Joy without division

TO THE TETLEY: Some artists like to work in miniature. Not Paul Digby. Sarah Freeman meets
the portrait painter who has gone large with his latest project. Pictures by Simon Hulme.

WEEK before his debut
exhibition at The Tetley
and artist Paul Digby
has just one hurdle to
overcome. He needs to
work out how to get his
giant paintings out of
his top-floor studio in East Street Arts and
safely to the gallery on the other side of
Leeds city centre.

“I'm pretty sure we won't get them
through that opening,” he says, looking
at the fairly narrow gap between his
workspace and the next. “We’ll have to go
over the top of the partition. It'll be fine,

I've got a friend who’s good at these things

to help and I've already done a dry run of
the route down to the Tetley.”

The exhibition is the culmination
of almost two years work on a project

funded by the Arts Council, which Paul
has called Portraits of Emotions. The aim
was to capture on canvas a moment of
pure joy and while all of the subjects live
with a disability, for the purposes of this
particular project it was the individuals’
emotional rather than physical health he
was interested in.

“There is a tendency to allow a disability
to obscure everything else. Often it’s the

first thing we see and for some it can be
difficult to look past,” says Paul, who grew
up in Lincolnshire, but moved to Leeds
15 years ago. “I wanted people to look at
these paintings and see pure joy, because
regardless of who we are, that’s an emotion
we can all share in.”

Supported by the Workers Education
Association and Leeds Adult Social Care,
Paul selected four subjects for his project,
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some whose disabilities were more
obvious than others. Satwant is partially
sighted, David has learning difficulties,
while Gaynor was born with cerebral
palsy and uses a wheelchair.

“I did deliberate about whether to
include her wheelchair or not. The first
painting I did showed her from the waist
up, but it just didn’t feel right. I wanted
people to look at these portraits and
see the person, not the disability, but
Gaynor'’s chair is a huge part of her life
and it felt wrong not to include it.

“For people with a disability,
acceptance is hugely important and I
can’t tell you how much trouble we had
trying to get transport to bring Gaynor to
see the finished portrait. Her wheelchair
is quite large and every firm we rang said
they wouldn’t be able to help. That can’t
be right, but it shows just what a struggle
everyday life can be for some people.”
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MIND AND BODY: Artist Paul Digby pictured at the Tetley, Leeds and at work in his studio at East Street Arts. For his Portraits Of Emotions project he
has concentrated on images of people with a range of disabilities expressing a moment of pure joy, an experience everyone can share in.
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