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Life Doesn’t Have To Be Simple
PART TWO 
Flights From Gravity 



The studio at Wallington ran parallel with making artworks in London. A strong sense of the past could be 
transcended by a desire to live in the present, which is what painting with immediacy is. Such impossible ambition 
and occasionally doomed frustration also applied to the Flights from Gravity series in London. The avant-garde 

characters with whom I most 
identified in that narrative 
appeared in my imagination at 
Wallington, flaunting any insult, 
existing outside time which is 
lost but it is there in the work. 
A n a c h r o n i s t i c , l i k e a n 
aristocrat, with something like 
true vision to paint better. I 
learnt techniques to achieve 
this, the first being how to 
keep my head still. 
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South west corner (Studio with ‘Gull’) 150cm x 130cm, 2013-2015 © the artist                                                                                                                    
The man in the hat is based on the pioneering flight engineer Oscar  Gnosspelius and the central figure is a young Jack Parker, my great uncle, who 
was chief test pilot for the flying boats and sea planes of Shorts Brothers, having met Gnosspelius on Lake Windermere before 1919. 

South west  corner studio, Wallington  
2013 © Topher McGrillis

Flights from Gravity (S45 Shortly before 
capsizing)  
115cm x 130cm  
2011-2015 © the artist
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Holding Hands in Manhattan 150cm x 130cm  oil on canvas, 2008-2012 © the artist                                                                                                                                                                   
The skyline viewed from the rooftop of the DIA Center in New York was the starting point, drawn in a tiny 1995 sketchbook, during a USA visit made with 
my wife who was pregnant with our first child. During the Second World War my grandfather Philip’s naval ship was repaired there and we met the 
family friend, Maria, who looked out for him in Manhattan. Her nephew, the artist Julian Lethbridge, standing to the right above, who had spent some 

Patricia (1915-2013) & 
Philip     (1917-46)       
2013 © the artist                                    

New York, so far from Wallington’s fairytale world, is said to 
be vital in making the market. The art world has its giants 
and they bewitch us but I know they are real because I have 
seen some of them crossing roads round Mayfair,; Hockney, 
Freud. Oh and look there’s Damian Hirst saying how he 
admires Francis Bacon as a painter and wanted to be one 
himself. “I used to, when I was young,” he said “I tried but I 
could never…it is hard facing the embarrassment and your 
inability to go through that period when your paintings don’t 
look very good and I never did that…” Luckily for him he had 
a fairy godmother, or father rather, who said: You shall go to 
the ball. My own persistence comes from a kind of affliction 
or desire to know what each painting will look like.

Aloft 
Julian Lethbridge’s SoHo studio 1974 
with Marie and my mother seated left 
and myself inverted up top 2008 
© the artist               Private Collection

Flights from Gravity



For many years I had focused on the river Thames, trying to simplify its complexity with a pre-cusor to my Golden 
Blue Figure, drawn to the river bed at low tide, with human activity in the foreground; rowers (Mercury Gallery 2000), 
boatbuilders (Shire Pottery Gallery, Alnwick 2005) the stranded whale and mythical cattle (River 
and Rowing Museum, Henley, 2010). Early on, with the death of my father within weeks of the birth 

of our third child, I found the river 
provided a metaphor of significance. 
Eventually I started experimenting with 
seaplanes as a visual riff in the Flights 
from Gravity series, having already 
looked closely at that period in Old 
Ta l e s i n s p i re d b y c e n t u r y - o l d 
photographs.
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Flights from Gravity (One) Vauxhall Bridge & S45 (1912), 115cm x 130cm, 2011-2015 © the artist   
My paternal grandfather Donald is the seated figure putting boots on in the foreground, photographed while serving in the trenches of the Great War. 
His younger brother Jack, who had expressed a desire to fly while they rested together by a river where crows were circling overhead, is lying in the 
deep shadow with elbows raised. 

First Light 70 x 100cm 
2000 © the artist  
Exhibited Mercury Gallery

The River Gods’ Collective Soul (Stranded Whale) 
140cm x 125cm 
2004-2010 © the artist  
Exhibited River & Rowing Museum 

Old Tales VII 
2010 © the artist 

Bikanir (Vauxhall)  
2003-2005 © the artist  
River & Rowing Museum Collection
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Flights from Gravity (Two) Westminster and S41 (1912) 115cm x 130cm, 2011-2015 © the artist  
Jack Lankester Parker, flew up the River Thames from Rochester in 1919, with a government minister who had been inspecting Shorts aircraft there. 
They landed on the Thames at Westminster, in time for an important vote in parliament. On the way Jack had flown through Tower Bridge, before such 
feats were outlawed by civil aviation laws. 

I was fascinated by images of seaplanes on the water; pioneering machines preparing to fly, 
test-piloted by my great uncle Jack, whose desire to achieve something hitherto rarely possible 
was inspiring too. As the centenary of each of these moments appeared on the horizon I 

marked the time by painting each ’S’ (for Shorts) aircraft with 
the London river and skyline as backgrounds. The surreal 
foregrounds of paintings such as Flux and The River Gods’ 
Collective Soul (stranded whale) of previous years were being 
replaced.

Flux (Albion Wharf, 
Battersea)  
180cm x 125cm 
2002-2005 © the artist 
Exhibited Shire Pottery, 
Alnwick, 2005

Thames and the City  
a selection from the series that featured 
every bridge from Hammersmith to Tower 
2010 © the artist 

Detail: N67… (Tower) 
2008-2010 © the artist 
Private Collection



Changes to the narrative reflect a technical metamorphosis and I found this earlier in my career when the fluent 
method of plein air painting in Spain was impossible to translate into a Cuban context, where screen printing and 
lithfilm photography influenced the way I drew, from memory. It was still a language of light, with a positive and 
negative dialogue which I continued to develop when painting the river, 
making marks with black and white (Mussel) on the same brush, leading me 
to a belief that my left eye better perceives the poetry of 
light - the levity of white - and my right eye measures 
more and analyzes dark - the gravity of black. 
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Flights from Gravity (Three) Bankside and S45 Shortly before capsizing (1912) 115cm x 130cm, 2011-in progress © the artist 
Time was spent creating a stencil from a full-scale drawing that differentiated between earth and space so that as much unpainted muslin (or canvas) 
could be left exposed. This method I used extensively in the Honour figures of soldiers painted from Players cigarette cards which my father had 
collected but has its origination in the screen printing techniques I learnt in Havana, Cuba (1991). 

La Calle (Old Havana) lithfilm slide  
1991 © the artist

Toledo oil on board  
1990 © the artist Mussel (Westminster)  

100cm x 125cm 
2002 - 2011 © the artist

Honour Figure  
2014  
150cm x 55cm 
© the artist  

Burial on paper  
Richard Ford Award 
1992 © the artist



The river also provided a background for two series of standing 
figures in part to convey a sense of honour. The Golden Blue 
Figure and Havana techniques combined to form the paintings’ 
surfaces, maybe sparking something in the imagination of 
others. I hope you are one of them. 

I place figures in a way that feels right, remembering 
Velasquez’s comment that a thing is “bella” in the scale or 
measure in which it is clear and “evidente”.
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Flights from Gravity (Four) London Bridge & RNAS42 (1913) 115cm x 130cm, 2011-2017 © the artist  

Standing Figures; Regatta 150cm x 75cm, 2014 and Honour 150cm x 55cm 2015 
I witnessed the giving of prizes at Henley Royal Regatta in 2008; the fleeting moment of 
triumph is doomed by the ephemeral cycle of life.  
In the Honour paintings, fidelity to salt was an intriguing idea in the context of a Liberal 
Empire which reached a crossroads in the 1830s when Sir Charles Trevelyan and Lord 
Macaulay “chose to try to impose the values of the West on the East rather than 
invigorate and re-build Asian culture and society” (Simon Schama). 
© the artist 



Flights from Gravity (Five) Millennium Bridge & RNAS120 (1914) 115cm x 130cm 2011-2015 © the artist

Museums where Parker’s work can be found:  

-National Trust Permanent Collection at Wallington in Northumberland 
-River and Rowing Museum in Henley-upon-Thames 
-on loan to Auckland Castle in County Durham. 
For images visit artuk.org 

Summary with dates and venues of work already exhibited: 
  
Parker’s first London solo exhibition was held in 2000 at Mercury Gallery in Cork Street. The owner, Gillian Raffles, specialist dealer in 
Gaudier Brzeska, began to exhibit and promote JP’s work as a gallery artist in 1997, alongside that of established British artists - 
including Lucian Freud, Stanley Spencer, Elizabeth Blackadder and David Gentleman - and she continued to represent him until 2005. 
Initially it was a series of conversation pieces [Part One 11] inspired by Wallington, the country house where JP’s grandmother lived, 
that enabled him to show in Cork Street (with the added factor of national acclaim received thanks to the Times [Part One 9], when his 
portrait of Sir George Trevelyan was displayed by Roy Miles in Mayfair and subsequently viewed by over a million visitors to Wallington 
where it has been ever since) but from 2000 onwards JP was painting the river Thames, which eventually led, in 2010, to a solo 
exhibition at the River and Rowing Museum in Henley-on-Thames [Part One 15]. James Hamilton, author of several books on Turner, 
wrote: 

"Jonathan Parker paints the river and low tidal foreshore with affection, understanding and the eye of a waterman. As Turner did, he 
patrols the muddy reaches of the Thames, observant of movement and reflections and moment-by-moment changes in light. But he 
pushes his subject further than his eyes can see…Not least in all this as background is his cousin Julian Trevelyan’s manic surrealism; 
but Parker eschews surrealism, instead in his symbolism being restrained, subdued, even touchingly suburban, all tending towards 
making the familiar mysterious…”  

In 2011 Parker was invited by Malcolm Glaister to exhibit the river collection in the Mayfair offices of Lloyds Private Bank on Hill Street, 
selling twelve pieces to Andrew and Zoe Law (whose £1m donation to the Lowry in 2014 caused the Lowry's main galleries to be 
renamed in their honour). Andrew Law, Chairman and CEO of Caxton Associates, owns a significant number of Lowrys and wanted JP’s 
Thames and the City series to create a contemporary dialogue between two British figurative artists of the late 20th/early 21st century. 
Other paintings, drawings and sketches sit in collections of 20th century art owned by people well-known in the art world, including 
Danny Katz. 



Flights from Gravity (Six) Gabriel’s Wharf, King’s Reach 115cm x 130cm, 2011-2015 © the artist  
The Wright brothers, Charles Rolls (centre) and the Shorts brothers, who signed the first contract to manufacture aircraft in England, all met in 1909.

In recent years Parker has sold several large paintings to King's College School in Wimbledon and Trevelyan College, Durham 
University [Part One 6], as well as privately on a smaller scale. JP is not an artist who sells work at auction, nor has he sold through a 
gallery since 2011. During this period JP has created two new bodies of work; the Wallington sequence and the Flights from Gravity 
paintings, while continuing to use the Lloyds Private Banking offices in Mayfair to exhibit other new figurative paintings (mostly 
standing 'Honour' figures anchored to a background in flux) in a gradually evolving exhibition, which JP relies on for making contact 
with potential new clients, particularly those visiting London from overseas. JP gave a more detailed account of recent sales to 
Robert James of Coram James who visited his studio in December 2016 in order to complete an independent valuation of the 
Wallington sequence for Durham University. 

Indicators of esteem or standing: 

Parker was winner of The Royal Academy Richard Ford Award in 1992 [part Two 6] following his graduation from Northumbria 
University with a BA (Hons) in Fine Art (1989-1992; he attended Camberwell’s Foundation Course in 1987). In 1991 JP undertook a 
screen print apprenticeship in Havana, Cuba, combining this unique experience with his first exhibition outside Europe: 
"Dibujos"(drawings), for which poet Nicholas Lara wrote:  

“…Testamento sin castillo privado, pero que tiene una vez al año una casona con fantasma democráticos. 
Puerta giratoria, de todas las músicas antiguas al rock violento. 
J.H.Parker, voz callada que sueña con su bisabuelo utópico. 
Trombón en la corriente alterna del Trópico en un poema llamado Cuba. 
Cuba, un lugar donde casi choca con los ventiladores. 
Puerta humana de sangre inteligente que investiga la luz..” 

Parker had previously exhibited in Barcelona while living in Spain (1988/9) and apart from Zaragoza, Havana and Newcastle and 
being born in Belfast, JP has always lived in London, with the same studio for over twenty years, in which he has continued to 
innovate, painting figuratively with oil on muslin on wood. In tandem with his family commitments - three children approaching or in 
early adulthood - JP’s dealings with the art world have been guided consistently by his wife Helena Christy. 
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   All paintings are in oil on muslin on wood and available to view on request.  

Studio telephone: 020 8946 2384 11am-4pm 
Email: jonathan@theartistjonathanparker.com 

Flights from Gravity - Death on the Malecon (April Fool) Havana (1991) 150cm x 130cm, 2011-2012 © the artist                                                                                                                               
The above work is a pilot piece for the new series of Disembarked paintings I am currently working on in the studio, inspired by a treasure trove of still 
images grabbed from 9 minutes of cine film I shot while in Cuba (1991).
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