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Graham Dean circa 1979 

Graham Dean 

Graham Dean was born in Birkenhead in 1951. He studied at the Laird School 
of Art in Birkenhead and the Faculty of Art and Design at Bristol Polytechnic.  

Dean was associated with the European tradition of Ugly Realism, a movement 
established in Berlin in the 1970’s. He felt isolated in Britain during a time when 
figurative art was far from fashionable. He was inspired by Berlin - the 
warehouse studios, the desolate and empty sodium-lit blocks that abutted the 
Wall. The paintings on view are a physical testament of how Dean was out of 
context with his peers, but then far ahead in terms of what he decided to paint. 

Dean moved to Oxford in 1977 after meeting his future wife Denise, who had 
gone there to work. This exhibition focuses on the time he spent between 
Oxford and London. The figures, events and situations jump from painting to 
painting following through a thread of different events.  A detail from one 
becomes part of a larger narrative in an another. 

Dean’s urban-realist paintings focus on wide ranging themes such as apartheid 
in South Africa, skin disorders, social division and the human condition.  He 
states that he always tries to experience the subject of his works first-hand, 
conducting relentless research and travelling far and wide.   

Graham Dean is heavily influenced by film, particularly movies by Alfred 
Hitchcock and Tarkovsky. The works on show are very character driven, caught 
in a scene constructed by the director. Dean has directed music videos, made 
films for television and collaborated on dance projects. He finds such work ‘not 
that different to working with models. It is still moving bodies around in space.’ 
Dean uses a variety of settings - buildings, ships, churches, forests and trains - 
to enhance the atmosphere of the situation in which his characters are placed. 
The identity of the individual is in constant flux depending on his or her 
habitation. 

Graham Dean now lives in Brighton.  The human body and condition still 
remain his subject, but his preferred medium now is watercolour. His current 
works are more visceral, still depicting the presence of the human body in space 
although that space is now altogether less defined.  The urban realism of his 
early days has been replaced with an ethereal, more mysterious edge.
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Refugee from England (Memories) 
1975 

Image size: 47 x 41 inches (120 x 106 cm) 
Acrylic on canvas 

This painting was part of an invitation exhibition at the Nicholas Treadwell 
Gallery, based on alternative views of the Queen.  

‘I painted this when I was 23, two years out of art college. It’s a painting 
portraying a cliched idea of England. I painted her holding a scrapbook, as 
if she was looking at memories of her own life.”  

This painting was very popular and was reproduced all over the world. It was 
voted into seventh place by Radio Times readers in a poll of paintings of the 
Queen, neatly nestled between works by Warhol and Freud. 

8 Duncan Terrace 
1977 

Image size: 16 x 19 inches (41 x 18 cm) 
Acrylic on canvas 

In the late 70’s Dean was renting an attic studio in the Islington home of the 
writer Jay Landesman, a Bohemian hubbub where conceivably anyone could 
turn up at any time.  Dean remembers the day musician Tom Waits did just 
that, and took the time to look at his paintings.    This painting, a view of 
dustbins outside the Landesman residence, was used as part-payment of the 
rent, truly in the style of many struggling yet aspiring artists. 

‘I lived in the top floor studio where I painted some good works for a few years. 
It was indeed Bohemian and fairly notorious. I met Tom Waits there and I 
believe the Sex Pistols visited amongst the many older 'Beat' generation poets 
and writers. Too many to list. This small painting was part of an arrangement I 
had with Jay -part exchange for the rent’.  
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Shedding 
1980 

Image size: 27 x 34 inches (70 x 94 cm) 
Acrylic on canvas 

A disturbing image of a woman in a white bikini peeling away a long strand of 
angry red skin from a roll of sunburnt flesh around her midriff.  This was the 
final and most extreme painting in Dean’s series on skin disorders. 

Steam Room 4 
1980 

Image size: 14 x 10 inches (36 x 26 cm) 
Acrylic on canvas 

In keeping with Dean’s passion for experiencing the subjects of his work, this 
image was created following his first visit to an authentic Turkish Bath in the 

East End of London.   
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Camouflage 
1978 

Image size: 87 x 50 inches (223 x 128 cm) 
Acrylic on canvas 

Graham Dean was invited to participate in an exhibition at the Nicholas 
Treadwell Gallery in London on the theme of skin colour. It was the time of 
growing awareness of racial prejudice in Britain and the world; the apartheid 
regime in South Africa was attracting huge criticism and anti-racist movements 
such as Rock Against Racism were gaining momentum. At the time there was 
nothing comparative in the art world.  

Porter 
1984 

Image size:40 x 29 inches (104 x 75 cm) 
Acrylic on canvas 

The model in this painting is the same as the one in the painting ‘Camouflage.’ 
It was started in New York and then completed in Oxford. It was influenced by 
what Dean saw in New York -his first visit. ‘I noticed many people carrying their 
groceries around in these large paper bags. I then noticed that quite often it 
would be young black boys carrying these bags, closely following rich white 
women. Hence the title of Porter.’ As critic Edward Lucie-Smith noted, Dean 
‘satirises vanity and sympathises with the deprived.’ 

The watercolour version is in the V&A Drawings and Watercolour Collection. 
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Slip 
1978 

Image size: 29 x 24 inches (76 x 61 cm) 
Acrylic on canvas 

The Ugly Face of Looted Brooklyn 2 
1977 

Image size: 46 x 35 inches (118 x 89 cm)  
Acrylic on canvas 

The title refers to a newspaper headline in the Evening Standard from the 
same year. The painting is based on that article, which was about the 
gentrification of rundown but creative urban areas.  Of course, this 
redevelopment resulted in the artists, who had brought desirability to the 
area in the first place, being priced out and having to leave. Dean used his 
own model in Oxford.  
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The Pugilist 
1976 

Image size: 50 x 31 inches (129 x 79 cm) 
Acrylic on canvas 

 On loan from Angela Allright 

This painting was a career changing painting for the artist. Dean was inspired 
by the exhibition fights at the St Giles Fair in Oxford, which resulted in a life 
size depiction of an exhausted fighter slumping on a bench after the match. 
Boxers would parade up and down on walkways outside their tents, challenging 
the members of the public to take them on.  

‘I used a friend from Oxford to pose and apparently I made him run around the 
block several times to get the desired ‘slumped and exhausted’ effect. Denise 
applied the make up of someone who had been battered and bruised. It was a 
time when everything came into alignment and I thought I painted something 
memorable, charged and emotional.’ 

Balaclava 
1978 

Image size: 16 x 12 inches (43 x 33 cm) 
Coloured pencil and gouache  

A self-portrait of the artist. 
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Denise 
1979 

Image size: 8 x 6 inches (22 x 16 cm) 
Acrylic on canvas 

On loan from the artist 

An early portrait of the artist’s wife. 

Botticelli Re-Make 
1976 

Image size:15 x 13 inches (40 x 35 cm) 
Acrylic on canvas 

This is the result of an invitation from a Milan gallery in 1975/6 to contribute 
towards a mixed show on the theme of Italy. The artist fused a portrait of his 
wife Denise with the Botticelli face.  

On loan from Nigel Gee
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A Deck 
1981 

Image size: 86 x 69 inches (220 x 176 cm) 
Acrylic on canvas  

The artist’s attempt at looking for situations where there was a feeling of 
containment of people who were together without means of escape. This 
painting was exhibited in Dean’s touring exhibition ‘Undercurrents’ as well as 
the ICA exhibition in London ‘Art and the Sea.’ 

‘I started looking at cruises which were very unfashionable at the time and then 
I started researching into sun bathing and the detrimental effects of it. In the 
1980’s this wasn’t a subject that was being discussed. The ideas grew into a 
whole series of work from the cleansing i.e. steam baths to tanning/sun bathing 
to skin diseases.’  

Fused
1977 

Image size: 72 x 30 inches (183 x 77 cm) 
Acrylic on paper on board 
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Signpost 
1977 

Image size: 78 x 50 inches (200 x 127) 
Acrylic on canvas  

The painting depicts a time before electronic travel boards, when train times 
were chalked on blackboards. The contemplative model Dean found for the 
painting was a gravedigger from the Oxfordshire village Wolvercote, who sadly 
passed away a year later.  For Dean this work is an expression of the inexorable 
passing of time – the smudges on the blackboard representing transience and 
change.   It was included in a group show on the theme of urban realism called 
Art for Society at the Whitechapel Gallery in London.  

‘This was the first of my train reference paintings which culminated in 
Compartments trilogy in 1979-80. In retrospect I now wonder if they also refer 
to the fact that I wasn’t completely happy living in Oxford at that time, and 
wanted to be back in London.’

Graham Dean 

Literature: 
Attlee, James 
Graham Dean 

Unicorn Publishing Group 2016 
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DARNLEY FINE ART 

8 Cecil Court 
London 

WC2N 4HE 

0207 379 0499 
07765 890463 

www.darnleyfineart.com 
enquiries@darnleyfineart.com 
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