
Never Knowing Why 
 

 

 

Given that this series of paintings and drawings is focused around the theme of high school 

shootings it’s perhaps not surprising that people often ask me “Why do you paint such dark 

subject matter?” And I have to say it’s a really good question, because whilst much of my work 

over the past decade has focused on subjects such as the Holocaust, suicide and civil war, I don’t 

think I ever set out to spend so much time exploring the darker side of human nature. My sole aim 

when I began painting was to produce pictures which were really beautiful to look at, and so I 

initially concentrated on the traditional genres of landscape, portrait and still-life. Yet after a few 

years I began to feel there was something missing, that painting the wholly beautiful was 

somehow one-dimensional.  

 

I’ve always taken pleasure in reading and especially enjoy studying history, popular psychology 

and classic novels, and I guess what unites all these books in my mind is a desire to understand 

what motivates us to behave in the ways we do. Fundamentally I believe we are all kind and share 

a desire to help each other, so for me the thought that we can also be cruel, destructive and 

vindictive is a great mystery. It was with this thought in mind that I began to approach the idea of 

producing sets of paintings around challenging themes, yet in a way which appears visually 

beautiful, so that we might linger with sensitivity when looking at them.  

 

Working in this way I began to paint series such as No Human Way to Kill 2007-8, which 

explored the phenomenon of execution, SUMAC 2011, which examined the deposition sites of the 

Ipswich murders and how a traumatic death can help define the sacred, and Nazi Gas Chambers: 

From Memory to History 2008-9, which considered how a society as culturally advanced as that 

of Germany could also have engineered the Holocaust. For this new series I wanted to look at the 

phenomena of high school shootings in the USA and particularly where mass shootings have been 

carried out by students on their class mates.  

 

In starting a new series I usually find influences from the art of the past, especially where it 

transmits some kind of deep emotion to me, and I use this as a kind of bridge to the new work. No 

Human Way to Kill, was specifically influenced by renaissance crucifixion paintings, most 

especially The Mond Crucifixion 1503, by Raphael which hangs in The National Gallery, 

London, while SUMAC was influenced by early religious icon paintings and Nazi Gas Chambers: 

From Memory to History by Mark Rothko’s Seagram Murals 1958-59, which are on display in 

Tate Modern.  



 

This new series has been strongly influenced by paintings of ‘massacre of the innocents’ and 

most especially the Massacre of the Innocents 1611-12 by Peter Paul Rubens which has been on 

loan to the National Gallery. In approaching this new group of pictures I didn’t want to look at 

adults who massacre as in Rubens’ painting, but instead wished to place a focus on where 

‘innocents’ had killed ‘innocents’. I divided the project into three sections. The first is made up of 

seven portraits of Dylan Klebold, each based on photographs taken of him at various stages of his 

childhood. Dylan was one of the two senior year students who carried out a rampage shooting at 

Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado on the 20th April 1999, a date chosen because it 

was Adolf Hitler’s birthday.  

 

Dylan, along with his friend Eric Harris shot and killed 12 of their fellow students and a teacher 

whilst wounding 21 others. They then committed suicide in the school library. I was especially 

struck by Dylan, who seemed from the stories about him to have been a ‘nice kid’, well brought 

up, bright and a little bit awkward socially – yet, or maybe because of this, he ended up being 

picked on and bullied. In carrying out these portraits I wanted to see if it was possible to tell what 

was to come by looking at his face, to see if there was a hint of his future there. 

 

The second set of pictures in this series is a group of nine drawings of the outsides of schools in 

the USA where students have carried out shootings. I specifically wanted to employ coloured 

crayons so that the pictures might resonate with the drawings children produce and hope that the 

vibrant palette used may in some way echo the sense we have of schools being a safe haven 

where our young can be nurtured and educated. 

 

For the third and final part of this project I have produced five oil paintings which depict the 

insides of empty class rooms and school corridors where shootings have taken place. Largely 

based on crime scene photographs, the paintings have re-created the environments in a simplified 

way, making use of the geometry of perspective. They are deliberately empty of people so that we 

might imagine ourselves standing in them, contemplating what has happened.  

 

Columbine is the key to this series and is the one school which features in all three sets of 

pictures, creating a thread which runs through them. I chose this because although it was by no 

means the first school shooting in America, it seems to have acted as a template for the many 

more which have followed. The fact that it was carried out on Hitler’s birthday also seems 

resonant to my own thinking, because when I was developing Nazi Gas Chambers: From 

Memory to History it appeared to me that genocide somehow has its seed in bullying. But where 

the Holocaust was an act perpetrated by a group who created a bullying culture, the agents of high 

school shootings appear to be the victims of bullying who hit back at the feelings of exclusion 



and rejection which have been created for them by bullies. Young men like Dylan Klebold, in this 

context, appear to carry out rampage shootings in order to assert a need they have to be noticed 

and taken seriously by a peer group who have mocked and rejected them.  
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