DOING IT OUT LOUD:

Neal Hamilton 

By Maria Stenina

Meeting Neal Hamilton is, to use a cliché, like a breath of fresh air: a new lease on life, if you will. And the first thing you think is, “The guy’s lucky.” But, listening to his story makes you realize that he is a guy with multiple talents and a correct approach.. It is easy  to look up to him and envy his ability to do everything “out loud.” Art, he says, is like music, “You’ve got to feel it.” One also must admire Hamilton’s drive to transform himself, to live several lives in one lifetime, and to stay true to what feels good in the moment and to the people that make the moment feel good.

He is not just painting portraits of legendary rock stars. They are no longer stars to him. They are people he has met and worked with throughout his career as the museum photographer for the Rock ‘n’ Roll Hall of Fame. He can tell you that they are much different off stage, that they are just like us. In the corner of his monumental, saturated, unsettlingly “loud” close-ups are their names; “Peter”, “Ray”, “Sting”. Of course we don’t need their full names to be overwhelmed by their accomplishments, their staying power, their drive to continue to make that universal art of music. One gets the impression, however, that Neal looks up to them from a different angle, that of a man who has come full circle. He shows me a picture of him as a fifteen year-old kid with a guitar taken against the backdrop of a Jimi Hendrix poster. “I was the first kid in the neighborhood to start digging Jimi Hendrix”. He laughs at his level of admiration for the legend (or perhaps he is laughing at the intense look on his own young face and that priceless fro). “We all lay our plans down when we’re young. We just don’t realize it. I have always loved music, I just didn’t know it would all fit and come full circle.” 

He then picks up a picture of himself with the Hendrix family, Jimi’s dad crying at the forefront, overwhelmed with emotion at a ceremony honoring his son. “It’s too bad I never got to meet him,” says Neal, “but I love his family.” He tells me many stories of having spent time with people I would give my first born to see play live and fills me in on his realizations about them. It turns out that they are people too and stage presence is just that. He recalls talking to Little Richard after the make up came off and the man was suddenly ten times less outrageous. “It’s just show business, Neal.” Little Richard told him. And maybe that’s why Neal Hamilton has no fear about getting so close to the faces of people we only admire from afar. Maybe this is why he is so bold about color and texture, too. Surely the instinct of a photographer would be to catch a realistic portrayal of a moment? But, Hamilton creates his own moment. “Most paintings you have to stand back from to properly see. These, you have to get really close to. That’s when they start talking to you.”

I should mention that Neal Hamilton had built up a career of a very successful commercial designer and illustrator. Forget Illustrator and forget Photoshop. This is all before computers, kids, the age of Rapidographs, typesetting, careful overlays, the precision of a human hand. The renderings of Office Max products (before anyone knew what Office Max was to become) and industrial design drawings this man has in his portfolio will make your jaw drop. He tells me about their agency and how progressive they were. In the studio photograph they all look like they stepped off the set of Miami Vice, but those were the days. They used to have competitions of who could render more realistically in an hour. The result is an image of a car, which, I have to admit, I thought was a photograph. They were the best of the best, hands down.

How in the world does that lead to this? Neal admits that he feels like he has a second, maybe third lease on life. This hardly ever comes without a hefty price. A few years ago, Neal lost his home and his studio in a fire. Everything gone, including his work, his priceless autographed photos-EVERYTHING. He knows what the Katrina victims are going through. He knows that to rise from that one must start at square one. Oftentimes, in a time of crisis we become thankful for the little things still left within us. He realized that he has put painting away for ten years. Neal began to paint feverishly, without “proper” tools. He started using “junk”. Q-tips, knives, sponges, latex house paint. The painting of Sting was the first and he had shocked himself. This was nothing like what he had done in the past. He had never painted this way before.

His paintings don’t have any brush strokes. He pours on the paint and moves it around. And, it just feels right. Perhaps this is why, even after getting his feet under him, Hamilton is still true to his process. He looks around his studio and laughs at the several jars full of brushes. “I don’t use them.”

 For once, he feels like he is doing things for himself and others simultaneously. “I can do anything and people have been asking me to do this for years. But I didn’t feel it. Now it means something and I can feel it.” He has tapped into the universal- culture, music, and strong visuals. “Music is a universal. It is the only language that still works,” he claims. He has a similar optimism about history. Looking back at all of his photographs Neal feels lucky to be able to document years and years of it. His enthusiasm is contagious, his energy fresh and exciting. He knows he must keep that energy up. “I had a career. But they’ll forget about you fast when you stop making.” Hamilton points out. 

His story is that of a man able to face life head on, to make the worst into the best. He is very specific about the people that have gotten him there and unbelievably grateful for his close circle of friends that have pushed him to make. Janet Macoska (his agent), his friend Neil Cherian who pushed him to design a cd cover as the first piece he has done in eight years, and Gary Thomas, his mentor and one of the greatest artists of all time according to Hamilton.  He is humble, grounded, yet passionate about every legend he paints. In his mind, each one holds a place in time. Rather, they are timeless in their own way. Not only timeless, but without race, without specifics, always universal. Neal points out that their faces are all orange. “They’re not white, black, red, or yellow. We’re going to change everything on purpose.” He says. The ball is definitely rolling. Hamilton is wowed by the idea that a waiter at the Great Lakes Brewery recognized him and pulled out his order book with the Peter Gabriel image taped to it. “We haven’t even started putting it out there yet. Just a few promo cards…” He marvels.

Just as I was about to question his choice of subject in terms of them being mostly male, he asks my friend Tina and I to list the top 5 women in music. We fire off three simultaneously and look to him for the other two. I get the impression that he is still in the process of placing them, of planning his attack. The testimony of that are the three unfinished pieces in his studio; Tina Turner, Madonna, and Missy Elliot. I am glad to have Neal burn my Missy cd, which has been tirelessly spinning in my car for the past few weeks. He admits that he has not yet placed her music, but he suspects that she is an original. I agree. In this way, Neal’s approach is not that of a fanatic who wants to vehemently recycle images of his idols. He wants to spark energy and interest in the viewer, for the viewer to discover their relationship to that face, and to feel the familiarity Neal has truly experienced. It is my personal belief that Neal Hamilton has begun something that will spark interest beyond the canvas. It may permeate our eyes, ears, memories and lungs at the same time. But those sitting on their own talents should listen to the words of advice of this man who surprised himself with his ability to persevere and re-invent. 


“It’s always around you, but you never know that it’s there until it hits you in the face. Something will happen to make you believe in what you are doing. Too many times you are surrounded by people knocking you down, but if you feel it’s right, IT’S RIGHT. You will find someone to support you, and once you have one or two people to support you, you know you’re on the right track. A lot of times you’re going against the grain, because all artists go with their heart. You can get beat up in the process. But the people we admire today are those same people that went against the grain. Bands weren’t always created on television. There was a long period of time where people were making music in a garage.”


It is refreshing to be in the same room with a visual artist who believes in what he does and stays true to his creative process. It is even more refreshing to be in the room with the man and large, textural, colorful, ALIVE portraits of faces we thought we knew too well. For this experience come to the Paint Out Loud Party @ MODA Nightclub at 1871 West 25th Street on October 8th 9-11pm. The proceeds from the $20 admission will go to benefit music education. And, to sweeten the deal, all attendees receive two limited edition images of Prince and Peter Gabriel. On October 9th, the party moves to the World Festival at The Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and Museum from 10am-5pm.

