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David Nolan Gallery is pleased to announce the gallery’s presentation of paintings and drawings by Rodrigo Moynihan,   Self Portraits and 
Still Lives 1973-1988 , which will be on view at Frieze Masters from October 12-16. A catalogue with text by John Yau accompanies  the 
presentation. Moynihan’s work has not been seen in London since 2002. His work appears in the collections of the Tate, London;  Royal 
Academy of Arts Collection, London; National Portrait Gallery, London; Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; and Hirshhorn  Museum and 
Sculpture Garden, Washington D.C., amongst many others.

Rodrigo Moynihan was born in Tenerife, Spain in 1910. His childhood was spent in the Canary Islands and then New York where he got 
much of his early education before coming to London and the Slade School of Art. It was here that he met what would be his life-long  
friend William Coldstream who together with Ivon Hitchens started a pioneering movement in painting called Objective Abstraction. Their 
works were concerned with the medium itself, emphasizing painterly strokes, and were in their way a precursor of Abstract  Expressionism 
that prompted the poet David Gascoyne at the time to describe them as an ‘explosion in a jam factory.’ Examples of these  can be found at 
the Tate, the Hirshhorn Museum and other institutions around the world.

In 1938 Moynihan was associated with the Euston Road school which had been started by William Coldstream, Victor Pasmore, Claude 
Rogers and Graham Bell. Students included Stephen Spender, Adrian Stokes and Lawrence Gowing. 

During the war, Moynihan served in the British Army before being recruited as an official war artist through the support of Kenneth Clark, 
Director of the National Gallery in London. A great deal of paintings produced in those years, including the well-known  Medical Inspection, 
are in the collection of the Imperial War Museum in London. It was during this period that he was detailed to make many portraits of 
wartime military personal which led to several famous commissions including prime minister Clement Atlee (which hung at 10 Downing 
Street during the Blair administration) and the Queen as Princess of York now in the Kings collection.

In the late 1940s Moynihan was appointed Professor of Painting at the Royal College of Art. He quickly made the college into the premier art 
school in the United Kingdom and it became the hub of the British art world. Leon Kossoff, Frank  Auerbach, Peter Blake, Malcom Morley, and 
many others were pupils who studied under Moynihan. He lent Francis Bacon his studio where he had previously painted two vast works of art,  
The Teaching Staff of the Royal Painting School, Royal College of Art , now at the Tate Gallery, and   After the Conference: The Editors of 
Penguin Books , Random House Collection. 

But Moynihan was slowly shifting back to abstraction and this together with his distaste for the establishment, which he felt was parochial, 
he decided to resign his posts both at the college and as Royal Academician. From this point forward, he would oscillate between 
abstraction and figuration with a distinct fluidity as Gerhard Richter and others would later do. Around this time, he met the artist Anne 
Dunn and they moved to Paris where they became part of an art world that included Jean Helion, Giacometti James Bishop and others. It 
was here that they met John Ashbery, then a correspondent for the  Herald Tribune , and together with Sonia Orwell, wife of George Orwell, 
they started the legendary magazine   Art and Literature , 1963-1967. Throughout this period Moynihan was showing in Paris, London, and 
New York.



In the early 1970’s, Moynihan began making a series of still-lifes composed of tools of a painter’s trade haphazardly strewn on tables and 
shelves. Of these works the artist said in an interview with David Sylvester: “It was especially important to me not to arrange the still-life so 
as to form a pictorial grouping —a picture. I wanted the objects to be found… so that the dictionary words of describing an object disappear.  
I wanted to paint them because they looked like that—without my intervention—having arranged themselves like that in that particular light.”

Alongside these works, Moynihan painted numerous self-portraits, recording himself reflected in a mirror. The gold edge of the mirror acts 
as both a framing device and a compositional element; it changes angle and migrates throughout each canvas. These self-portraits show a 
contemplative painter in his later years, inextricably bound to his medium and life’s work. They also connect him with Diego Velázquez, 
whose court paintings were filled with humanity and physicality, and who notably recorded his own presence in his masterpiece, Las 
Meninas. Rembrandt and his history of self-portraiture that examine the aging of the artist is an obvious influence in attitude as well and an 
insightful look into the soul of the artist.

Looking at  Summer Interior , we see the painter at work, easel in hand before his canvas, staring outward into the mirror. Shirtless and 
nonchalant in the hot seasonal air, bathed in tonal yellow sunlight, his gaze appears unflinching as he depicts his own semblance. As the 
viewer’s eyes meet his, we briefly consider that we are the sitters, until the mirror grounds the composition and implies we are merely 
spectators happening upon a candid, private instance in the studio. There is a quiet confidence in Moynihan’s brushstroke, particularly in 
these mature paintings, that renders the canvases instinctual, where his personhood and profession are one and the same, defined by each 
other.

But perhaps what draws the contemporary viewer to Moynihan’s work is not its connection to disciplines of time past, rather how it 
reassesses the  terms and principles of the medium, such as composition, subject, and light. Moynihan’s canvases lack pretension, favoring 
swift gesture over  tireless reworking, suggesting that these objects and even himself, are only temporarily frozen, forever shifting, moving 
and eventually, ceasing to  be. As the objects and Moynihan move in and out of frame, we’re forced to consider where they go. People age, 
paint tubes go empty, newspapers  are discarded, nothing is untouched by the hands of time.

"We get this sort of transcendence of identity which makes a piece of soap go further than being soap. And the cotton-wool that you 
sometimes paint  can be incredibly suggestive and almost surrealist in its poetry although you're painting or trying to paint what you literally 
see." -David Sylvester in conversation with Rodrigo Moynihan

"Clearly, here was an artist who forced one to follow him, rather than keeping one chatting at a fixed point in space and time. Everyone who  
is trying to create needs to know someone like that." -John Ashbery,  Rodrigo Moynihan: Paintings and Works on Paper

"Like the still-lifes, these self-portraits have an old-master resonance, dense with subliminal pictorial associations. Surprisingly 
diminutive for their  radiant impact, they seem to be viewed through the wrong end of a telescope, oddly remote, their melancholy 
evocations of the dialogue between art and human transience kept from us at a decorous emotional distance that hauntingly combines 
personal confession and noble reserve." -Robert  Rosenblum

"There is no inherent mystery about the objects because it is not the objects that we are being asked to address. It is something beyond the 
physical: the moment of seeing itself." -Cressida Connolly,    Rodrigo Moynihan: The Liberated Moment



White Plastic Container behind Plywood Board , 1973 
oil on canvas
70 x 47 in (177.8 x 119.4 cm)
(MOY8431)





Figure in Interior: Summer, 1980 
oil on canvas
13 3/4 x 10 1/2 in (34.9 x 26.7 cm)
(MOY8051)



Summer Interior, 1981
oil on canvas
25 1/2 x 21 1/4 in (64.8 x 54 cm) 
(MOY8050)



Still Life with Roman Hand & Roll of Photographs I, 1988 
oil on canvas
40 x 50 in (101.6 x 127 cm
(MOY8058)

In Still Life with Roman Hand & Roll of Photographs I and Still Life with Roman 
Hand & Roll of Photographs II (both 1988), painted near the end of his life, 
Moynihan employs slate and soot gray to depict the studio walls. In both paintings, 
there is silvery gray band that vertically divides the room into two unequal areas. 
While it is the same table, the things on it have been moved around, most likely 
because Moynihan used them. What unsettles the gathering is the Roman hand 
clutching something unidentifiable. Its presence on the table underscores 
Moynihan’s observation that nothing is permanent, not even art.



Still Life with Roman Hand & Roll of Photographs II, 1988 
oil on canvas
28 x 36 in (71.1 x 91.4 cm)
(MOY8057)



Rolled Paper, Container and Jars, 1982-83 
oil on canvas
27 3/4 x 36 in (70.5 x 91.4 cm)
(MOY8055)

In his still life paintings, the objects (or what I have come to think of as recurring 
characters) include: sponges, soap, light bulbs, often still in their cardboard boxes, 
rulers, rolls of photographic papers, bottles, jars, pieces of paper, maul stick, palette 
knife, and a second-century Roman head and hand. The objects stir up faint associations 
with the tools of surgeons and architects, which fold another layer of meaning into the 
painting.



Sponges Near a Window, 1973 
oil on canvas
29 1/2 x 29 1/2 in (74.9 x 74.9 cm)
(MOY8054)



Jars, Soap and Light Bulb, 1982 
oil paint on canvas
20 x 30 in (50.8 x 76.2 cm)
(MOY7776)



Roman Head, Bottles & Paint Tubes, 
1981-82 
oil on canvas
diameter: 39 3/8 in (100 cm)
(MOY8052)

In Roman Head, Bottles & Paint Tubes 
(1981-82), Moynihan uses horizontals 
and verticals to orient the circular 
shape, giving it a top and bottom. 
However, in contrast to Bolotowsky 
and Glarner, Moynihan sets the shelf at 
a slight diagonal, going from right to 
left. The position of the Roman bust and 
the vertical green struts are also set at a 
diagonal to the picture plane, in quiet 
resistance to modernism’s insistence 
on frontality in the depictions of objects 
on a flat surface.





Corner Shelf, 1974
oil on canvas
diameter: 39 3/8 in (100 cm)
(MOY8045)



Jug and Skull on a Table, 1975 
conte pencil and pastel on paper 
22 3/4 x 30 1/4 in (57.8 x 76.8 cm)
(MOY8089)



Kitchen Cupboard 3, ca. 1973
chalk and charcoal on paper 
19 1/2 x 24 in (49.5 x 61 cm 
(MOY8081)



Landscape, 1977
ink and gouache on paper
17 1/2 x 22 1/4 in (44.5 x 56.5 cm)
(MOY8066)
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IN THE BACKROOM
George Grosz 
Dorothea Rockburne



George Grosz (1893-1959)
Stickmen meeting members of the bourgeoisie, 1946
watercolor on paper
19 x 24 3/4 in (48.3 x 62.9 cm)
(PP0562)



George Grosz (1893-1959) 
Stickman in Refuge, 1949
watercolor on paper 
18 7/8 x 25 11/16 in (48 x 65.3 cm)
(GG5423)



George Grosz (1893-1959) 
Study for "Streetfight", 1937 
charcoal on paper 
19 x 24 3/4 in (48.2 x 63.1 cm)
(PP0567)



Dorothea Rockburne 
(b. 1932)
Trumpeting Angels: 
Triangle, Rectangle, Small 
Square, II , 1981 
watercolor, pencil, glue, 
and vellum on rag board 
29 x 36 in (73.7 x 91.4 cm)
(ROC8037)




