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Julian Schnabel’s Homage to a Good Friend

The current exhibition at the Vito Schnabel Gallery St. 
Moritz features new works by the American superstar 
painter Julian Schnabel

By Marina U. Fuchs

Vito Schnabel shows expansive works by his father Julian 
Schnabel at his gallery in St. Moritz. They are potent in 
both their complexity and expressive power, as well as in 
their purely physical presence. The six works in the series 
Trees of Home (For Peter Beard) from the year 2020, so-
called Plate Paintings, consist of broken pieces of ceramic 
out of which and upon which the image conveyed is 
developed, and which makes the painting into a three-
dimensional work close to sculpture. Julian Schnabel first 
used this technique in 1978.
With their luminosity, the paintings in the St. Moritz 
exhibition develop a magnetic pull, letting the viewer 
immerse themselves into a sun-flooded avenue in Saint-
Rémy in Provence. This luminosity coming from the works 
is so intense that the artist requires the lighting in the 
gallery be turned off during the day, so as not to ruin the 
effect.

Preoccupation with Van Gogh

Born in 1951 in New York, the artist and film director 
Julian Schnabel is renowned as one of the primary 
representatives of Neo Expressionism. He works with 
unconventional methods and experiments with materials, 
examines the physicality of the painting’s surface and 
the relationship between abstraction and figuration. His 
subjects are history, mythology, philosophy, contemporary 
thinking and humor, time, death, and immortality. They 
influence each other in a complicated way. 

Schnabel continuously asks himself what to paint and 
how to paint. The avenue in Saint-Rémy became famous 
because of the many paintings and drawings by Vincent 
van Gogh, which Schnabel has been intensively concerned 

with for a long time. In 2018, he released the remarkable 
film At Eternity’s Gate, an intimate and impressive portrait 
of the artist and his obsessive need to paint. The paintings 
used in the film were not originals by Van Gogh. Rather, 
Schnabel painted them himself. By doing so, he sank into 
the mind of the Dutchman who spent a year in the city’s 
asylum.

Meeting in Montauk

With Trees of Home (For Peter Beard), Schnabel 
celebrates the thought of an enriching dialogue with 
a subject, a technique, and a relationship that stands 
the test of time and develops further. He dedicated the 
works to the memory of Peter Beard (1938-2020), the 
photographer, artist, and author with whom he had a 
lifelong friendship with, and through whom he developed 
a special relationship to Montauk on Long Island, NY, and 
with whom he always enthusiastically argued with over 
controversial subjects. 

In the Trees of Home, Schnabel alludes to the power of 
memory and the inevitableness of human life cycles with 
the help of nature’s life cycle. He remembers the last 
summer in which he and Peter Beard spent together in 
neighboring houses on Montauk. Beard, already marked 
by illness, desperately wanted to show him something, 
wanted to communicate something to him. It was about 
the trees of Saint-Rémy that were pictured in one of his 
books, appeared in Schnabel’s film, and also could be found 
in Francis Bacon’s paintings of Van Gogh’s works. These 
trees that were both subjects for as well as witnesses to 
Van Gogh, personification and self-portrait. Beard wanted 
to share his thoughts about them but couldn’t find the 
book, and Schnabel never saw him again. Beard’s wife 
found the book with the marked photos after his death. 
“It is rare for me to paint from photographs, but I knew 
the trees well, I had seen them in person,” Schnabel, 
who painted them in his open-air studio, said. “I made 
these paintings for him. Making it back to Montauk, each 
summer is always coming home for me. Thus the trees of 
home for Peter Beard.” 


