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the world. Most of his work has been composed 
on site in the Algerian camps, a Tuareg village in 
Niger, the coal mine hollers of West Virginia, the 
seascapes of the Bayou, the valleys of Montana 
and the lush fields of Yuma, among other places. 
He creates compelling portraits in oil, many of 
them life-size and all of them about the people 
who work the land. Sitting with his subjects, the 
artist has developed strong relationships with the 
people he paints. He revels in the sand from the 
Sahara that speckles his canvases, in the smudged 
dirt from the coal mines. He loves the path his 
painting has taken him on these last four years 
as he’s traveled internationally and then more 
recently, into the rough hearts of American work-
ers from one coast to the other.

“The painting is almost an excuse for the 
experience,” he says of his remarkable adven-
tures.

Exploring his artistic style and seeking a 
project that would be socially relevant, Wilson 
embarked on a quest to capture the working life 
of people whose professions have changed little in 
the last century: coal miners, shrimpers, cowboys, 
migrant field workers. Raised in Washington, D.C., 
he attended prep school, then Duke University, 
where he got a degree in business, making him an 
unlikely participant in some of the hardest work-
ing labor pools in the nation. He’s fished in the 
Bayou and cut lettuce in the fields with Hispanic 
workers. He now knows about back-breaking 
work and has lived in the poorest conditions 
along the way. Yet, he has observed the joy and 
satisfaction in this way of life, a principle of work-
ing, dreaming, living that essentially founded our 
country. His paintings celebrate that concept in 
an iconic way that Wilson hopes will surpass the 
individuals in each of his portraits and capture the 
essence of the working populace.

“I’ve been in transition these last two years,” 
reflects Wilson. “Now it seems more about the 
journey than the painting.”

When it comes to the idea of a home base 
Wilson wrestles. His need for comfort, for a sense 
of community apart from his subjects is a struggle 

Left: A model of the human form helps the 
artist keeps scale and structure in mind 
while he is working on his portraits. Below:
The only prerequisite Hugh Wilson put on 
his search for a studio was that it have 
northern light; in the end he found a func -
tional working area with lots of wall space 
and a loft-style living arrangement that 
blends industrial elements of corrugated 
metal, steel and concrete �uidly.



Here, he experiments with his work 
and organizes the course of his journey 
on paper. He is writing a memoir of his 
experiences that he hopes will better 
express the story he touches on in his 
portraits from Africa to America, chroni
cling the role of the working man in 
contemporary society. 
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life and work, even architecturally, is seamlessly entwined.
Wilson’s studio is welcoming. He appears at ease here, 

yet he yearns for the road, for wonder and discovery. So the 
studio has become a place to organize ideas.  A former Wall 
Street refugee, Wilson wants to engage in the greater “conver-
sation” in the art world. A graduate of both Otis College of Art 
and Design in Los Angeles and New York Academy of Art, he 
is exploring ways to create work that is fresh and interesting. 
Again, like his paintings, Wilson is engaged yet separate from 
life, a brilliant observer, cunning interpreter and gentle influ-
ence. And his studio, perhaps unwittingly, reflects all of this. 

His recent portraits of working folks seem heavily influ-
enced by artist Lucien Freud, whose subjects are often the 
people in his life; friends, family, fellow painters, lovers, 
children. Freud once said, “The subject matter is autobio-
graphical, it’s all to do with hope and memory and sensuality 
and involvement, really.” 

Wilson echoes this sentiment in his love for portraiture. 
He is working on a book about his experiences on the road 

and the studio is a venue to distill his years of traveling, of 
reading faces and sitting with people, of being part of lives 
who welcomed him into a greater community. He spends his 
days writing, experimenting with studio painting and plan-
ning to take his body of work to show in New York at some 
point in the future. 

When asked if Livingston is “home” Wilson answers, 
“Yes …” But he lets the word dangle a little into a question 
of a question. The people and places of the world call to him 
even as he sits in his perfectly stylized studio; their voices 
resound from the canvases all around the room.
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