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profile | MICHAEL NOAKES

“My heart is really in
landscapes but English
people like to
compartmentalise, so they
find it difficult to accept
that you paint landscapes if
you have promoted
yourself as a portraitist”

No.10 and, to his surprise, she concurred.
The Prime Minister took sitting for her
portrait very seriously, and only left a couple
of times to take phone calls. She “stands very
upright,” notes Noakes.

One of Britain’s most distinguished
portraitists, Michael Noakes has painted
everyone from politicians and churchmen, to
actors and writers, as well as so many Royal
Family members that he could lay claim to
the title of unofficial court painter.

Noakes has also painted President Clinton,
making preparatory studies in the Oval
Office — one of very [ew painters to have
been given such access,

*When Clinton 1s talking to you, he makes
you feel as though you are the only person
that matters.”

A swinging commission

Noakes was born in Brighton but raised in
Reigate. His early education was at
Downside, the Catholic public school near
Bath, but his art education began at Reigate
School of Art, where he spent four vears.
followed by another four years at the Roval
Academy Schools in London. He
subsequently taught at Reigate, an invaluable
source of income in those days.

“You can’t give up that source of regular
income unless your wife agrees.” His wife is
Vivien Noakes, a distinguished Literary
scholar with a particular interest in Edward
Lear. “A male painter ought to marry an
heiress, and a female writer ought to marry a
stockbroker. A painter and writer 1s a lethal
financial combination.”

Though not always a lucrative profession,
Noakes” work has found its way into some
impressive collections. He has four works in
the National Portrait Gallery’s permanent
collection, as well as pieces in the collections
of the British Museum, the House of
Commons — even that of Frank Sinatra.
Noakes designed the sleeve of his 1977
album Portrait Of Sinatra, a compilation of his
early Ciolumbia recordings, which became
the first time a platinum disc was awarded to

a painter and is probably sill the only
occasion when such an award has been made
specifically for work on a record seeve.
Although there are mostly famous faces on
the walls of his studio, Noakes does a great
deal of work with less well-known people.

“If 1 just waited for those commissions
from famous people it wouldn't pay the gas
bill. My heart is really in landscapes. but
English people like to compartmentalise, so
they find it difficult to accept that you paint
landscapes if’ you have promoted vourself as
a portraitist.”

By royal appointment

Perhaps his best-known work was done in
1999, when he drew over 360 mixed-media
lustrations for the hook The Daily Life of the
Queen: An Artist’s Diary, written by his wife.
The book covered every engagement and

working responsibility of the Queen
throughout the year, with a commentary on
the meaning and significance of each one.
The work was highly challenging for Noakes.
who had to draw or paint very quickly, and
often outdoors, too.

The original sced from which the book
grew was sown in 1980 with an invitation to
observe and sketch the Prince of Wales. The
idea was scuppered after the Prince’s
marriage in 1981, but [rom this grew the
proposal to record the Queen’s working life.

It was a typically [ull and exciting year for
the Queen that included Scottish devolution
and the opening of the Welsh Assembly; the
50th anniversary of the Commonwealth: a
three-country tour of Africa; a state visit to
Korea; world cups in both cricket and rugby=
a royal wedding; and a contentious state visic
by the president ol China.
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