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FROM GOLF TO GLOWING: 
JOHN BROOKS’S LUMINOUS PORTRAITS 
MAKE A VITAL CONNECTION
VULNERABILITY, PLEASURE, AND EMPATHY ARE IMPORTANT ELEMENTS OF A KENTUCKY-BASED 
ARTIST’S VIVID IMAGES 

By Edward M. Gómez

The Kentucky-based artist John Brooks makes 
beguiling pictures that, like fleeting apparitions, seem to 
emerge out of the ether, all whispering color, knowing-
gentle line, seductive-sexy charm, and generous, 
refreshing, hardworking light, light, light.

Brooks’s portraits seem to draw themselves as the 
plain, black outlines of his male subjects’ faces and 
figures effortlessly take shape, rallying a palette of 
economically employed pinks, purples, light blues and 
greens, and a recurring acid yellow that precisely model 
their merely mortal forms. Brooks’s make-it-look-easy 
line — a note about this kind of draftsmanship: it’s not 
that easy — and confident colors capture his subjects’ 
pensive, languid, or come-hither looks for posterity with 
a hint of the kind of veneration a portraitist is obliged to 
mix into his paints when conjuring up commissions for 
princes and potentates.

As it turns out, though, in their T-shirts, baggy 
sweatshorts, or nothing at all, his sitters tend to be the 
artist’s real-life friends and acquaintances or new pals 
he has made via social-media chats. With I See This 
Echoing, a solo exhibition that just ended, at the end 
of May, at March Gallery in New York, this relatively 
reserved artist, who maintains close ties to his native 
region, blasted onto the contemporary art scene with 
a body of work whose vitality, sincerity, and unabashed 
humanity probably struck many of the viewers who 

John Brooks, “A Saxophone Somewhere Far Off Played,” 2021, graphite, 
colored pencil, and pastel on paper, 50 x 38.5 inches (127 × 97.8 centime-
ters). Photo courtesy of March Gallery

examined it in person as something of a welcome tonic for these dispiriting times.

brutjournal caught up with Brooks, who shared with us a summary of his background and of the somewhat circuitous 
path that led him across the fairway to his current roles as an artist and director of a gallery that he founded in his 
home state. Brooks recalled, “I was always interested in art and always considered myself to be an artist, but until I 
was in my mid-to-late twenties, this was more of an abstract idea. As a kid, I didn’t know anyone who was an artist, 
and my family didn’t go to museums or galleries, which were an entirely unknown world.” Rather than communing 



John Brooks, “Cincinnati, I Like the Word,” 2021, graphite, colored 
pencil, and pastel on paper, 50 x 38.5 inches (127 × 97.8 centime-
ters). Photo courtesy of March Gallery

with his muses in an art studio, the young Brooks, who was 
born in central Kentucky in 1978, dreamed of a career on a 
golf course.

He said, “I wanted to study art in college but I also wanted to 
be a professional golfer, but with an uncertain career like art 
to fall back on, that combination didn’t seem feasible. So I 
studied political science and English literature and took both 
studio-art and art-history classes on the side. Even though 
most of my friends in college were art majors, somehow I 
didn’t see that as a possibility for me.”

Alas, there are occasions when a vocation finds its 
practitioner, and when Apollo comes calling, it can be time 
to put down the 9-iron and pick up a paintbrush.

A few years after completing his undergraduate studies at 
the College of Charleston in South Carolina and following a 
period of time in Florida, when he was in his late twenties, 
Brooks moved to London with his partner, whose job took 
him there. By that time, Brooks’s dream of becoming a pro 
golfer was fading. Brooks told us, looking back upon his stay 
in England, “London woke me up. There was so much to see 
and do — museums, galleries, exhibitions — and so much 
of it was free. I soaked it up, looking at and experiencing 
everything. It became clear to me that art was what I wanted 
to do. I began making work again.”

In London, Brooks took classes at Central Saint Martins, 
one of the city’s best-known art schools, and also at the 
Hampstead School of Art. He recalled, “My years in London 
and traveling around Europe were formative. My path was 
largely self-directed, but I saw as much art as was humanly 
possible in that stretch of time. I was intoxicated. The 
excitement, the fervor of that time — it still lingers.”

Fast-forward to 2013, when Brooks settled in Louisville, 
Kentucky, following sojourns in Chicago and other cities. 
Four years later, in Louisville, he founded a contemporary-
art gallery, Quappi Projects. About it, he explained, “The 
gallery exhibits work that reflects the zeitgeist, featuring 
both Louisville- and Kentucky-based artists as well as artists 
from elsewhere. I think this combination is really important, 
especially in a city like Louisville. To date, we have presented 
28 exhibitions featuring artists from around the world.”

We asked Brooks to tell us something about the approach 
he takes to creating his portraits. Could he explain how 
he manages to capture the distinctive aura of each of his 
subjects, even when working primarily from photographs? 
He said, “My subjects are people from my life — friends, 
fellow artists, fellow queers, family members — and a few 
historical, artistic figures to whom I feel close — Marlene 
Dietrich, Joan Didion, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner. Many of these 
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connections have been only virtual, largely people I’ve 
met on Instagram. I’ve worked with live models in the past 
but for the last several years I’ve worked exclusively from 
photographs.”

Brooks added, “Sometimes I take the photos myself, but 
that’s not always possible, as many of my subjects are 
scattered around the world. There are benefits to working 
with live models, but I’m primarily interested in mood and 
emotion, and achieving a finished work that possesses a 
certain kind of energy and spirit. I enjoy the challenge of 
pulling that spirit out through a photograph, and through the 
conversations with my subjects prior to making the work.”

Brooks explained that, after he selects a subject for a 
portrait, he sends that person “a simple set of instructions, 
largely concerned with mood.” He allows his subject to 
decide whether to appear clothed, nude, or set against a 
particular background, but the artist expects his model to 
give him “something, some vulnerability.”

He said, “I think I’m especially attuned to a kind of emotional 
intelligence and I hope that [this sensitivity] comes through 
in my work. I find that I prefer working alone in the solitude 
of the studio, rather than with a live model, although I very 
much feel as though I’m communing with the subjects in the 
photos. I’ve been lucky enough to have met some of my 
subjects in person after I’ve drawn them, and I always feel 
like we already know each other. I tell them they have been 
with me. It’s an amazing feeling, that connection.”

For Brooks, a portrait he has produced is successful if, in it, 
“the ineffable aura of a subject is present, and that feeling 
never burns out; this is why we can look at a painting from 
500 years ago and still be moved by the spirit of the person 
depicted in it.”

Brooks mentioned a portrait he had seen at the National 
Gallery in London; it left a lasting impression on him. He said, 
“I’m interested in truth or in what feels like truth, as nebulous 
and slippery as that can be. Of course, what ‘truth’ means 
is different for everyone, but that’s the beauty and mystery 
of art. There’s a particular painting by Botticelli , ‘Portrait of 
a Young Man,’ that affected me so deeply when I saw it for 
the first time almost 20 years ago. I’ve looked at it dozens 
of times since then. It’s a small, simple painting, in which the 
sitter appears in a red cap and a plain, fur-lined tunic, but 
the look on his face is so real, so specific. It cuts across the 
centuries. I feel what he is feeling — I feel him. I’m always 
searching for that feeling in my own work.”

Finally, we wanted to know how Brooks responds to 
other artists’ portrait-making. He replied, “Sometimes I’m 
interested in a subject [who is] another artist, and I’m in love 
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Sandro Botticelli (circa 1445-1510), “Portrait of a Young Man,” circa 1480-85, 
tempera and oil on wood, 14.8 x 11.14 inches (37.5 × 28.3 centimeters); 
collection of the National Gallery, London; artwork in the public domain; 
photo available from the museum’s website

with [his or her] work or I find [his or her] personality or personal story fascinating. In the case of such people as 
Dietrich, Didion, Kirchner, or even [the young, American singer-actor] Nick Jonas, whom I’ve painted several times, 
there’s something about them that draws me to them, that makes me claim them in some way. Other times, there 
is a sexual attraction with my subjects, although this alone isn’t enough to warrant a portrait, because the work isn’t 
about prettiness or sex or lust alone. I think those feelings are present in a lot of my work, but it’s more complex than 
that. It is this complexity that I’m looking for, and also connection. I want to draw subjects who are willing to give me 
something of themselves, who are willing to connect with me. The energy can’t flow only one way.”

“Connection, vulnerability, confidence, permission, pleasure, reverence, and celebration” — for Brooks, all of those 
elements contribute to a successful portrait.

So do technical finesse, an artist’s sense of empathy for his or her subject, and an abiding aesthetic vision that 
guides each stroke of an ambitious portraitist’s pen, pencil, or paint-soaked brush.
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