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IN SEVEN DAYS   

 
I had the unique privilege to travel across America with Barack Obama and 
his team between August 2008 and January 09.   My husband David Lammy, 
a black politician in the UK, has known Barack since they met in 2005 at an 
event for Harvard Law Alumni.  Over time, they have developed a 
professional friendship. During the race for the Democratic nomination David 
spent time on the campaign trail; at that point Hilary Clinton was the 
frontrunner. Hearing about an insurgent campaign first hand excited my 
interest.  
Obama’s emergence as a standard-bearer for a different kind of politics 
coincided with the birth of our first son. This affected the way I looked at both 
candidate and campaign. My hope was to follow the Obama team from 
Denver to DC, gathering material to create a portrait of the candidate, 
representing a historic moment from the perspective of a friend.  When asked, 
Barack immediately put me in touch with his team to set up my schedule. I 
became the first US presidential campaign ‘artist in residence’. 

IN SEVEN DAYS is a series of symbols, because finally, this story is about 
what Obama came to symbolize – it is not about the lines on his face (which is 
why there is only one image of his face), it is not about his personality – it is 
about what he, his campaign and his victory represent, for politics, the 
American people, and the world. 

 

I’ll begin near the beginning: 

The call came just as I was putting my sons to bed. Joshua, just two, was 
fighting sleep and I damned the phone for interrupting just when his eyelids 
were flickering and closing. After another frenetic day, I was in that magic 
hour of quiet, stroking his cheek with the back of my finger, murmuring night-
nights. I glanced over to see if the insistent rings were waking Theo but he 
was already far gone - head tipped back and soft breath even. 

I pulled the covers over Joshua as the machine clicked in downstairs, the 
caller’s voice nasal, the words indistinct. He wriggled a little, waving an arm as 
if to brandish an invisible sword at the sleep-wave fast engulfing him. I put a 
kiss in the palm of his hand, tucking it under the covers, and he sighed and 
surrendered as I watched. I thought about my recent visit from my friend 
Floella, also a mother to mixed-race children.  She was holding Joshua on her 
lap, while I was feeding Theo. I suddenly blurted out, more anxious than I’d 
realized,  ‘what will I say when they ask me if they are black or white?’  
Without pause, grinning widely, as Joshua gripped her fingers and held his 
arms high, she said, ‘Nicola, you just tell them they are golden.’ 
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The call was my first summons. I had been waiting for this each day since 
Denver but now it was here I felt dread – and somewhat foolish, like a spy in a 
bad thriller. ‘Fly to Boston day after tomorrow, we’ll text you when you arrive 
about the rally location.’  Fly to Boston – just like that. What have I gotten 
myself into?  Somehow I arranged childcare and took off – wavering between 
excitement and worry, glad of the old family friends I could stay with on arrival. 
Though I’d lived the first three years of my life in Boston, I’m English through 
and through. I was always the stranger in a strange land in America, the 
outsider. This would serve me well, though it didn’t feel like it today, flying 
away from home and family. 

As the plane taxied into Logan I gave myself a pep talk..This was a task that 
was intrinsically ‘me’ – for all kinds of reasons, I was meant to do this. Historic 
subject or otherwise, I am an experienced portrait painter from a fine 
art/drawing background, and have been for over a decade, despite more 
recent forays into silkscreen and some mixed media pieces.  

My method has always been to observe the subject in detail, to know them 
from many angles, to explore a number of narratives in their lives before I put 
any oil paint on canvas, and then I distill a core image. Sometimes I spend 
months and months in this phase, talking, photographing them on my little 
automatic camera, sketching, musing, actively avoiding any notion of  ‘my 
concept’. This means the research stage always takes far longer than the 
execution of the work – in this case, nearly a year’s run up before I took (x?) 
months to create the images you see now. This process was part of the deal 
with my clients.   

But Obama wasn’t a commission, this was my own project. It seemed natural 
and important to me that I should want to paint Barack Obama – not least 
because when I looked at my sons I saw his face in theirs, saw their hope and 
their future.   Now it was actually happening, my sons were also the barriers – 
a toddler and a baby of barely six months don’t care about missions or 
destiny, they just want their mother. But I knew I had to go; the time was now. 

No text came. I sat in Boston, grateful for the company of my friends who 
made encouraging noises; a heavy rain fell outside, I missed my boys, and 
my mood sank. Suddenly, the text did come – I was to get to Concord, New 
Hampshire in three hours’ time, the rally was at the Technical Institute there.   
Concord – wasn’t that nearby? No, it turns out there are two Concords, the 
historic Paul Revere Concord near Boston and this other Concord, further 
away, in the next state.  Was there an airport?  

My friends came to the rescue, assuring me I could drive – offering up their 
car and their trusty Sat Nav to get me there in time. Nervous with the 
unfamiliar controls and driving on the wrong side of the road, I sat hunched 
over the wheel, egged on by the dashboard clock. As the first hour passed, I 
tried not to lose faith in the deadened voice inside the Sat Nav, assuring me I 
should ‘continue’ or sometimes ‘stay left’ on an endless wide highway masked 
with heavy rain, great splashing puddles spraying on the windscreen.  
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I wondered aloud ‘what the hell am I doing?’  Not one road sign mentioned 
Concord or New Hampshire. I now had half an hour till curtain up and I was in 
the middle of nowhere.  I considered turning around at the next off ramp. Then 
came the voice, restoring my faith – ‘take the exit.’ And again , peremptory, 
‘Take the exit’. Looming up out of the curtain of rain was a big green sign 
emblazoned Concord. Halleluiah.  

The rally was in the gym of the Technical Institute, a drab modern building. It 
was dark outside as I took my seat, and the gym was washed with bald 
fluorescent light. Some of the soggy press seemed only mildly attentive, all of 
them looking at Barack but really on red alert for any move from Palin. Seen 
from up close in this muggy gym, the campaign looked decidedly 
unglamorous. I noticed immediately that there were no flags or posters being 
waved – although at one point a small group of middle-aged women raised a 
hand lettered sign reading ‘Hockey Moms for Obama’ in response to Palin’s 
most recent speech. So different from the convention, where you couldn’t 
move for the ‘Change We Need’ signage and Obama merchandise. In Denver 
he’d been preaching to the converted, and despite a good turnout tonight in 
Concord, here he was the guy who’d lost the state to Hilary, and was now 
being cut out of the news cycle by the Governor of Alaska.  

His staff positioned me at the front next to the podium where, throughout the 
speech, I drew sketches and made notes. After the speech was over, Obama 
greeted me with a big hug and said he was delighted to meet me.  This was 
the first time I’d actually met him  – I hadn’t wanted to back in Denver, it 
wasn’t my priority then, as I’ll explain further. He asked if he might see the 
drawings I’d just done. ‘You wouldn’t show me a half-written speech!’ I 
retorted, and he laughed.    

I didn’t take many photos on that trip – though I would take hundreds later, on 
my other ‘parachute drops’ into the campaign trail. I was immersed in 
observation, which for me usually involves quick drawings of gestures and 
stances – I’m fascinated by the way we place our hands and our feet; this is a 
long preoccupation in my work.  In faces, whether in photos or drawings, we 
can capture the personality of our subject – whereas in stance I find that it is 
possible to capture more of the nub of them, their spirit. 

As well as my notebook, I began to fill sheets of Perspex with my outline 
drawings in marker pen – a medium that seemed to recommend itself. I 
wasn’t ready for colour or detail yet. I also wanted to mix with the campaign 
staff, something I hadn’t had much chance to do on my first trip, in that heady 
stadium in Denver. This wet gym in New Hampshire was a more prosaic, 
realistic setting to talk with the team about the candidacy. The staffers told me 
with great excitement that tonight was the debut of a new ‘stump speech’ – 
but already I was defining myself as ‘other’ since I’d not heard the last stump 
speech.  

Arriving home from this flying visit, I faltered. As inspired as I was, I now felt 
daunted, overwhelmed, not least by tiredness. Could I really take on this 
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mammoth task with two small children, a husband who was effectively 
working two full-time jobs (one in his constituency and the other in 
Parliament), as well as actual commissioned work pressing on my time?  I 
tried to explain to David that I wasn’t sure what I was doing, or if I could go on. 
There were so many gifted and highly qualified American artists who could 
take my place, who should paint Obama’s portrait.  

I knew I’d better decide immediately if I was ready for that challenge. As I 
thought about my trip, I realized that my assessment of Obama as the 
universal candidate, as if I was a part of him and our stories were one story, 
cut both ways. On a far greater scale, Barack must have felt just like me some 
days, maybe even most days, driving to unknown destinations in all weathers, 
turning up at dingy gyms and school halls up and down the country, spending 
weeks away from his beloved children and partner…but he was taking the 
challenge, in both hands, without pause.  In my own small way, I had to do 
that too – I felt strongly that my very particular life experience had led me to 
this point; there was no stepping down.  This work was determined to come 
through me, though it was not about me.   

 Much later, I came across a poem, which perfectly summed this up – a Greek 
revolutionary’s creed: The Great Yes by Constantine Cavafy. 

For some people the day comes 
when they have to declare the great Yes 

or the great No. It's clear at once who has the Yes 
ready within him; and saying it, 

 
he goes from honor to honor, strong in his conviction. 

He who refuses does not repent. Asked again, 
he'd still say no. Yet that no--the right no-- 

drags him down all his life. 
 

Over the next six months, I got to know the spirit of the American people as I 
got to know Barack Obama. Both were ‘declaring the great Yes’ – and both 
revealed tremendous energy and optimism about the future as well as the 
heavy weight of their history. I spent time with staffers who put their lives on 
hold to work as hard as their boss, so focused they counted every single 
minute as precious, and every single voter too.  Up close, I saw how a political 
campaign really works, hectic and ever changing in the face of events and 
tactics, but in this case extraordinarily well organized.  Like Obama, furiously 
busy underneath the surface, calm and in control above.  An image comes to 
mind – the proverbial swan gliding serene across the glassy lake; underneath, 
nobody can see the feet paddling frenetically to power the journey. As a 
witness embedded in the campaign, I was holding the underwater camera. 

 

The title IN SEVEN DAYS refers partly to the number of forays I made into the 
campaign. This is not a religious subject or cycle but the images are symbolic, 
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mythical , and speaking of genesis.  I should say that I certainly don’t 
subscribe to the media’s ‘deification’ of Obama. But as an artist I am aware of 
that phenomenon, and can manifest it in this reflection of my experience. 

Once the cycle was fully formed, I subtitled each print with a one-word name 
and also chose an Obama quote as my own reference point for each image. 
This was the process of genesis for each print: 

 

DAY ONE :  LIGHT.   Democratic National Convention, Mile High Stadium, 
Denver, 28 August 2008. 

“ Our destinies are inextricably linked, together our dreams can be one’’. 

Over the summer I’d been talking to Obama’s Senate office about how my 
access would work, and agreed I would not be seated with the press corps, 
but would be given free reign to sit where I chose and capture images from 
any possible angle. At the end of August I went to Denver to begin the 
process. I arrived in daylight and watched as the vast stadium, which would 
ultimately hold 70,000 people, was gradually filling over the course of the 
afternoon – again with British-style ‘queues’ forming outside, and an 
atmosphere of good nature and calm.  I wasn’t really focused on Barack at 
this stage and although I could have met him I chose not to because I was so 
caught up in the experience of being with the people in that stadium. I wanted 
an overview, I wanted above all to know what Americans felt in that moment. 
After photographing the venue from many angles, I chose a seat right in the 
middle of the stadium.  

I was gripped by the fact that it was the 45th anniversary of Martin Luther 
King’s ‘I have a dream’ speech and this underscored my sense of being in on 
the first day of something vast – even though I didn’t know then that I was 
embarking on this cycle of Seven Days, I remember thinking ‘this is Day One’.  

It was night when Barack appeared on stage, and the stadium was completely 
full. Just before he came on, a huge Mexican wave began. (Later I heard tell 
that the wave was invented right there at Mile High Stadium at the 1969 
Denver Pop Festival, pioneered by Frank Zappa, who was directing the crowd 
when to stand and sit). I was swept up in it along with everyone else, rising to 
my feet, hands raised skywards, body swaying. Row by row, everyone joined 
in this collective surge of joy and anticipation, and I, an outsider, a Brit, was 
utterly a part of it.  This gave me my first image : LIGHT.   

The seven pairs of hands represent the 70,000 people, but they are also 
specifically hands of real people in the audience that I sketched or 
photographed.  It is a symbol of the way that everyone came together in that 
moment, celebrating the fact that they had believed Obama would get the 
nomination, and he did because everyone wanted it. They were not just 
cheering the man; they were cheering the whole team, including themselves, 
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for getting to Mile High Stadium that night, for nominating the first Afro-
American presidential candidate.  

Although the hands are drawn from real people’s hands around me, they are 
cut-outs in silhouette, without personal detail, because they are symbols of 
the experience of that wave and that emotion; they communicate my heart-
lifting feeling of being part of that wave. The colours, the night sky’s indigo 
blue of the hands against the enamel white of the moon above the stadium, 
are not literal – for example I don’t think there was a full moon, but this was 
my impression of the night and the light.  The circle need not be a moon 
either, it is also the letter O, and the shape of the Obama campaign logo, and 
a sign of completion, and of cosmic perfection. The point of view (mine) is 
from within that circle, as I began to describe what it meant to be embedded in 
America.   

I realized on the plane home that my input on this project would centre on the 
fact that I was able to draw back. Not being American now seemed a useful 
qualification for the task at hand. Not being male, black or a politician added 
to my objectivity, although given my own experience, married to David and 
with two mixed race sons, I have an inkling of ‘what it takes’ – and naturally, I 
see the Obama story in the context of the subtleties of my own life.  

I also knew by now that I was not painting an oil portrait of a candidate – I had 
to go with my feeling that choosing paint colours for his skin felt like a political 
act, playing the ‘race card’ - and that this project, like the campaign and the 
man who led it, had to transcend that. I began to consider a cycle of prints. 
Silkscreen printing takes away the literal and the specific, and therefore has 
an inherent distance, and possibly a longer life – these pieces may ultimately 
speak to my son’s generation more clearly than to mine. Size was an early 
factor – the prints are 40’’ x 50”. I chose that size because although the story 
still reads at A4 size, reducing it below this scale makes the images more 
‘logo-ish’, and also, I felt at home, as a painter of many large scale oils and 
life sized portraits.  

As I settled back into daily life in London, I also plugged into the fact that the 
whole world was watching - more so than in living memory, this campaign was 
top world news.  The seven hands were 70,000 people and they are also the 
seven seas, the seven continents – in other words they signify everyone in the 
world who participated and watched, millions of hands raised in amazement 
and fascination at what was happening in America at that moment. 

 

DAY TWO. STRUGGLE.   

Campaign Rally at Concord Technical Institute, New Hampshire. 12 
September 2008. 

‘’ And so it has never been easy -  to get where we are today took struggle 
and sacrifice, discipline and tremendous courage’ 
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This is Barack Obama’s hand, sketched during that rainy night in the New 
Hampshire gym. It is raised in a fist to symbolize struggle – the irony does not 
escape me that his most famous line at his Inauguration six months later 
would be about getting his enemies to open their clenched fists.  But at this 
time, victory seemed very far away, and the image of that fist, of the fight, was 
palpable to me.  

I came up with the fist idea after my trip to New Hampshire because I felt very 
humbled by the scale of the fight on his hands – Palin Mania was 
overwhelming (she was announced as running mate about ten days before I 
found my way to that gym in Concord).  It felt so tough. In the few photos I 
took, he looked tired. There was no ‘fired up and ready to go’ at this point in 
time, no big hero stuff – just a long road ahead. 

I chose the above quote as my marker for this print although it wasn’t part of 
his speech in Concord – it was from a speech he made in Detroit at a Fight for 
Freedom Fundraiser in 2005.  I felt these words captured his personal 
struggle through Chicago politics, as well as the larger struggles of his party, 
his people, and his country.  

It is of course a racially charged image, associated over time with ‘black 
power’.  But it is unique and distinct from that, because I’ve painted it in 24k 
gold leaf. I’ve used this before in earlier works, most recently in a series about 
contemporary slavery , with gold leaf used to recall historical paintings as well 
as the monetary value of human trafficking in the world today.  

It is also neither black nor white, like Barack and my children.  If you are 
mixed race some of your struggle in life, and certainly his journey in his 20’s 
and 30’s as told in Dreams From My Father, is race-defined and this required 
something special.  It was apparent to me that Obama resolved that duality by 
the time he ran for the Democratic candidacy, and was stronger for the 
experience of battling to integrate his two backgrounds.   

If Day One’s image of the wave was about what had to happen for the story to 
begin (we had to want to come together, in unison), then Day Two is about 
what has gone before, in history. I wanted this history image in here also 
because it is evident that he is personally absorbed in and has studied history 
very closely – not only with the constitutional scholarship of a law professor, 
but with an observation and calculation about the lives and works of 
politicians, black and white, whom he admired, from Lincoln to JFK to Martin 
Luther King.  This is his hand, but it also their hands.  And just as the fingers 
and wrists in Day One belonged to real people, this is an accurate reflection of 
his actual hand but it is symbolic of them all, which is also why it is abstract, 
unconnected to the one man.  

 

DAY THREE.  HOPE. 
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‘Change happens because the American people demand it, because they rise 
up and insist on new ideas and new leadership, a new politics for a new 
time…I stand before you tonight because all across America something is 
stirring. This election has never been about me. It is about you.’ 

9 October 2008. Fundraiser at the Sheraton Hotel, Philadelphia  

Day Three, in classic storytelling parlance, ‘introduces the characters’. It was 
clear at every function and rally I attended along the way that my own sense 
of connection with Barack was shared by the audience – me, a London artist, 
in total empathy with them: all-American students, factory workers, and 
pensioners. The story of this campaign was global, universal, and shared; it 
struck me, oddly, that we were all running for President. The stillness of the 
crowd was central here - the antithesis of the adrenaline roar for Palin, a 
thunderous ‘drill baby drill’ echoing across the American heartland. There was 
a serenity and patience in the Obama supporters, a peaceful quality that 
spoke of the years they’d been waiting for this moment. And in the case of the 
black community, the generations they’d waited.  

The images for Day Three and Four came from several different days I 
witnessed in Pennsylvania in October when I made my longest trip to visit the 
campaign. HOPE is a tribute to the American people. It is drawn from several 
big fundraising events I attended on that trip but it is also harvested from 
photos I took during the entire six-month process. I relate it to Philadelphia 
because most of the characters were taken from photos or drawings there. 
The mood I wanted to conjure here is quiet hope. Everywhere I went, the 
press kept serving up hysteria, but that wasn’t my experience. I saw and felt 
patience and attentive warmth in every audience.   

This image sums up how I felt being among that audience. The placement in 
the frame suggests the organized queues I saw along the way – but I intend 
that they are listening to Obama speak. They are a mixed group of ordinary 
people – those who were the ‘ten dollars each’ supporters rather than the 
affluent donors.  I related it to the Fundraiser events I attended in Philadelphia 
for that reason, which took place in hotel meeting rooms, but it is not so literal 
– for example it is meant to be outdoors, so it is a really a cross-fertilization 
with my impressions from rally days as well.  

The campaign team talked about the new approach to fundraising with gusto 
– the idea that broke new ground in this election was that Obama wasn’t 
going to be beholden to the Establishment, and therefore he had to raise 
money in an ‘impossible’ way, by asking individual Americans for small 
amounts, maybe just $5 or $10 if they could manage it. Everyone said that 
was impossible – but the campaign team, many of whom were only in their 
20’s, not jaded or proscribed by traditional rules of the game, didn’t know or 
care what was not possible, so they went out and raised money in this 
unorthodox fashion, and it worked. Much later, at the Staff Ball after the 
Inauguration, Obama would pay special tribute to them, to his young 
supporters, for their unwavering belief that anything was possible. 
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DAY 4.  CHANGE.  Barnstorming Day, 10 October 2008.  

“ I have been deeply humbled by this journey…you have enriched my life, you 
have moved me again and again, you have inspired me. You have filled me 
with new hope for our future.’’  

Day Four gives us the hero of the story, after the essential context of the first 
three images.  This was born from a remarkable photo I took in Philadelphia 
on what the team dubbed ‘Barnstorming Day’ -- an event suggested by the 
city’s civic leaders – which involved four rallies over four hours on the street 
corners and in the squares of a racially and economically divided city. It was a 
huge logistical achievement by the campaign, representing Obama’s stated 
goal to unite the American people. The barnstorming took him into the heart of 
each community to speak to people of every background.   The photo that I 
captured was taken at about 7am in the cold clear light just after dawn.  TV 
lights had been set up despite the promised sunshine to come, and the image 
I caught is in that ‘assisted dawn’. It is due to this timing that, without 
premeditation, the photo shows Obama half black and half white, as the sun 
comes up. 

The image is about masculinity as much as it is about change. I am hesitant 
to make sweeping statements about how he has done this, but I believe it is 
clear that Obama has begun to redefine masculinity in relation to power.  Here 
the power is in the stance – and is a kind of silhouette. That is to say, his 
stance, the way his hands hang at his side, the way his legs are placed, is 
much more important than his facial expression. You could cover up his face 
and you would still get that this is him, and understand his power.  As soon as 
I saw this photo I realized I had something magic – and my next thought was 
‘he looks like a gunslinger – John Wayne!’ 

When I returned to London, as a way of processing what I felt and what I 
understood, I made a collage. I began pasting other masculine icons around 
the central image, starting with a classic photo of John Wayne in similar pose.  
To this I added Mohammed Ali, Tarzan, an American Indian Chief, a 9/11 
fireman, a soldier in action, and in the top right corner, George Bush, arms at 
his side in ostensibly similar pose. For me exploring masculinity and power 
needed to cross all these lines and explore these different media, from film to 
comic books as well as real figures. (Ironically, although Bush really was a 
Texan cowboy, he looks much less like Wayne than Obama does in this 
juxtaposition). 

This collage process, which I have used for some time, allows me to distill 
what images mean to me and how they speak to me.   It is similar to the way I 
began the whole cycle – which was by drawing hands, printing dozens of 
sketches and Perspex cutouts randomly on large coloured sheets of paper at 
close quarters, to explore what I had and what their context should be.  
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The other figure I could have pasted onto that collage was of course Elvis 
Presley, especially in that similar stance which was represented by Andy 
Warhol. Warhol has been a seminal influence of mine since college, but I’d 
done very little screen-printing since those days.  I was more interested in his 
fine art, his lesser known drawings and works like his Last Supper series. I 
always remember that in his final days he wrote that he regretted not drawing 
more, not pursuing his original fine art training, because he had to ‘carry on 
being Warhol’.  I wouldn’t want to share that regret. 

[Just before I began this cycle I did work on a political subject as a screen-
print, however, it was unfinished. Also it was not a primary work on silkscreen 
ala’ Warhol, but based on a photo of George Bush and Tony Blair walking 
away from the camera towards then end of their tenures in office.  I then 
made a huge oil painting of this image and photographed it, setting versions 
of that against an impressionistic flag as background.  I made several 
versions of this as a silkscreen print, changing what they were wearing, for 
example suits into camouflage gear, walking into a flag of Israel rather than 
the Union Jack or Stars and Stripes.  However, when my second son was 
born, I had to park this project, and it lost its moment. For a time, after I began 
IN SEVEN DAYS, I considered ‘George and Tony leaving’ as Day 1. But it 
became obvious this wasn’t the real start of the story I was going to tell.]   

If I had been some kind of master printmaker, I don’t think I would have ended 
up with this series of images - each one is very different from the others in 
technical terms, largely due to my inexperience.  My approach was to use the 
silkscreen process as a drawing tool – and then I built the images up like oil 
paintings because that is what I know best.  

I came to a two layer dual image, which speaks to a duality in Obama, and 
perhaps represents both of his parents, a moment of change, and also 
demonstrates darkness and light.  There’s an emotional truth in two layers – 
people have more than one layer.  Although this was technically quite difficult 
to achieve, I knew a simple photo or a one-screen image wouldn’t give me 
that.  Layering them so closely using bitmapping also lends a ‘flick book’ 
impression, and creates a sense of moving forward, which is quite different 
from Warhol’s Elvis.  In this print, I hope the viewer feels that Obama is 
coming towards him.  

The photo was taken looking up at him on a platform, with the tall buildings of 
X Square behind him. In the print, I chose to extract him from that setting, or 
any setting, linking back to the Day One silhouettes and also to Day 3 – in my 
mind he is standing before that symbolic crowd we see next to him in Day 3.  
But I do allow personal details to come forth for the first and only time in the 
cycle – from the buttons on his shirt to his watchband to his facial expression.  

We know his face so well from the thousands of media images we’ve seen, 
but I think this image has a unique quality, partly because I wasn’t standing 
with the press corps, either when I snapped this picture or at any time on the 
campaign. To me, his face has character rather than ‘pop star charisma’ here, 
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and it has a question mark on it – he’s listening, not speaking or posturing.  
That is why I matched it to the particular quote, which was from his final 
election rally in Virginia, not from his barnstorming day stump speeches.  
Listening is humility. 

In my research, I came across this quote from Obama’s hero, Abraham 
Lincoln, which also resonates.  

“Nearly all men can stand adversity, but if you want to test a man’s character, 
give him power.’’ 

DAY 5.  RESPONSIBILITY  

Press Conference (where/when?)  

‘’What has been lost is our sense of common purpose, our sense of higher 
purpose. And that is what we have to restore.’’ 

At this point in the story I needed to distill the ‘enemy’ – that is, depicting what 
the hero must fight against and endure on his journey. I made a special trip to 
go to a press conference to get to this image, although obviously I had seen 
the press throughout the campaign. On this trip I made a concerted effort to 
experience what it was like for Obama (what is was like to be any politician) 
and to have the press constantly pointing their cameras at him, to be caught 
in the ‘public eye’. I had some experience of this from my husband’s life in 
service, but by exploring this in another context I deepened my 
understanding.  Again, I couldn’t have gained this distance or insight in the 
UK, especially not within my own life. On this trip, an artist with a small 
automatic camera able to slip in and out of the press cordon, surrounded by 
journalists and photographers bearing massive camera barrels, I was once 
more experiencing the gift of perspective that comes from being an outsider.  

Day 5 is also about what we want from Obama – how we all want a piece of 
him, and of his story.  It is not a criticism, but it is accurate that much of his 
experience of the public will be of their camera lens pointed at his face.  

Although this is specifically taken from a photo of a press photographer, it is 
not just about the press. It is about all of us, including me, photographing 
Obama continuously – the Fourth Estate, everyone.  In the end, even his own 
daughters were at it, and his own staffers.  There is also another more sinister 
connotation possible – that of the assassin, fixing him in his sights – or even a 
military allusion with the helmet shaped head, also with the camera as 
weapon. What is most important is that as part of the story of a campaign 
absolutely blanketed by coverage, this is not an image we have seen before. 
We instantly feel we know it , but the media don’t routinely publish pictures of 
themselves, except in background action or if someone accidentally includes 
a colleague in frame. People will take from it what they will – my primary 
attention was to the hands and the camera.  

This is why the hands in this picture are red.  While some might see the red 
literally, as in ‘blood on his hands’, for example, I see it as ‘he is in our hands’ 
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– other images in the cycle (particular Day Two and Four) show his hands, but 
these are ‘our hands’.  This is us, a faceless person, Everyman.  Hands 
holding this big camera are also suggesting us taking responsibility – he is in 
our hands, but our future is not in his hands  - we must take responsibility for 
what we want from Obama, and take part in shaping that future.  I also chose 
red because the hands couldn’t have been white or black  - they had to be 
universal. 

 

DAY 6.  SACRIFICE – EMBRACE .  Election Night, 5 November, Chicago. 

“You did it because you understand the enormity of the task that lies ahead’’  

This is not taken from one photo in particular, but is a conflation of my 
observations of that big night in Chicago when he was elected President. After 
his speech, I went to see him. There were no champagne corks popping or 
hip-hip-hoorays, no ecstatic cries, and there were maybe fifty people, close 
friends and family, who all seemed to me to be humming with awareness that 
they were embracing a new beginning but that it was also a point of sacrifice 
as he took on the biggest service job in the world.   

I couldn’t pick one title or the other so I’ve chosen both. I came back from that 
trip with a feeling of ‘embrace’ – I had been quietly adopted into the campaign, 
without fuss or fanfare. Then I had been caught in the grip of the campaign 
activity and the media fever, and I had come away thinking about service.  I 
recognized that Obama and America were on track in their odyesey; 
everyone, is accepting the difficult challenge ahead, and being tested. He was 
calling us to action from that podium in Chicago. What is more testing than the 
sacrifice in service, and the sheer hard work of it? This is partly why I chose to 
depict him with his sleeves rolled up, although of course he wore a suit that 
night. 

The blue here was inspired by a book that James McBride wrote, THE 
COLOUR OF WATER, about his experience growing up as a mixed race child 
in America. As a boy he kept asking his mother that burning question: ‘am I 
black or white?’ Eventually she came up with this reply: you are the colour of 
God, who has no colour – he is the colour of water.    Also, of course blue is 
the colour of the Democratic party, and of the classic globe – the skies and 
the seas are always represented blue, so I’m signifying that he is of the world 
(not a deity) and also being watched by the world, and embracing it. 

I chose the brown in relation to the blue, rather than being his skin colour. It is 
an earthy brown of sienna and umber mixed, and if it had been any lighter it 
would be tonally too close to the blue.  It interests me that even at this early 
stage people read all kinds of colours and ideas in this image, beyond my own 
imagination, from Gandhi, to a man in white robes, to Christ on the cross. (I 
don’t mind how they read it or any image – I’m happy to explain my own 
process as I have here, but don’t feel at all like I need to dictate individual 
responses to the work). Sacrifice or Embrace? Are they contradictory, or 
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complementary?  We don’t know yet. I think it is certain that there is no way 
Barack Obama can live up to everyone’s expectations, and therefore what 
began as an embrace could end up in sacrifice.  

 

DAY 7.  GRACE. Inauguration Day, January 2008. 

‘ Let it be said by our children’s children that when we were tested…’’ (Etc) 

This image is about a moment of grace, and an acknowledgement in a 
gesture of all that has gone before:  in the cycle I’ve created, in the campaign 
itself, and in history. It is also a gesture of acceptance (raising a hand to 
volunteer), to sign up for what is ahead and for the unknown. Often a waving 
hand of a politician or power figure is a flat hand – an acknowledgement 
coming from the ego, which is about ‘Me waving at You’. By softening the 
palm there is a sense of the catcher’s mitt almost, the hand receiving and 
holding. It is just one man’s ordinary hand however, there is no message here 
that he’s got everything in hand – it is definitely not a ‘certainty image’.  

Day 7 is also the holy day in the spiritual realm, and in the Book of Genesis. 
There is I know a touch of the blessing in the gesture, but not in the sense of 
the Pope bestowing a gift on a supplicant. The gesture is all his; I’ve caught it 
in hundreds of photos. I was aware throughout the experience of Barack’s 
strong faith, and I hope some of that comes through in this series and 
certainly in this picture. I saw enough to know that he took on this task with 
faith and acceptance that he can’t control the outcome of this story; he 
believes he is part of a story that will unfold as it is meant to be. He is different 
from many politicians in this respect, because he doesn’t feel he can control 
everything. 

Why did I choose Orange? It is not a political colour. To me it suggests 
multiculturalism, and references influences in Hindu art and Buddhism. His 
arm is not a brown arm here, it is a symbol of all colours. Also, red signifies 
STOP and green, GO – whereas orange, or amber, is in the middle and tells 
us to PAUSE.  Pause and reflect. Pause with grace, and consider the how we 
will go forward. 
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CAREER HIGHLIGHTS 
          
Nicola Green graduated from Edinburgh College of Art, Scotland, in 1998 with 
the Highest Distinction in Master of Fine Arts (MFA) following a First Class 
Honours Degree in Drawing and Painting (BA), winning the Andrew Grant 
Bequest Scholarship in 1997 and 1998  and a Department for Education 
Scholarship in 1996. 
 
Nicola was taught by the Minimalist artist Alan Johnston and has been 
strongly influenced by the Scottish school of Northern European figurative 
painters that she met in Edinburgh (John Bellany, Ken Currie etc) as well as 
by the conceptual works of ‘Young British Artist’ friends in London such as 
Gavin Turk.  Nicola founded and directed Cockburn’s Gallery in Edinburgh 
which concentrated on showing the work of Scottish art graduates from 1993 
to 1997. 
 
1999 Hunting Art Prize finalist 
 
2003-2004 Nicola’s Laughing Portrait ‘A Laughing Record’ toured the U.K and 
USA.  In 2005 it was a No1 hit in the U.K., the b-side to Peter Kay’s ‘On The 
Way To Amarillo’. 
 

2006 & 2008 Nicola was a finalist in the BP Portrait Award at the National 
Portrait Gallery London, which subsequently toured U.K. museums. 

2007 Nicola’s series of work ‘House Slave – Field Slave’, in collaboration with 
Anti-Slavery International, was exhibited at Dulwich Picture Gallery, London 
and inspired a series of education workshops with South London schools. 

2008-9 Nicola was artist in residence on President Obama’s election 
campaign.   

2010 Nicola is completing a series of work exploring faith and communication 
following meetings with The Dalai Lama & The Archbishop of Canterbury. 

2010 Finalizing an exhibition in Bruce Castle Museum, London, as part of UK 
Black History Month. 

Collectors of her work include museums in the U.K and Canada, Hannah 
Rothschild, Elle Macpherson & The Right Honourable Tony and Cherie Blair.	
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Nicola is a Patron of the Prince of Wales’ Drawing School Drawing Clubs and 
a Trustee of the charity Paintings in Hospitals.   

She has a studio at Bruce Castle Museum, London and a 2010 Residency at 
John Jones, London. 

 

	

PUBLIC COLLECTIONS INCLUDE:	

	

The Courtauld Institute of Art, London	

Bruce Castle Museum, London	

GlenHyrst Gallery of Brant, Canada	

Edinburgh College of Art, Edinburgh 

Royal National College for the Blind, Hereford, UK 

Paintings in Hospitals, UK	

Wood Green Library, London 

Anti-Slavery International, London 

Royal Brompton Hospital, London	

BBC Radio 4 Sound Archive, London	

 

 

PRIVATE COLLECTIONS INCLUDE: 

 

Hannah Rothschild	

Nigella Lawson	

Elle Macpherson 	

Alex & Elinor Sainsbury 	

Richard Curtis & Emma Freud	

The Right Honourable Tony and Cherie Blair	

Nick Lloyd Webber	
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Lord and Lady Hollick	

Lord and Lady Falconer	

Norman Cook (Fatboy Slim)	

Gavin Turk	

Isaac Julien	

Sir George Martin CBE	

 

 

SOLO EXHIBITIONS INCLUDE: 

 

2007     Dulwich Picture Gallery, London 

2003      Vinyl Factory, London  

2003      Royal Brompton Hospital, London  

2001      56 Viceroy Road, London  

1999      28 Cork Street, London  

1998      Pump House Gallery, London  

1996      Dunedin Gallery, Edinburgh  

1994      Cockburn’s Art Gallery, Edinburgh   

 

SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS INCLUDE: 

 

2010   ‘Touching Art Touching You’, Hove Museum, Brighton 

2010   East Wing Collection, The Courtauld Institute, London	

2009   Royal College for the Blind, Permanent Collection, Hereford 
2008   BlindArt, MOMA, Wales 
2008   BP Portrait Award: 
               National Portrait Gallery, London 
               Wolverhampton Art Gallery 
               Aberdeen Art Gallery and Museum, Scotland 
               Aberystwyth Arts Centre, Wales 
2008   A Sense of Space: The Blind Culture 	
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               McIntosh Gallery, University of Western London, Ontario 
               Glenhyrst Gallery of Brant, Ontario 
2008   ‘Touching Art Touching You’, Royal Cornwall Museum, Truro	

2008  ‘On Time’, The Courtauld Institute, London 
2007   Permanent Collection, Glenhyrst Gallery of Brant, Ontario, 
Canada  
2007   ‘Boundless’ Menier Chocolate Gallery & Southwark Council, 
London 
2006-7  BP Portrait Award:  
                National Portrait Gallery, London 
                Aberdeen Art Gallery and Museum, Scotland 
                Royal West of England Academy, Bristol 
2006   Blind Art U.S.A:  
                National Public Library for the Blind, New York  
               British Embassy, Washington D.C.  
2006   ‘Shoes - The Agony & Ecstasy’:  
                Shipley Art Gallery, Gateshead  
               Norwich Castle Museum, Norwich  
                Cartwright Hall Art Gallery, Bradford 
                Tully House Museum, Carlisle 
2005   Portraits 2005, Arndean Gallery, London  
2005   Blind Art, Royal College of Arts, London 
2004   ‘New Sound New York’, The Kitchen, New York 
2004   Winchester Festival of Art & the Mind, Winchester 
2004   ‘Retrospective’ 291 Gallery, London 
2003   ‘A Laughing Portrait’	

                Cork Arts Festival, Ireland 
                Port Eliot Lit Fest, Cornwall 
                Royal Brompton Hospital, London 
                Your Shout Awards, Winchester 
2001   Group Show, B Contemporary, London 
1999   Art ‘99 London, Davies and Tooth Gallery 
1999   The Hunting Art Prizes, Royal College, London and Bath 
1998   City Art Fair, London, Davies and Tooth Gallery 
1997   ‘7 Up’ curated by Mel Gooding, The Collective Gallery, 
Edinburgh 
1997   The New Generation, Compass Gallery, Glasgow	

	

	

SELECTED COLLABORATIONS, PROJECTS AND WORKSHOPS	

	

(Upcoming Projects: 	
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1. A Portrait of Immigration - Queens, USA & Tottenham, UK –	

A series of work exploring multiculturalism and immigration across the 2 most 
diverse communities in the world	

2. Last Supper – Feet & Femininity 	

An exploration of faith, feet and patriarchy	

 

2010 Faith - The Dalai Lama & The Archbishop of Canterbury  

Nicola is completing a series of work exploring faith and communication 
following meetings with The Dalai Lama & The Archbishop of Canterbury. 

	

2010 Femininity - Elle Macpherson	

A series of portraits exploring female power	

	

2008-10 ‘In Seven Days..’	

A Portrait of Barack Obama & his Presidential Campaign	

	

2008 Tom Philips R.A 	

A portrait of an artist – his private passion for playing ping pong.  Nicola 
played many games of ping-pong with Tom Philips in his South London studio 
after having lunch together.  The resultant work is a series of photographs and 
mono-prints exploring movement and expression.	

 	

2008 Boy with Monkey 	

This portrait of Mark Prichard was selected for the 2008 BP Portrait Award at 
the National Portrait Gallery, London. 

“Oil paintings of children are fiendishly difficult to carry off…children's faces 
are free of complex emotions, untroubled and unmarked by life's trials. They 
are very hard to paint without looking chocolate boxy, but this Green has 
somehow achieved.” Sarah Vine in The Times, June 2008 

	

2007 A Portrait of Tottenham – Diversity and Language	

Tottenham is the most multi-cultural constituency in Europe with 273 different 
languages spoken.  This aim of this project, done in collaboration with 
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Haringey Council, was to directly reflect this diversity in a way that would be 
meaningful to all its inhabitants.  Nicola researched hundreds of different 
languages spoken in Tottenham.  She held a series of silkscreen printing 
workshops held in Haringey libraries, based around printing the word ‘book’ in 
these different languages.  She worked with bag designer Juliet Thornback 
and the final image that Nicola designed was hand printed onto bags for 
Haringey Library users to keep their own books in.  A desk frontal was made 
using this design for Wood Green Library and more workshops were 
subsequently held for participants to design their own bags, inspired by this 
project. 

	

2007 House Slave - Field Slave	

Nicola's series of paintings, made in collaboration with Anti-Slavery 
International, commemorated the 200th anniversary of the abolition of the 
slave trade.  This work is a portrait of contemporary slavery.  The story it tells 
is that even though the slave trade was abolished 200 years ago, there are 12 
million people in the world today who are still enslaved. 

 

"The reason Nicola Green has painted feet and not faces in this particular 
picture is that slaves have very little sense of their own identity; slaves don't 
even own their bodies...although you don't see the faces, we all know what 
these people look like." 

Ian Dejardin, director of The Dulwich Picture Gallery. 

The painting is strikingly made of a gold leaf background to evoke the 
iconography of saints and martyrs of the past. As Ian Dejardin stresses, "the 
gold's sheer value, and its rich connotations, project onto these faceless 
slaves a universal value, in defiance of today's global racism and prejudices." 

In order to create awareness of the on-going slavery problem, Nicola ran 
workshops at The Dulwich Picture Gallery as part of their Education 
Programme. Nicola used her slavery portraits to inspire, educate and inform 
students from schools in South London, to produce their own work influenced 
by the issue. 

David Lammy, Nicola Green's husband, then Minister for Skills in the 
Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills, said, "This project 
epitomises the social action through art philosophy which has been the driving 
force of the Education Department at Dulwich Picture Gallery since it was 
started by Gillian Wolfe, 24 years ago." 

Following a solo exhibition in the Dulwich Picture Gallery, "House Slave - 
Field Slave” has been given to The International Slavery Museum in Liverpool 
by Anti-Slavery International.	
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2007 Sir Trevor MacDonald  	

A portrait of one of Britain’s foremost broadcasters and journalists – his live 
interviews include Nelson Mandela, George W. Bush, Saddam Hussein & Bill 
Clinton.  Before beginning this portrait, Nicola spent time with Trevor sitting in 
his ITN studios during recordings of ‘Tonight with Trevor MacDonald’.  Nicola 
made numerous quick drawings and snapshot photographs in his dressing 
room and offices as well as while he was recording live T.V.  The resulting 
portrait concentrates on the stance he always takes while recording on air. 	

	

2006 Archangel – album cover	

Nick Lloyd Webber is the singer, songwriter and multi-instrumentalist behind 
the band Archangel.  Lloyd Webber commissioned Nicola to create this 
original artwork for the cover of his Limited Edition Album. 
	

2008 Arthur Miller "A distillation of everything you know up to that moment."	

This portrait of Arthur Miller was part of The National Portrait Gallery's 2009 
Mystery Portrait Exhibition.  Nicola met Arthur many times because his wife 
Inge Morath was an old friend of Nicola's grandmother.  Nicola was always 
struck by his grounded and strong presence. 

Nicola decided to do a portrait of Arthur after she spent time with him and his 
wife at their home in Connecticut in the summer of 2001.  Arthur Miller built 
his home and most of his furniture himself, including the garden table and 
benches depicted.  In this portrait Nicola has used sketches she made from 
life built up with layers of pen and ink and gold leaf to represent Arthur Miller's 
down to earth, rooted essence as well as his more glamorous, other worldly 
success. 

When asked about the meaning of any of his plays, Arthur Miller responded 
that they are "A distillation of everything you know up to that moment."	

	

2008 Joshua Compston 	

Nicola Green's portrait of her friend the late Joshua Compston was selected 
for the 2006 BP Portrait Award at the National Portrait Gallery, London.  

Compston was the director of conceptual art gallery Factual Nonsense in 
Hoxton, London. He organised the Fête Worse Than Death events in the late 
90s, which featured YBAs Tracey Emin, Damien Hirst, Gillian Wearing, Gavin 
Turk and Gary Hume & Gilbert & George.  After Joshua’s death, his mother 
chose Green to paint his portrait with the help of photographs, his death mask 
and fond memories.  
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“Compston was a pivotal personality in the Shoreditch art scene of the mid 
1990s, until his death at the age of 25 in March 1996. An enigmatic figure, his 
great creative energy was the driving force of his life, art his weapon.” The Art 
of Factual Nonsense by Jeremy Cooper. 

In 1996 during Compston’s final year studying at The Courtauld Institute he 
organised its first ever contemporary art exhibition, featuring many of these 
YBA artists.  This tradition has been continued with a biannual exhibition 
organised at The Courtauld Institute called ‘The East Wing Collection’.  
Nicola’s portrait of Joshua is in the permanent collection of ‘The East Wing 
Collection’ at the Courtauld Institue, London. 

	

2003 A Laughing Portrait	

Nicola Green recorded people laughing from all over the world and made a 
piece of music from these recordings called ‘The Laughing Record’.  In 2005 
this was the B-side to the no1. Hit Comic Relief single, "On The Way To 
Amarillo" by Peter Kay.  Nicola’s original artwork is limited edition vinyl picture 
disc.  This work toured the U.K and U.S.A as a sound and visual installation 
and was bought by many public and private collections.  In 2004 BBC Radio 4 
commissioned Nicola to make a 30-minute radio version of ‘A Laughing 
Portrait’. 	

	

2002-5 A Portrait of Childhood	

A collection of Family Portraits, which capture different aspects of childhood.	

Rothschild Family - This portrait depicts the girls’ shoes just before the eldest 
started secondary school, at a time when all three girls still wore similar 
shoes.  At that time they took them off when they returned home from school 
and they would be left in a row by the front door.  That time has passed but 
the painting now hangs by the front door.	

Nigella Lawson’s Family – These portraits were commissioned by Nigella and 
the late John Diamond.  They were made in the summer when Bruno spent 
his days on the trampoline in the garden and Cosima had just bought a new 
pair of boots that she adored.   	

Freud-Curtis Family - These portraits were made after Nicola visited their 
home in the late afternoon and the children played hide and seek behind the 
sofa when their dad got home from work. 	

Falconer Family - Green challenges the static nature of conventional 
portraiture, and introduces the concept of motion into the work “Spin”.  Nicola 
created her own original design using a spindle-operated system; this was 
developed with the help of John Jones.  This kinetic portrait means that the 
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image is not a fixed entity, the composition and interpretation changes as the 
portrait spins.	

2002 Anderson Family – Shoes, Agony & Ecstasy tour	

Green’s portrait of the Anderson family was exhibited as part of the show 
“Shoes: The Agony and the Ecstasy” in 2006.  This was a touring exhibition of 
UK Museums in the Midlands celebrating footwear through the ages, asking 
why shoes can mean so much to us.  Shoes are much more than simply an 
item of clothing.  Nicola’s portrait of The Anderson Family involved detailed 
discussions with each family member, identifying the pair of shoes that best 
distilled their personality as well as the stance of their feet, which carefully 
captures each individual within the complex family dynamic.  When the 
portrait was complete Clive Anderson, who had been skeptical of the focus on 
their feet, said “Wow!  I had no idea this portrait would be so psychologically 
revealing.”   

 

2001 Arthur Smith & his father P.C Syd Smith   

 “In 1944 my father, known to everyone, including his children and 
grandchildren, as Syd, had been a prisoner-of-war at Colditz Castle in 
Germany.  Here his duties included 'looking after' Earl Haig, son of the First 
World War Field Marshal, Douglas Haig.  The Earl was an artist and once told 
my father 'Smith, you have the perfect Roman nose; I should like to paint you 
one day.'  The War ended before that could happen but Syd never tired of 
telling this story and naturally Nicola, an artist, knew it within minutes of 
meeting him.  He told her several more times over the next couple of years 
and was eventually delighted when she asked him to sit for her. The result, 
which hangs behind me as I write, captures both his splendid conk and his 
twinkly gentleness. Nicola painted a profile of me too but from the other side 
so that, hung together, we can look at each other. He is dead now but i still do 
look at Syd, finally preserved in oils as he had always wanted to be.”  

Portrait of a Roman nose - written by Arthur Smith 

  

1997 Cherie Blair - Portrait of a Red Handbag 	

This portrait was made in 1997 in response to Labour’s landslide election 
victory.  It symbolises the role of women in the new government as well as 
being a reference to Margaret Thatcher’s famous handbags.  This handbag is 
red, the colour of the Labour Party.	

	

1994 Dalai Lama/Tibet project 
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