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Polka Dots and Moonbeams, 1978; 2001; 2015 
Oil on canvas, 20 x 16 inches
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INTRODUCTION

“Long Ago and Far Away,” written by Jerome and Ira Gershwin and sung 
by Jo Stafford, was playing when I recently visited John Lees’ studio to 
select the works for this exhibition. Lees characteristically works on his 
paintings and drawings for many years – sometimes for decades.  On the 
wall, floor and easel were several works that shared the title Man Sitting 
in an Armchair (the artist’s father). Some heavily painted, others scraped 
down to raw canvas. Memories and media piled up and pared down. 
Another painting, In the Park, hung nearby, reveals two figures merged:  
the artist himself and that of the 1930/40’s Jazz saxophonist, Lester Young. 
Also on the floor were two of the four paintings titled 42nd Street. The 
text, a quotation from the 1933 film, 42nd Street, provides the background 
in these paintings. Here, the older actress expresses her resentment as she 
must pass on her roll to the younger actress.   

In this exhibition, Lees pulls the past into the present. Time past and time 
spent are central to his working process as well as to the work itself. We 
are most grateful to John Lees for once again giving us a deeply felt and 
beautiful exhibition. 

— Betty Cuningham



In the Park/Early Morning, 2015 
graphite, ink on paper, 11 x 9 1/8 inches 6



In the Park, 2008-2015 
Oil on canvas, 21 x 14 3/4 inches7
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Enter DOROTHY BROCK (on crutches)
DOROTHY: They told me I’d find you here.
PEGGY: Why Miss Brock!
BILLY: You can’t talk to her.  Nobody can. It’s Marsh’s orders.  
DOROTHY: I want to see her alone, Billy.
PEGGY:  It’s all right, Billy
BILLY:  I know, but… (BILLY exits.  DOROTHY closes door with crutch)
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42nd Street (Main Title and Dialogue), 2015 

Oil on canvas, 24 x 32 inches
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DOROTHY: You’re nervous, aren’t you?  Well, don’t be.  The customers 
out there want to like you.  Always remember that, kid.  I’ve learned it 
from experience.  And you’ve got so much to give them – youth, and 
beauty, and freshness.  Do you know your lines, and your songs and your 
dance routines?  (PEGGY nods, “yes” to each)  Well!  You’re a cinch!
PEGGY: But… but it’s tough on you, Miss Brock.



42nd Street (Tesserae), 2015 
Oil on canvas, 24 x 32 inches11



42nd Street (II), 2014 
Oil on canvas, 15 1/4 x 20 inches12

DOROTHY: Come here.  (Orchestra has begun to play “You’re Getting to be a 
Habit With Me” in the background).  Peggy, isn’t it?  You know, Peggy, when I 
started out for the theatre tonight I wanted to tear your hair out.  But 
then I started thinking:  Well after all, I’ve had my chance, and now it’s 
your turn.  I’ve had enough.  For five years it’s kept me away from the 
only thing I’ve ever wanted.  And a funny thing – a broken ankle was the 
thing that made me find it out.  You know, Peggy, most anyone can have 
success with the proper break.  As for me, I’ll take Pat, and vaudeville, or 
whatever goes with him.  We’re being married tomorrow.
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42nd Street (II), 2014 

Oil on canvas, 15 1/4 x 20 inches



42nd Street (I), 2014 
Oil on canvas, 15 x 19 inches 14



PEGGY: Oh, I’m so glad!  (Enter WARDROBE MISTRESS, followed by 
STAGE HANDS)
WARDROBE MISTRESS: You’ve got to hurry up Miss. Come right in, 
boys.  Right over here.
(MARQUEE; ORCHESTRA Overture – “Young and Healthy” theme; Backstage 
montage – bustle of STAGE HANDS, CHORUS GIRLS, ETC.)
I think it’s fitting nice now.
PEGGY: Do you think I look alright?
DOROTHY: You look adorable!  Now go out there and be so swell – 
you’ll make me hate you!

42nd Street (Warner Bros., 1933)
Peggy Sawyer played by Ruby Keller

Dorothy Brock played by Bebe Daniels”

15
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Untitled (Clown), 2009-2012 
Pencil, watercolor and ink on paper, 14 x 7 inches



Clown in a Frame, 2015 
Oil on panel, 25 x 14 inches17
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Man Sitting in an Armchair, 2015 
ink on paper, 5 1/2 x 3 1/2 inches





Man Sitting in an Armchair, 2008-2015 
Oil on canvas, 14 3/4 x 12 1/2 inches

(in process)20

..Nerval confessed in one of his progress reports to his editor: the more 
he wrote, the more he crossed out… only in erasure does the true image 
or our desire take shape.
 Introductory note to

“Angelique” and “Sylvie” by Richard Sieburth
 Gerard de Nerval, Selected Writings – Penguin Classics, 1999)



Man Sitting in an Armchair, 2008-2015 
Oil on canvas, 14 3/4 x 12 1/2 inches

(in process)21



Profile III (Man Sitting in an Armchair), 2015 
graphite, conté, sanguine, ink on paper, 11 1/8 x 9 1/4 inches 22



Profile I  (Man Sitting in an Armchair), 2015 
graphite, ink  on paper, 13 1/2 x 11 1/8 inches23



Profile II (Man Sitting in an Armchair), 2015 
Graphite and ink  on paper, 11 1/4 x 9 1/8 inches 24



Man Sitting in an Armchair, 1971; 2013-2014 
Oil on panel, 12 1/2 x 10 inches25



Man Sitting  in an  Armchair, 2008-2015 
Oil on canvas, 42 x 36 inches
(In Process) 26
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Man Sitting in Armchair (Blue Lamp), 2012 
Oil on canvas, 15 1/4 x 14 inches



Man Sitting in an Armchair (Red Dog), 2008-2015 
Oil on Canvas, 8 1/8 x 8 inches

(In Process)29
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Man Sitting in an Armchair, 2015 
graphite, ink  on paper, 11 1/8 x 12 1/4 inches
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Still Life, 2015 
Oil on canvas, 6 5/8 x 7 7/8 inches
(In Process)
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Portrait, 1972; 2005 
Oil on canvas, 20 x 16 inches
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Ghost of Dilly Dally, 2007 
watercolor on paper, 5 1/4 x 3 1/2 inches
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Dilly Dally, 2011 

Oil on panel, 12 x 6 3/4 inches
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We never really know too much, not really.  We need to be humble about 
that.  But we do get to know certain things and we have to do the best 
with them. Right now, I know what I got from Coleman Hawkins, from 
Ben Webster, from Dexter Gordon, from Don Byas, from Charlie Parker 
and all the other guys who gave their lives to this music.  I know that 
without a doubt.  From childhood I’ve known this.  All the way from 
back then, when it was on the stage at the Apollo, when it was on the 
new records coming out.  So now, after all those years, it’s pretty clear 
to me finally.  All I want to do is stand up for them, and for the music, 
and what they inspired in me.  I’m going to play as long as I can.  I want 
to do that as long as I can pick up that horn and represent that music 
with honor.  That’s all it’s about, as far as I can see.  I don’t know anything 
else, but I know that.  
 

— Sonny Rollins, from “The Colossus” by Stanley Crouch
 (New Yorker, May 9, 2005)

Hills, 2001-2015 
Oil on canvas, 22 x 36 1/4 inches 38





Emil Jannings in The Way of all Flesh (Paramount 1927), 2008 
Ink and graphite on paper, 16 x 5 inches 40
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