fluctu-
ating images that appear only to pass away just as quickly.6 Indeed in 
the crowded, tightly composed scenes she selects as sources, Brown 
sets herself a Sisyphean task, one that is undone by the sheer number 
of her attempts as she tries again and again to “capture” the compo-
sition at hand. If the composition doesn’t fit on the page, Brown has 
experimented with making the paper larger only to find that her 
figures increase in size. The effort is earnest but so is Brown’s accep-
tance of the distance between effort and achievement. Sometimes, 
Brown works from poor reproductions and will forgo wearing glasses 
because she enjoys the abstracted vision that results. 

Covering and uncovering, offering and withholding, these are motifs 
that Brown is attracted to in her sources and plays up in her rendi-
tions, such as in her astonishing suite of eight ink drawings after 
Bruegel’s 1559 oil-on-panel painting Fight Between Carnival and 
Lent [FIG. 4]. Where Bruegel’s painting defies linear narrative through 
overwhelming detail and a bird’s-eye perspective, Brown’s images 
deny coherency by offering fragmented moments. In one drawing, a 
carefully rendered Lent atop his ramshackle cart fills nearly the entire 
page [PL. 42]. In another, we are guided from a basket of bread at the 
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7 For example, the sources for Brown’s Fairyland and Paradise series extending from 
sixteenth-century Flemish painter Jacob Savery, through Jan Brueghel the Elder in the 
seventeenth century, to the late eighteenth-century painter Wenzel Peter, are almost 
interchangeable though exhibiting a shared visual vocabulary. Indeed, Brown often 
drew from multiple paintings for her Paradise and Fairyland sketches.

8 For example, the owl who appears in the upper left-hand corner of Untitled (After  
Jeux de dames cruelles) (2013) [PL. 33] is taken from Brown’s own Bestiary series. 
This figure is visible again in the Ladyland with Bestiary series [PLS. 27, 72]. 

bottom of the page to a bowl of eggs at the top by the slightest of 
contour lines on an otherwise blank sheet of paper [PL. 44]. In a third 
image, the shadowy interior of a tarp registers as an inky blur. This 
tarp appears in three drawings from the Bruegel suite, viewed both 
close up and farther away, but in either case its black depths remain 
inscrutable [PLS. 45, 46, 50]. Like many of the meaningful moments in 
Brown’s sketches, the tarp is a motif both proffered and obscured. 
Consider in this vein Untitled (After Goya) (c. 1997–98) [PL. 10], a 
composition whose center presents a thwarted exchange of gazes that 
registers as a mere detail in Goya’s more narrative scene of carnage 
[FIG. 5]; or Untitled (c. 2000), which envisions a sexual encounter 
through a laying on of hands without accompanying bodies [PL. 19]. 
This web-like knot of limbs is essentially no different from the tangle of 
buds in Untitled (Ranunculus) of the same date [PL. 20]; both drawings 
take as their subject not content but gesture, the action of a mass of 
elements coming in and out of form.

If Hogarth was a master of composition, he was simultaneously all 
too aware of the artifice undergirding his enterprise, something he 
showcased in his passion for all things theatrical both in terms of 
subject—his Strolling Actresses Dressing in a Barn of 1738 is one of 
Brown’s oft-repeated compositions [FIG. 6]—and of style with his 
stage-like arenas and backdrops. (It is notable that Brown often looks 
to artists who themselves worked and reworked their motifs, and she 
is inspired by sources that partake of a common lexicon of forms).7 
Brown likewise projects artifice through the use of such devices as 
ornamental borders, frames within frames, and quoting of multiple 
sources within single drawings. She often includes an onlooker in 
the corner of her compositions—not infrequently this figure has 
been purloined from another series and appears in the new space like 
some unhomely visitor, a surrogate spectator who reminds us that 
we are looking at a scene that is given to us to view.8 A variation on 



FIG. 5
Francisco Goya, They Make Use of Them, plate 16 from The Disasters of War, 
c. 1810/12, published 1863 

FIG. 6
William Hogarth, Strolling Actresses Dressing in a Barn, May 1738



FIG. 7
Edgar Degas, Young Spartans Exercising, c. 1860
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9 This term was coined by French philosopher Jean Baudrillard to describe a new 
culture of images under late capitalism that has lost all relationship to a foundational 
reality. In this regime, there is only simulation without any connection to an original. 
Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation, trans. Sheila Faria Glaser (Ann Arbor, MI: 
University of Michigan Press, 1995).

10 Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, trans. Paul Patton (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1994), 56–7.

this theme is Young Spartans (After Degas) (2013) [PL. 39], composed 
after Edgar Degas’s eponymous painting of c. 1860 [FIG. 7]. Here, 
Brown retains the group of boys at the right but eliminates the girls 
save the central thrusting figure. Reaching forward into the void 
with doubled arm, this isolated individual appears paradoxically all 
the more connected to the facing crowd. It is as though she assumes 
her identity only in front of an audience and does so repeatedly with 
each successive posture or stance.

It is precisely this incorporation of point of view, this deliberate 
revelation of the received nature of visual reality, that distinguishes 
Brown’s form of imitation from Pop simulacra, with its assembly-line 
dissemination of third-order images.9 By contrast, Brown’s method has 
more to do with repetition in the sense explored by French philosopher 
Gilles Deleuze wherein the gesture does not entail bland prolifer-
ation or slavish copying but rather a creative and transgressive action 
that comprehends meaning as something established over and over 
again in the moment of its enunciation rather than once and for all. 
This is the kind of repetition that occurs in the recitation of a poem or 
theatrical gesture—one that, far from undoing singularity, celebrates 
the particular and non-substitutable. At the same time, repetition 
in this sense entails no absolute performance or rendition but merely 
(to invoke this essay’s title) an endless series of rehearsals. It involves 
a space of perpetual difference and decentering: “A theatre where 
nothing is fixed, a labyrinth without a thread….difference is behind 
everything, but behind difference there is nothing.”10 With their 
multiple and voided centers and their endless permutations, Brown’s 
drawings present just such a vision of difference without resolution. 
Take, for example, her four-part series after Knox Martin’s Concert 
in the Park (1955) [FIG. 1], in which each character has its starring 
moment much like instruments in a musical composition: here the 
goat takes center stage; there it disappears into a linear flourish while 
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11 Brown, in conversation with the author, June 1, 2016.
12 One of Brown’s most exquisite drawings, the large-scale, scarlet-hued Untitled 

(Chambre) from 2015 [PL. 25], shows an abstracted interior akin to the one the 
women from the Jeux de dames cruelles inhabit but from which the women have been 
removed. What we are left with in this compilation of lines and angles is only space, 
only window, only point of view. 

the supine woman or the arcing swan in the foreground assumes 
prominence [PLS. 1–4]. Similarly, the Bestiary and Ladyland drawings 
seem each to highlight a different protagonist as Brown isolates figures 
from within the larger group both by shifting the composition and by 
varying her line and attention to detail. In certain cases, entire figures 
from the source image drop out, as is the case with Untitled (Bestiary) 
(2001), in which the bear and baboon dissolve in an inky cascade as 
though the rest of the composition has simply washed away [PL. 69].

Presiding over each of the Martin drawings is Brown’s resident 
“looker,” in this case, a girl present in the lower right-hand corner 
of Martin’s painting who gleefully stares at a skull-like reflection. 
In Brown’s rendition, the girl slips in and out of focus and on and 
off the page to remind us that there is no authoritative vision, 
only a succession of views. And yet, this figure also reinforces the 
Deleuzian notion that meaning is rooted in the specificity of its 
utterance. “There’s a right place for things to be in but not a right 
way for things to look in the end,” Brown has observed.11 Setting 
is crucial in Brown’s work, whether that setting be a garden (the 
Paradise and Fairyland series), a domestic interior (the early drawings 
after von Bayros, the Jeux de dames cruelles, and the drawings 
after Degas) or the page itself (in the Ladyland and Bestiary series, 
the interlocked composition is so dependent on the rectangular 
frame that this surface becomes the space).12 Moreover, one of the 
reasons Brown is drawn to crowd scenes is because they foreground 
the interconnection between forms, the way in which figurative 
elements rise up out of each other in each individual frame. Brown 
has described following her source image without pausing to look 
at what she is making, a method that results in a sinuous fluidity as 
seen in the Bestiary drawings where the slope of the monkey’s head 
emerges out of the baboon’s neck and the rhino’s cocked ear gives 
way to the thrust of the bear’s paw. No two monkeys’ heads appear 
the same and no two platypuses have an equivalent gaze because 



FIG. 8 
Print-out of the 1613 painting The Entry of the Animals into Noah’s Ark 
by Jan Brueghel, Cecily Brown studio, New York, 2016

FIG. 9
Print-out of the seventeenth-century painting The Animals Entering the Ark 
by Jacob Savery II, Cecily Brown studio, New York, 2016



FIG. 10
Cecily Brown studio with source material, New York, 2016
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13 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 23.
14 In other words, Brown recognizes with Deleuze that “learning takes place not in the 

relation between a representation and an action (reproduction of the Same) but in 
the relation between a sign and a response (encounter with the Other).” For Brown, 
imitation is the key to this kind of sympathetic learning; it is a means of meeting 
another’s creativity with one’s own investigatory gesture rather than attempting to 
master a pre-designated object. On this point, Deleuze continues: “That is why it is so 
difficult to say how someone learns: there is an innate or acquired practical familiarity 
with signs, which means that there is something amorous—but also something 
fatal—about all education. We learn nothing from those who say: ‘Do as I do.’ Our 
only teachers are those who tell us to ‘do with me,’ and are able to emit signs to be 
developed in heterogeneity rather than propose gestures for us to reproduce.” Deleuze, 
Difference and Repetition, 22–3. 

15 Brown, interview by Louisa Buck, 38.

each exists only within that specific arrangement and next to that 
particular form. In the next version, the space has changed and the 
figure with it.
 
In the same way, by pursuing other artists’ gestures in such a delib-
erate manner, Brown positions the role of artist/creator front and 
center. Just as Brown’s method refuses finality, so too does it reject 
indiscriminate equivalence. Instead, it confirms the inescapability 
of style: the fact that things are made and received (established and 
disestablished) by an active subject. In Deleuze’s words, “Repetition 
must be understood in the pronominal; we must find the Self of 
repetition, the singularity within that which repeats. For there is no 
repetition without a repeater, nothing repeated without a repetitious 
soul.”13 Brown has explained that in attending to her sources she is 
interested in responding to other artists’ compositional methods, not 
in academically replicating specific visual motifs. She has further 
noted that one of her favorite activities when looking at other people’s 
drawings is trying to figure out what they were trying to figure out.14 
It is this empathetic, inquisitive gesture that she mobilizes in her 
sketches and that we witness, in a less systematic way, in her larger 
drawings and paintings. If her canvases both require and frustrate 
looking—“I want to make forms that are either just dissolving or 
in the process of just becoming something and to play with the 
relationship between the eye and the brain”—her drawings are about 
learning to look and exploring how we see.15



PL. 5

Orpheus Charming the Animals (After Hoefnagel), 2014



PL. 6 

Paradise (Fighting Lions), 2014



PL. 7

Fairyland with Meat, 2014



PL. 8

Untitled (Paradise), 2014



PL. 9

Untitled (After Bosch and Boldini), 2015
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Cecily Brown and the Non-Anxiety of Influence

David Salle

I first met Cecily Brown at a Sunday afternoon party hosted by Alex 
and Ada Katz at their loft on West Broadway, a kind of bohemian 
tea party given, I believe, to celebrate the arrival of spring after a long 
winter. It was good to be alive, to be in Katz’s studio with the fading 
afternoon light, breathing the air in that exact time and place. He 
had just weeks before painted Brown, as he did most of his friends 
over the years, and the painting was leaning against a wall of the 
studio. It was an arresting portrait: the scale of the head was large, 
with a lot of dark hair, a pronounced, voluptuous mouth, and an 
alert expression, especially about the eyes, framed as they were with 
prominent, dark lashes. As the party started to thin out, I stood idly 
nibbling one of Ada’s biscotti when suddenly there, in the middle 
distance, stood the model for the pensive brunette in the painting.

A lanky, self-assured young woman, she came over and introduced 
herself. Then came the talk: urgent, forceful, direct, opinionated, wide-
ranging, confident, socially nimble as only English people in America 
can be. There was another English thing about her, something in 
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addition to the accent and Britishisms of vocabulary: an interest in 
genealogy, the who/what/when mental timeline that brings the past 
into congruence with the present, a sense of the complex linkages 
between the generations, and how the component parts of a milieu 
interlock. Family resemblances. This is descended from that; it’s a theme 
that will come into sharper focus later on. The conversation that 
afternoon went on for hours, continuing at a nearby bar, where it soon 
became clear that the torrent of talk was part of a general seeking out, 
with great personal honesty and integrity, the high ground, that is, the 
real truth about a situation, an artist, an individual picture. Simply put, 
Brown has high standards, enforced by a ruthless honesty. When she is 
among a group, everyone’s game improves. She communicates the idea, 
just by her manner and energy, that we owe it to ourselves and to each 
other to be as forthright, as interesting as possible. 

Some years later, we team-taught a few crits at the Yale School of 
Art, taking turns with the good cop/bad cop routine, trying for the 
most part to conclude each review on a positive note. But on the 
occasions when Cecily detected even a whiff of pretense or inflated 
self-satisfaction, the poor student wished they’d slept in that day. 
Be interesting, but be honest.

Brown’s paintings are now quite famous; her work is a touchstone for 
many younger painters, and she is celebrated as a female exemplar 
of what had for decades been the largely male preserve of large-scale 
gestural painting. Her drawings are less well known, and in fact have 
only rarely been shown; unsurprisingly, they share many qualities in 
common with her paintings, not the least aspect of which is a forth-
right concern for the erotics of art, both in terms of subject matter and 
also as a metaphor for the delineative nature of making an image. The 
eighty or so works on paper in this exhibition, all made within the last 
twenty years, give access to an intimacy and immediacy—an improvi-
sational cast of mind—as well as a tenderness and vulnerability that, 
while present in the paintings, are often subsumed underneath the 
sheer bravura of the painted surface.

One way to characterize the work of a sophisticated, complex artist is 
to chart the often disparate impulses out of which their work forges 
an amalgamation. That is, a sensibility is made from a combination 
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of different or even opposing tendencies that, taken together, build 
a structure for the artist’s personality to assert itself. In Brown’s 
work, we can see two very different art ideas at work: the large-scale, 
virtuoso, gestural tradition of mid-twentieth-century American 
painting, and the smaller-scale, descriptive, anecdotal, and illus-
trative tradition that defined European art from the seventeenth to 
the early twentieth centuries. Part is Marcel Proust, the other Ernest 
Hemingway. Or in a more feminist line, one part Virginia Woolf, 
the other Elizabeth Bishop.

Brown’s achievement overall has been to link an older English drawing 
tradition of anecdotal, descriptive drawing to New York School, 
large-scale, gestural painting. In the postwar years leading up to the 
triumph of Abstract Expressionism, the Americans either abandoned 
drawing altogether, like Mark Rothko, or used it didactically, like 
Barnett Newman. The exceptions and relevant precedents are of 
course Jackson Pollock, who fused drawing with an all-over, gestural 
painting style, and Willem De Kooning, who “drew” with the brush 
in a more upright posture. Brown understood this tradition on an 
almost cellular level, certainly as no English painter had before her. 
And she advanced that tradition, made it new (as well as glamorous 
and risky) by introducing anecdotal, or dramatic, or at times, libertine 
imagery. The hidden, the subtextual, becomes explicit; she made 
visible the erotics as well as the poetics.

Not to be too binary about it, one could almost say that Brown’s 
art is like a character out of Henry James or Edith Wharton, 
those Anglo-American travelers who have to construct an identity 
between two sets of manners and cultural expectations. To continue 
with this possibly tenuous metaphor, Brown’s paintings would be 
her American side, while the drawings access that part of her artistic 
personality that remains rooted in the English tradition. Drawings 
are a safe place for her Englishness, her “continental-ness.” It’s a 
form of connoisseurship, a type of visual sophistication, almost 
conversational; it’s an attitude that leaves ample room for wit and 
humor, for narrative play. 

In the drawings we can see a different set of influences than in the 
paintings, or rather, we see them more plainly. Some are as local 
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as the corner pub, others more far flung: William Hogarth most 
obviously, but also Hieronymus Bosch, Pieter Bruegel, Lewis Carroll, 
Edgar Degas, Francisco Goya, John Singer Sargent’s watercolors, 
Titian, nineteenth-century encyclopedia illustrations, and closer 
to our own time, Oskar Kokoschka, Leon Kossoff, Sigmar Polke, 
and Rosemarie Trockel. Good use is also made of the under-appre-
ciated American artist Knox Martin, a painter whose canvases are 
a modernist tumult of images. Some of these artists provide actual 
subject matter while others simply augment the core sensibility. This 
is not to imply that Brown is some postmodernist magpie, taking 
things willy-nilly from all over the map. What she has done is to 
construct a lineage and a dialogue. There is nothing odd or preten-
tious about this process; every major artist creates her own precursors. 

Most, if not all, of the works in this exhibition take as their starting 
point a famous work from art history. In the lingo, these are works 
made “after” Bruegel, or Hogarth, Goya, etc. The specific relationship 
of Brown’s drawing to the originals holds the key to her modernity, 
her contemporaneity. The way that Brown aligns her brushmarks 
with those of her models finds its closest stylistic comparison not in 
the work of another painter, but in the performing arts, specifically 
in the Wooster Group, the legendary experimental theater company 
directed by Elizabeth LeCompte. The Woosters most often start with 
a classic text, in some cases even a specific historical performance of 
that text—Richard Burton’s Hamlet for example—and, generally 
speaking, engage in an act of cannibalistic, mimetic immersion. It’s 
not as brutal as it sounds; the results are often breathtakingly free, 
as well as hilarious. Make it old to make it new. 

To return to the realm of the two-dimensional, while it can’t be said 
that she exactly “improves” on the Bruegel, for example, I find that  
I like looking at Brown’s version more. I can use it, which is to say her 
drawings exist more in the present tense. Simplification will do that. 
Hogarth is an artist I’ve not spent much time thinking about, but 
seen in Brown’s streamlined, linear shorthand, her more artisanal, 
treasure map-like approximations, he’s now one of my favorite artists. 
She has modernized her models. A number of the drawings based on 
Bruegel’s painting, Fight Between Carnival and Lent (1559), as well 
as those based on Hogarth's print of the Rose Tavern from A Rake's 



35

Progress (1735) and some based on Goya—these more open composi-
tions allow the eye to take in specific marks and details—to see what 
the artist sees, what details hold her attention. Brown is especially 
good with crowd scenes. The massed agglomerations of faces and 
bodies give space to her ambition. Her more populated works make 
me feel like I’m at a party where pretty much everyone in the Rolodex 
has been invited. In her hands, portraiture is bungee-corded to the 
all-over compositional dynamism of Pollock, in that way that happens 
in painting, one pictorial ambition providing a jumping off point for 
another, very different one. And, as a byproduct of this method, we 
can access more directly the Old Masters who have always stood just 
behind Pollock’s own painting. 

Brown’s drawings express the habit of mind that we have come to 
call postmodernist, though really it is how artists have mostly always 
aligned themselves—or reconciled themselves—with artists of the 
past. An artist sees something in another that she can use; a detail in 
a Bosch becomes a schema around which to build a whole compo-
sition. The composition of the earlier artist is used as a blueprint that 
calls for an efficient graphic response. The exemplar of this kind of 
thinking is of course that arch-appropriator Pablo Picasso (think of the 
many Las Meninas variations, or Women of Algiers), and the Spaniard 
has always occupied a special place in the imaginative conditioning 
of English artists after the First World War. The “Picasso Revolution” 
was imported early to England, and it merged with and ultimately 
rearranged the English visual arts brain. Brown is but one in a long 
line of legatees. 

In terms of subject matter as well as form, the artists to whom Brown 
most often refers are the aforementioned Bosch, Bruegel, Degas, Goya, 
Hogarth—quite a collection of misanthropes and depressives (even 
sadists in some cases, sexual and otherwise). If there were such thing 
as a general Dictionary of Sex, one might find this entry: “Eroticism, 
nineteenth-century representations of. See Manet, Degas, Cecily 
Brown, et al. Jeux de dames cruelles.”

The nineteenth-century representation of eroticism is a kind of 
sensory and visual synecdoche—the part stands in for the whole. This 
is the etiology of the striptease, the peek-a-boo derrière and gartered 
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thigh emerging from voluminous petticoats. A teasing glimpse, then 
the libidinous flash is put away again. I have in my library a book 
called Jeux de dames cruelles, which was a present from Eric Fischl. It 
contains black-and-white studio photographs dating from the end of 
the nineteenth century through the 1920s, of young girls and women 
in a variety of “disciplinary” poses: girls stripped down to foundation 
garments being spanked, sometimes on the bare, by cruel mistresses. 
The photographs are voluptuous, silly, alarming, touching, hilarious, 
obscene, and, depending on your orientation, highly stimulating, 
or at least enlightening. The images portray only women and girls; 
presumably the male presence will make itself felt later on. I go on 
at length about this silly, arcane book only because it is the source 
material for seven of the works in the exhibition. Another four are 
after Franz von Bayros, a nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
pornographer and illustrator of great, luxurious compositions, and 
still others are studies after Degas nudes. We are in the world of the 
boudoir, the courtesan, the naughty entertainments aimed at the 
sophisticated gentlemen of Paris, or London, or Vienna. In Brown’s 
drawings, the nineteenth century is recast for the twenty-first. This 
is also the world of the English club, a male institution aligned with 
elitism, snobbery, and sexual double standards. One thing Brown has 
done is to drag this cosseted and cocooned, slightly retro sensibility 
across the pond and subject it to the New York hurly-burly. I don’t 
think anyone from New York would have dared, but now that it’s 
been done, plenty of others want to get in on the act.

Games of the flesh—the complicated power relationships between 
men and women—form a large subset of Brown’s art. Her frankness 
in this regard has had a tonic effect on the art world. In some ways a 
corollary interest, one that shows up especially well in the drawings, 
is the animal kingdom. Or more exactly, our relationship to animals, 
our tendency to anthropomorphize creatures into our own narrative 
lines. A full two dozen or more of the drawings here contain images 
of animals: birds, fishes, horses, big cats, bears; the Bestiary scenes, 
animals found in Knox Martin’s paintings, or Hogarth’s. The animal 
kingdom has been done proud. Brown has a special affinity for 
animals as they congregate, swarm, fly, swim, and otherwise crowd 
the frame of the drawing. Fur, fins, beaks, horns, and feathers: her 
brush likes to find the particularities of each. Animals lyricize, to 
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coin a verb, their grace of movement; the undulations of the octopus 
or the long curve of the swan’s neck are perfect material for the brush 
in motion. The brush loves them, and they return the love.

This lovingly selected group of Brown’s works on paper gives an 
unusually intimate look at the process of artistic transformation. What 
does it mean to make a work “after” the work of another? What does 
all this redrawing result in? Or more to the point, what is the nature 
of the transference, and perhaps even of the counter-transference, that 
occurs in a studied act of redrawing? To stick with the psychoana-
lytic metaphor a little longer, there is a term currently in vogue among 
psychoanalysts used to describe the complex exchange of psychic 
energy that goes on between doctor and patient, between analyst and 
analysand. The word, borrowed from the world of alchemy, is alembic; 
it refers to the transfer of a substance between two vessels of distil-
lation. Vapors are condensed and exchanged along a thin tube, and 
precious essences are collected in glass phials. It’s a lovely metaphor for 
an act of aesthetic mimesis. The alchemist’s laboratory, a bootlegger’s 
still in backwoods Kentucky, the analytic consulting room, and the 
artist’s studio all have something in common. Mimesis. Transference. 
Counter-transference. Art.
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Untitled (After Goya), c. 1997–98





PL. 11

Untitled (After von Bayros and Goya), c. 1997–98



PL. 12 

Untitled (After von Bayros and Goya), c. 1997–98



PL. 13 

Untitled, c. 2000



PL. 14

Untitled (After Eugène Le Poittevin), c. 1997–98



PL. 15

Untitled (After von Bayros), c. 1997–98



PL. 16

Untitled (Sweetie), c. 2000



PL. 17 

Untitled (After von Bayros), c. 1997–98



PL. 18

Untitled (After von Bayros), c. 1997–98



PL. 19

Untitled, c. 2000



PL. 20

Untitled (Ranunculus), c. 2000



PL. 21

Untitled (After Achille Devéria), c. 2002





PL. 22

Untitled (After Eugène Le Poittevin), c. 2002





PL. 23

Untitled (After Achille Devéria), 1998





PL. 24

Untitled, 2008







PL. 25
Untitled (Chambre), 2015





PL. 26 
Untitled (After Jeux de dames cruelles), 2013



PL. 27 
Untitled (After Jeux de dames cruelles), c. 1997–98





PL. 28
Untitled (After Jeux de dames cruelles), c. 1997–98



PL. 29
Untitled (After Jeux de dames cruelles), c. 1997–98



PL. 30
Untitled (After Jeux de dames cruelles), c. 2000



PL. 31
Untitled (After Jeux de dames cruelles), 2013



PL. 32
Untitled (After Jeux de dames cruelles), 2013



PL. 33
Untitled (After Jeux de dames cruelles), 2013



PL. 34
Nude (After Degas), 2012



PL. 35
Nude (After Degas), 2013



PL. 36
Combing the Hair (After Degas), 2013



PL. 37
Combing the Hair (After Degas), 2013





PL. 38
Combing the Hair (Beach), 2015





PL. 39
Young Spartans (After Degas), 2013



PL. 40
Untitled (St. Anthony), 2010



PL. 41
Untitled (After Bosch), 2012





PL. 42
Carnival and Lent (After Bruegel), 2007



PL. 43 
Carnival and Lent (After Bruegel), 2007



PL. 44
Carnival and Lent (After Bruegel), 2007



PL. 45
Carnival and Lent (After Bruegel), 2007



PL. 46
Carnival and Lent (After Bruegel), 2007



PL. 47
Carnival and Lent (After Bruegel), 2007



PL. 48 
Carnival and Lent (After Bruegel), 2007







PL. 49
Carnival and Lent (After Bruegel), 2007



PL. 50 
Carnival and Lent (After Bruegel), 2007





PL. 51
Analysis of Beauty (After Hogarth), 2014



PL. 52
First Stage of Cruelty (After Hogarth), 2003



PL. 53 
Strolling Actresses (After Hogarth), 2015



PL. 54
Chairing the Members (After Hogarth), c. 2003–2004



PL. 55
Chairing the Members (After Hogarth), c. 2003



PL. 56
The Rose Tavern (After Hogarth), 2003



PL. 57
Strolling Actresses (After Hogarth), c. 2003





PL. 58
Untitled, 2009



PL. 59
Strolling Actresses (After Hogarth), 2015





PL. 60
Strolling Actresses (After Hogarth), 2015







PL. 61
Untitled (After Bosch), 2015



PL. 62 
Untitled (Bestiary), 2012



PL. 63
Untitled (After Pompeii Mosaic), 2012



PL. 64
Untitled (Bestiary), 2012



PL. 65
Untitled (Bestiary), 2012



PL. 66
Untitled (Bestiary), 2012



PL. 67 
Untitled (Bestiary), 2012



PL. 68
Untitled (Bestiary), 2012



PL. 69
Untitled (Bestiary), 2012



PL. 70
Untitled (Bestiary), 2012







PL. 71 
Untitled (Ladyland with Bestiary), 2012



PL. 72
Untitled (Ladyland with Bestiary), 2012



PL. 73
Untitled (Ladyland with Bestiary), 2013





PL. 60
Untitled (Ladyland), 2012



PL. 74
Untitled (Ladyland), 2012



PL. 75 
Untitled (Ladyland), 2011



PL. 76
Untitled (Ladyland), 2011



PL. 77
Untitled (Ladyland with Bestiary), 2012



PL. 78
Untitled (Ladyland with Bestiary), 2013





PL. 79
Untitled (Ladyland with Bestiary), 2013







PL. 80
Untitled, 2015
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L IS T O F F I GU RES

FIG. 1

Knox Martin

Concert in the Park, 1955

Oil on canvas

80 x 137 inches

Courtesy of the artist and Janos Gat 

GalleryArt © Knox Martin/Licensed by 

VAGA, New York, NY

FIGS . 2 & 3

Cut-outs from Jimi Hendrix’s Electric 

Ladyland album cover, Cecily Brown studio, 

New York, 2016

FIG. 4

Pieter Bruegel

Fight Between Carnival and Lent, 1559

Oil on oakwood

46 1/2 x 64 3/4 inches

Collection of the Kunsthistorisches 

Museum, Vienna

Photograph by Erich Lessing / Art Resource, NY

FIG. 5

Francisco Goya

They Make Use of Them, plate 16 from The 

Disasters of War, c. 1810/12, published 1863

Etching, lavis, drypoint, burin, and burnishing 

on ivory wove paper with gilt edges

9 1/2 x 13 3/8 inches

Collection of The Art Institute of Chicago; 

gift of J. C. Cebrian

FIG. 6

William Hogarth

Strolling Actresses Dressing in a Barn, May 1738 

Engraving in black on ivory laid paper

19 3/8 x 24 3/4 inches

Collection of the Art Institute of Chicago; 

gift of Horace S. Oakley

FIG. 7

Edgar Degas

Young Spartans Exercising, c. 1860

Oil on canvas

43 1/8 x 61 inches

Collection of The National Gallery, London; 

bought, Courtauld Fund, 1924

© National Gallery, London / Art Resource, 

NY

FIG. 8

Print-out of the 1613 painting The Entry of 

the Animals into Noah’s Ark by Jan Brueghel, 

Cecily Brown studio, New York, 2016

FIG. 9

Print-out of the seventeenth-century painting 

The Animals Entering the Ark by Jacob Savery II, 

Cecily Brown studio, New York, 2016

FIG. 10

Cecily Brown studio with source material, New 

York, 2016
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L IS T O F WO RKS

All works courtesy of the artist unless 

noted otherwise.

PL. 28 / COVER

Combing the Hair (Beach), 2015

Watercolor, pastel, ink, and oil on paper

79 x 51 1/2 inches

PL. 1

Untitled (After Knox Martin), 2010

Watercolor and gouache on paper

14 1/8 x 20 1/8 inches

PL. 2

Untitled (After Knox Martin), 2010

Watercolor and gouache on paper

14 1/8 x 20 1/8 inches

PL. 3

Untitled (After Knox Martin), 2010

Watercolor and gouache on paper

12 1/2 x 16 1/4 inches

PL. 4

Untitled (After Knox Martin), 2010

Watercolor and gouache on paper

12 1/2 x 16 1/4 inches

PL. 5

Orpheus Charming the Animals 

(After Hoefnagel), 2014

Watercolor on paper

10 1/4 x 14 1/2 inches

PL. 6

&

PL. 7

Fairyland with Meat, 2014

Watercolor, ink, and ballpoint pen on paper 14 

1/8 x 20 1/8 inches

PL. 8

Untitled (Paradise), 2014

Watercolor, ink, and ballpoint pen on paper 14 

1/8 x 20 1/8 inches

PL. 9

Untitled (After Bosch and Boldini), 2015 

Watercolor and pastel on paper

79 x 51 1/2 inches

PL. 10

Untitled (After Goya), c. 1997–98

Ballpoint pen on paper

12 5/8 x 12 5/8 inches

PL. 11

Untitled (After von Bayros and Goya), c. 1997–98 

Ballpoint pen and crayon on paper

12 5/8 x 12 5/8 inches



136

PL. 12

Untitled (After von Bayros and Goya), c. 1997–88

Ballpoint pen on paper

12 5/8 x 12 5/8 inches

PL. 13

Untitled, c. 2000

Ballpoint pen and crayon on paper

11 x 8 1/2 inches

PL. 14

Untitled (After Eugène Le Poittevin), c. 1997–98

Ink on paper

12 5/8 x 12 5/8 inches

PL. 15

Untitled (After von Bayros), c. 1997–98

Ballpoint pen with colored pencil on paper

12 5/8 x 12 5/8 inches

PL. 16

Untitled (Sweetie), c. 2000

Watercolor and gouache on paper

14 1/8 x 20 1/8 inches

PL. 17

Untitled (After von Bayros), c. 1997–98

Ballpoint pen and crayon on paper

12 5/8 x 12 5/8 inches

PL. 18

Untitled (After von Bayros), c. 1997–98

Ballpoint pen, colored pencil, and pencil 

on paper

12 5/8 x 12 5/8 inches

PL. 19

Untitled, c. 2000

Ballpoint pen on paper

10 7/8 x 13 7/8 inches

PL. 20

Untitled (Ranunculus), c. 2000 Ballpoint pen 

on paper

15 1/8 x 11 1/8 inches

PL. 21

Untitled (After Achille Devéria), c. 2002 

Watercolor on paper, sketchbook

8 x 19 3/4 inches

PL. 22

Untitled (After Eugène Le Poittevin), c. 2002 

Ink on paper, sketchbook

5 7/8 x 17 3/4 inches

PL. 23

Untitled (After Achille Devéria), 1998

Ballpoint pen on paper, sketchbook

10 5/8 x 9 1/8 inches

PL. 24

Untitled (After Jan Brueghel), 2008 Ballpoint 

pen on paper, sketchbook

4 x 12 1/4 inches

PL. 25

Untitled (Chambre), 2015

Pastel on paper

47 1/4 x 35 inches
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PL. 26

Untitled (After Jeux de dames cruelles), 2013

Watercolor on paper

14 1/8 x 20 1/8 inches

PL. 27

Untitled (After Jeux de dames cruelles), 

c. 1997–98

Watercolor and gouache on paper

12 5/8 x 12 5/8 inches

PL. 28

Untitled (After Jeux de dames cruelles), 

c. 1997–98

Watercolor on paper

12 5/8 x 12 5/8 inches

PL. 29

Untitled (After Jeux de dames cruelles), 

c. 1997–98

Watercolor and gouache on paper

12 5/8 x 12 5/8 inches

PL. 30

Untitled (After Jeux de dames cruelles), 

c. 2000

Ballpoint pen on paper

11 1/8 x 15 1/8 inches

PL. 31

Untitled (After Jeux de dames cruelles), 

c. 1997–98

Watercolor and ballpoint pen on paper

16 1/4 x 12 1/2 inches

PL. 32

Untitled (After Jeux de dames cruelles), 2013

Watercolor and gouache on paper

24 x 18 1/8 inches

PL. 33

Untitled (After Jeux de dames cruelles), 2013

Watercolor and gouache on paper

16 1/4 x 12 1/2 inches

PL. 34

Nude (After Degas), 2012

Watercolor, pastel, and pencil on paper

24 x 18 1/8 inches

PL. 35

Nude (After Degas), 2013

Watercolor on paper

14 1/8 x 20 1/8 inches

PL. 36

Combing the Hair (After Degas), 2013

Watercolor on paper

24 x 18 1/8 inches

PL. 37

Combing the Hair (After Degas), 2013

Watercolor and gouache on paper

24 x 18 1/8 inches

PL. 38

Combing the Hair (Beach), 2015

Watercolor, pastel, ink, and oil on paper

79 x 51 1/2 inches

PL. 39

Young Spartans (After Degas), 2013

Watercolor on paper

12 1/2 x 16 1/4 inches

PL. 40

Untitled (St. Anthony), 2010

Watercolor and gouache on paper

20 1/8 x 14 1/8 inches
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PL. 41

Untitled (After Bosch), 2012

Watercolor on paper

10 1/4 x 14 1/2 inches

PL. 42

Carnival and Lent (After Bruegel), 2007

Ink on paper

10 1/4 x 14 1/2 inches

PL. 43

Carnival and Lent (After Bruegel), 2007

Ink on paper

10 1/4 x 14 1/2 inches

PL. 44

Carnival and Lent (After Bruegel), 2007

Ink on paper

10 1/4 x 14 1/2 inches

P L .  4 5

Carnival and Lent (After Bruegel), 2007

Ink on paper

10 1/4 x 14 1/2 inches

PL. 46

Carnival and Lent (After Bruegel), 2007

Ink on paper

10 1/4 x 14 1/2 inches

PL. 47

Carnival and Lent (After Bruegel), 2007

Ink on paper

12 1/2 x 16 1/4 inches

PL. 48

Carnival and Lent (After Bruegel), 2007

Ink on paper

10 1/4 x 14 1/2 inches

PL. 49

Carnival and Lent (After Bruegel), 2007

Ink on paper

10 1/4 x 14 1/2 inches

PL. 50

Carnival and Lent (After Bruegel), 2007

Ink on paper

10 1/4 x 14 1/2 inches

PL. 51

Analysis of Beauty (After Hogarth), 2014

Watercolor, ink, and oil on paper

14 1/8 x 20 inches

PL. 52

First Stage of Cruelty (After Hogarth), 2003

Watercolor and ink on paper, sketchbook

11 x 22 inches

PL. 53

Strolling Actresses (After Hogarth), 2015

Watercolor and ink on paper

14 x 20 inches

PL. 54

Chairing the Members 

(After Hogarth), c. 2003–2004

Ballpoint pen on paper

9 1/2 x 12 5/8 inches
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PL. 55

Chairing the Members (After Hogarth), c. 2003

Gouache on paper, sketchbook

11 x 11 inches 

PL. 56

The Rose Tavern (After Hogarth), 2003

Pencil and ink on paper

11 x 15 inches

PL. 57

Strolling Actresses (After Hogarth), c. 2003

Ballpoint pen on paper

8 3/4 x 11 3/8 inches

PL. 58

Untitled, 2009

Watercolor and ink on paper

11 x 22 inches

PL. 59

Strolling Actresses (After Hogarth), 2015

Pastel on paper

51 3/4 x 79 1/8 inches

PL. 60

Strolling Actresses (After Hogarth), 2015

Watercolor and ink on paper

51 1/2 x 79 inches

PL. 61

Untitled (After Bosch), 2015

Watercolor, pastel, and oil on paper

43 1/2 x 63 inches

PL. 62

Untitled (Bestiary), 2011

Watercolor on paper

12 1/4 x 9 1/8 inches

PL. 63

Untitled (After Pompeii Mosaic), 2012

Watercolor and gouache on paper

14 1/2 x 10 1/4 inches

PL. 64

Untitled (Bestiary), 2011

Watercolor on paper

7 1/8 x 10 1/4 inches

PL. 65

Untitled (Bestiary), 2012

Watercolor and gouache on paper

14 1/8 x 20 1/8 inches

PL. 66

Untitled (Bestiary), 2011

Watercolor on paper

20 1/8 x 14 1/8 inches

PL. 67

Untitled (Bestiary), 2011

Watercolor on paper

24 x 18 1/8 inches 

PL. 68

Untitled (Bestiary), 2011

Watercolor on paper

20 1/8 x 14 1/8 inches
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PL. 69

Untitled (Bestiary), 2011

Watercolor on paper

14 1/2 x 10 1/4 inches

PL. 70

Untitled (Bestiary), 2012

Watercolor on paper

10 1/4 x 7 1/8 inches

PL. 71

Untitled (Ladyland with Bestiary), 2012

Watercolor on paper

10 1/4 x 14 1/2 inches

PL. 72

Untitled (Ladyland with Bestiary), 2012

Watercolor on paper

16 1/4 x 12 1/2 inches

PL. 73

Untitled (Ladyland with Bestiary), 2013

Watercolor and gouache on paper

16 1/2 x 12 1/2 inches

PL. 74

Untitled (Ladyland), 2012

Watercolor, gouache, and ink on paper

18 1/8 x 24 inches

PL. 75

Untitled (Ladyland), 2011

Watercolor and ink on paper

18 1/8 x 24 1/8 inches

PL. 76

Untitled (Ladyland), 2011

Watercolor on paper

10 1/2 x 14 1/8 inches

PL. 77

Untitled (Ladyland with Bestiary), 2012

Watercolor and gouache on paper

16 1/4 x 12 1/2 inches 

PL. 78

Untitled (Ladyland with Bestiary), 2013

Watercolor, gouache, ink, and pastel on paper

14 1/8 x 20 1/8 inches

PL. 79

Untitled (Ladyland with Bestiary), 2013

Watercolor, ink, gouache, and pastel on paper

14 1/8 x 20 1/16 inches

PL. 80

Untitled, 2015

Watercolor and pastel on paper

52 x 78 1/4 inches

All plates listed above photographed by 

Genevieve Hanson
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