










 
Robert Feintuch: The Hercules and the new work 
 
“In work that is simultaneously evocative and quietly deadpan, serious and parodic, Feintuch explores  
connections and contradictions between classical ideals, psychological desires, intimate life and current events.”   
Sonnabend Gallery

Robert Feintuch is a figurative painter living in New York since the 1970’s. Trained as an abstract painter, Feintuch 
began making a slow and gradual transition towards painting figuratively during the time when conceptualism 
and minimalism were the dominant artistic ways of thinking, when many people thought making representational 
art was forbidden and considered foolish. 

Influenced by classical and modern western paintings, particularly from the Northern Gothic period, Feintuch 
continues the long tradition of figurative painting, but creates his own unique artistic style by instilling his work 
with abstract and conceptual forms as well as contemporary everyday concerns. His paintings end up turning the 
traditional ideals of the classic portrait on their head.

“Seen against a plain backdrop, dressed in his underwear, the artist strikes poses that evoke influences ranging 
from classical mythological and genre paintings, to slapstick and newspaper photos.” Sonnabend Gallery

In his paintings, Robert Feintuch utilizes himself as a model in most of his work, though in many of them his face 
is turned away from the viewer or otherwise obscured. This figure may or may not be a self-portrait, but functions 
both as an autobiography and in broader metaphorical terms. 

I had the opportunity to speak with him and below are some of the excerpts of our conversation in which he talks 
in depth about ideas behind his paintings and work process, from his earliest painting to his newest body of work 
which will be shown next month at Sonnabend Gallery.

 
Conversation I: On depicting “real life” in your painting.

In a lot of ways, I am trying to make a sort of a range of desires evident in physical, bodily form. Some of those 
desires are mine probably, but some I hope are broader than that. I have used myself as a model for a very long 
time- a lot of that time it didn’t seem that important to me that it was me. Whenever people project themselves 
into the paintings and interpret them I like it. 

Some of the poses in the paintings, like those with my fist up in the air, were taken from newspaper photographs 
of demonstrations, or of beatings, or of various political events.  I saw lots of photos of men with their fists up and 
thought to myself I am going to try this on and see what it’s like. 

When I say I want real life in the painting it’s not like I want to make paintings of daily life.  What I think I am after 
is more like real psychological life, where there is a range of things that ordinarily get hidden. 

When those things are put out in public some people seem to find them dark. Like I said, I want my work to be 
rooted in real life, to acknowledge some of the difficulty of it.  But for me, some of that is funny.

 
Conversation II On using himself as a model: 

As I became a figurative painter, at first I worked directly from objects like buckets and ladders that I brought into 
the studio.  Once I decided I wanted to paint a figure I used myself- it began partially as a matter of convenience, 
but then it became a thing, a way of getting at subjects, sometimes in ways that might be embarrassing.  I used 
photographs at first, especially for viewpoints seen from behind. But gradually I started to work from life too,  
using a mirror because the photographs didn’t have some of the information I wanted.  Now I go back and forth, 
working from photographic information when I need it and from life. 



Conversation III: On Anti-grandiosity and anti-heroic

Painting was inherently involved with grand ideas- for a long time it was the most powerful tool for making  
images linked to power.  So a lot of the history of art and plenty of contemporary art is filled with images or ideas 
that are grand and heroic, that are about flattering power.  Museums are packed with historical portraits of men 
looking heroic, with objects in their hands like swords or books, that are emblematic of their power, and after  
seeing a lot of them they began to seem comic to me.  From the start I was always interested in what I could put  
in my characters’ hands.  It turns out I like using things that suggest a certain level of futility.

While I have a lot of skepticism and like to poke fun at all of that, its not like I see myself above those desires, 
because I’m not.   

 
Conversation IV: On how he wishes his painting to be seen

I like a certain, pretty high level of ambiguity in painting.  When things are ambiguous, they accept a lot of  
interpretations.  I do want the paintings to ask for interpretations.  

There are times when the work is pretty quiet.  I don’t know if that’s something I like, but you do what you are 
after a while.  It is probably really impractical, but I do like that people have to come to the work and spend time 
with it, that you can’t read it all at once. I imagine people spending time with them.

I have ideas about the subject of my work, but I’m not interested in telling viewers what to see or what I think 
things mean.  It is just really interesting to me when people do interpret the paintings.

 
Conversation VI: On new work

I’ve worked with images of Hercules for a few years.  I think he was seen as a symbol of protection by the  
powerful.  I made him fat, propped up with a crutch, with a limp club in his hand.

I turned sixty and I was feeling a little beat up.  In cartoons from my childhood, when a character got punched, 
their legs went up over their heads and they ended up in the clouds.  There was a sort of endless cycle of  
characters flattening each other, only to spring back to life, to be resurrected.  A lot of that sort of vaudeville  
stuff seems very life-like to me.   

It was probably not a coincidence that around that same time paintings of the Assumption of the Virgin or the 
Ascension of Jesus began to really interest me.  What a beautiful fantasy, to be enveloped in clouds, somewhere 
above it all.  The heroic, aspirational part of it seemed really wonderful and really ridiculous.  So I thought I  
would anoint myself.


