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Second Lake, Sheffield Park Garden, Sussex Weald, Late Summer (2002) sees Berg at his most Hockneyesque — or rather, the relationship should be seen the
other way about, since Berg was painting like this before Hockney was. For all the prettiness of its colours, the four-part work is strictly formal — the two lower

panels reflect the two upper, the left-hand panels balance the right. Indeed, although Berg's subject is ostensibly nature, he rarely attempts to be natural 113
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1 .L\\] 1 9 /..E’. 9 ; attheageof 20, Adrian Berg
went up to Cambridge. There was nothing unusual
about this, except that Berg - a noted painter, who
died in 2011 - was initially going to read medicine,
notart. An early yen for doctoring clearly didn’t stick.
Heleft Cambridge with a degree in English in 1952,
and three years later signed up asa studentat St Mar-
tin's School of Artin London. After thatcame Chelsea,
then the Royal College of Art, from which he gradu-
ated in 1961. In that same year, he moved intoa flatin
Gloucester Gate, Regent’s Park. Other than moving
upstairsin 1969 and then nextdoorto Cambridge
Gatein 1975, hewould stay put, painting, for nearly 30
years. Medicine was firmly behind him.

Orwasit? Letuslook at one of the many pictures
Berg made from the windows of his north London
eyrie. Gloucester Lodge, Regent's Park, March, April, May
& June (1976) is, broadly speaking, a landscape, in
that its subjects are trees and lawns; not things for
which Camden Town is known. To see how unusual
achoice of subject this was, we need only compare
Berg’s painting with those of his contemporary, co-
north Londoner and fellow descendant of Russian/
Jewish immigrants, Leon Kossoff. While Berg was
musing on blossom, Kossoff painted the things that
the 20th century demanded: Tube trains, swimming
baths, buildingsites, soot. Modernism was an urban
phenomenon, and Kossoff was, par excellence, a Mod-
ernist. This may explain why his name is well known
to fans of Modern British art, Berg’s less so.

And yet, and yet, Look again at Gloucester Lodge,
Regent’s Park. The first thing that strikes you is that it
is not one view but four, or rather one view four times,
one for each titular month. Berg, a psychiatrist’s son,
appraises nature with a cool doctor’s eye, noting its
symptoms, observing its changes. The better to com-
pare these, he sutures his vistas together: the knife-
sharp edges of his joins contrast with the fragility of
the things he sees. What at first glance looks like a
whimsical work, a paean to petals, is actually some-
thing very much steelier. And then there are Berg’s
colours. His subject may be nature but his palette is
anything but natural. The acid blues and yellows of
his paintings look more like the kind you might see
inalaboratory than ina park.

This, Ithink, is precisely where Berg’s genius lies.
We tend to assume that the eye can be either artistic
or scientific, but not both: Berg shows that it can,
in the way that parks can be both rural and urban.
Six yearsafter Gloucester Lodge, Regent’s Park, we have
Untitled (Regent’s Park Dusk). Now the gloves are really
off. Rather than dividing them into individual pan-
els, Berg folds his seasons into one. Leaves fall from
trees even as they bloom; flowers bud, blossom and
wither inaglance; the lamps around the Outer Circle
come on and go off and mutate into trees. Itisas
though Berg has walked around Regent’s Park carry-
inga camera with the shutter left open, time blurring
into colour and vice versa.

Awork like Regent’s Park Dusk makes you wonder
why Berg's is not a household name in the way that
David Hockney's is. The two have much in common.
Both were students at the Royal College at the same
time, both gay men in a day when such things were
difficult. Hockney, eight years younger, was a fre-
quent visitor to Berg’s Gloucester Gate flat. They
would remain friends until Berg’s death. In his eight-
ies, Hockney is painting the kind of things Berg paint-
edinhisforties:locked downin Beuvron-en-Auge,
Normandy, the Yorkshireman set to recording the
blossom of the orchards around him. If those images
are winning in the way Hockneys are, they lack the
ambiguities of Bergs; their tensions; a hint of dark-
ness. The Londoner’s unobvious pictures need look-
ingat, thinking about. In our Snapchat age, that may
have done them few favours.

Berg didn’t limit his eye to Regent’s Park, or even
to trees. In 1988, he and his partner, Mike Osmund,
moved to Hove in Sussex, from where he painted
Beachy Head, 7th September (1994). Like hishero, Claude
Monet, Berg was fascinated by the way art could ren-
der the temporary permanent. And like him, herose
to the challenge of painting the changing sea. Here,
Berg takes on the English Channel by painting what
may be his most abstract work, with grass, chalk,
water and sky reduced to flat planes of colour. It is
notso much a depiction of nature as a synthesising
of it; a reducing to an essence.

Then - back to London and trees again - there is
St Giles Churchyard, Camberwell, May (1977). This shows
the influence of another of Berg’s heroes, Van Gogh,
and in particular his self-portrait, Painter on the Road
to Tarascon (1888). That picture has always fascinated
artists, among them Francis Bacon, who painted
several versions of itin the late 1950s. Atleast part of
the pull of Painter on the Road is that it no longer exists,
likely burned in the wartime fire-bombing of Ger-
many. Berg cannot have seen the original, but he will
have seen Bacon’s reinventing of it in the Tate. Where
Bacon replaced Van Gogh'simage of himself with one
ofhistrademark animal-men, though, Berg removes
the figure altogether. It becomes a self-portrait with
no self, Berg represented by nothing but his extraordi-
nary way of seeing the world m
‘Adrian Berg: Paintings 1966-2010" is on display at the
Frestonian Gallery, 2 OlafSt, London W11 (020 3904 1865;
frestoniangallery.com) until 3 July. ‘Adrian Berg’, by Marco
Livingstone with contributions by Paul Huxley RA and
Samuel Clarke, is published by Lund Humphries, rrp £40

Opposite: Beachy Head 7th September(1994) is the most abstract of Berg's works,
sea. Its vista looks across the Channel to Normandy, home of Berg's hero, Claud
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