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Derek Hill creates his paintings using industrial paints and solvents alongside traditional oil painting techniques.  He works on several paintings at a time, laid on the floor of his studio. The edges of the canvas are sealed, allowing the paint and solvents to be poured onto the surface.

Travelling through the Comoro Islands in East Africa, Derek Hill contracted a disease diagnosed as ‘streptococcus septicaemia’, a, type ‘A’, bacteria, which is very rare and almost claimed his life.

I thought that the only testament to this epic moment in my life were three very large scars on my left arm.  However, on reflection, it seemed to me that this experience has been a key source for my artistic endeavour ever since.

Hill has taken inspiration from this experience to develop his own brand of abstract painting.  At the heart of his painting is the paradox that he uses toxic and combustible industrial materials to achieve something alive and organic.  Some of the paintings are robust and tactile.  Others look three-dimensional and have a rich luminous quality.

As well as presenting fresh challenges and opportunities for his work in general, Derek Hill’s aim is to create fresh and innovative painting and art practice generally.

He is the co-founder and lead artist of the Art Studio, Sunderland where he has been based since 1986.

Derek Hill

Derek Hill works like an alchemist.  His studio is a magical place where he conducts his experiments.  It is a cavernous roof space with alcoves and wooden stairways on every side.  Overhead is a tangle of huge wooden beams with an occasional fluttering pigeon, and in the middle is a great irregular space.  Paintings are everywhere.  They lean in stacks in all directions.  They are slotted in rows into every alcove.  They cover the floor on sheets of polythene.  On the narrow strips between them are pots and tools, and there’s not much room to walk.

Derek’s alchemy consists in making combinations from his remarkable storehouse of materials, and in deploying his immense compendium of techniques.  His images are drawn, poured, and painted in a meticulous sequence of actions balancing chance and control.  Some of his canvases are like microscopic biological processes expanded to a massive size.  Others appear to be vast geographical processes made to happen in a few square feet.  They are lucid and mysterious, generous and intense, majestic and, literally, wonderful.
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(John Millard is Executive Director, Collections, for National Museums Liverpool.)

