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I will admit two prejudices 

at the outset of this piece:

Romantic era poetry is one 
of my guilty pleasures, and 
I love the paintings of Greg 
Decker (I saw them first a 
year ago and soon began 
begging to introduce him 
to our readers). That being 
said, I have never been a fan 
of the nineteenth-century 
bard John Keats. Recite 
me a Wordsworth sonnet, 
and I will swoon with him 
for the daffodils. But Keats' 
nightingales and Grecian 
urns have never spoken to 
me. Greg Decker recently 
changed my mind. 

We sat down for breakfast at 
a friend's home on Belmont 
on a late summer morning. 
Between sips of co• ee, Decker 
returned over and again 
to that young champion of 
English verseÐso much that 
the poet became a theme of 
our conversation. I soon recognized that Keats was more than a 
hero to Decker; it was obvious that something about his poetry 
was emblematic for Greg's approach to art. ªI can't think of any 
other poet that is so deep. He's so speci c and so profound,º he 
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enthused, his voice gravelling 
in excitement. 

Urged on by Decker, I dusted 
o•  one of his favorites: Ode 
to Autumn. ! at beautiful 
speci city unfolded before 
me. ! e swollen fruit, " ash-
ing colors, the very fumes 
and oozings of the season 
captivated my senses. It was 
sumptuous, vibrant, and 
hypnotic, transporting to the 
point of raptureÐall words 
that precisely de ne the 
experience of a Greg Decker 
painting. To sum it up in 
Greg's own words, ªWhen 
you see greatness, the whole 
world is ampli ed and disap-
pears at the same time. All 
those corny things they say 
about art being timeless are 
really true.º

It is no accident that this 
songbird of Romantic verse 
serves as my introduction 

to Decker's work. Greg seems to belong to some brotherhood 
of the past. He is the student of tradition, and his work is 
informed by the careful attention to technique that shaped art 
in days gone by. 

Golden Runner,  Oil on canvas, 68º x 90º 



Nashville Arts Magazine   |   November   2O1O    |   37 36   | November  2O1O   |   Nashville Arts Magazine

36 37

36 37
! ough his values are lofty, Decker does not tilt at windmills. He 
is as edgy as he is polite. ªArt,º he claims, ªis just like rock `n' 
roll. It instantly historicizes itself. I feel like as an artist, it is 
incumbent upon me to understand the history and technique 
of my craft. It is alive, but, paradoxically, you are only individual 
when you absorb it all. Otherwise, you are just a result of your 
own limitations.º

Greg's pursuit of technique has taken him around the world. Far 
from the African Congo where he grew up, Decker has studied paint-
ing at Oxford and taught at the MOMA and the Met in New York. 
After twelve years in Manhattan and two in Asheville, he settled in 
Nashville permanently last year. Having lived here in the past, Greg 
considers Nashville and its community of artists his home.
 
It is a gift to call a painter of his caliber one of our own, and 
it is a true pleasure to talk shop with him about painting. Greg 
holds not one but two master's degrees in  ne art. He believes 
strongly in the study of form and the importance of training 
and technique. He is no Jackson Pollack: ªI believe in passionate 
form rather than expression. ! ere is always expression of the 
individual and the culture, but expression, to me, is emotionÐ
and that is transitory.º When asked if his adherence to formal 
methods is limiting, Decker smiles. ªI love the Ramones . . . but 
Itzhak Perlman was much more free. ! at control is freedom.º

Greg's mastery of form is evident at  rst glance. His  gures have 
weight, volume, balance. His compositions are harmonious and 
dynamic. Yet Decker's images are not held back by technical 
constraintsÐthe expert application of paint on canvas and the 
brilliant use of pure color achieve a virtuosity that embellishesÐ
no, spirits his paintings. 

Decker's paintings move me. ! ey draw out emotions at the 
same time that they transport me to another psychological 
space. From Arcadian landscapes to the hidden sea cove of 
the mermaids, these works describe another world and evoke 

a constellation of feelings. Pure, but not uncomplicated, they 
narrate a poignant reality. In them, I watch young lovers " y 
over rooftops in a leaping gallop, well aware of the impossibility 
of such a feat. Experiencing Greg's work, I fall in love, lose love, 
carry the burden of loving, sail on emotion, and fall with the 
sinking pull of death. 

When asked about art that moves him, Decker recalls an exhibit 
of Otto Dix paintings at the Neue Galerie in New York. Hinting 
at the painter's harsh wartime experiences, Decker relates, 

ª! ere is going to be some beautiful stu•  there, because he is 
seeing the underbelly of the sublime.º 

It is that observation of hardship and heartache in his own 
work that lends Decker's paintings their maturity and strik-
ing grace.  ! is same quality characterizes its most dynamic 
tension. Joy abounds in these canvases. Heralded on bright 
horns and daubed in dancing patches of color, Decker's 
emotional highs are practically incandescent. However, they 
are always o• set by the gravity of longing or their own implied 
ephemerality. However cloaked in brightness or festooned 
with color, their ultimate theme is one of solemnity.  It is this 
rich contrast that ascribes depth to both the artist and his art. 
Serious and insightful, Decker asserts that his most de nitive 
trait is an attitude of gratefulness. 

left:  Golden Peacock, Oil on canvas, 33º x 48º   

below:  Family , Oil on canvas, 52º x 72º 

right: Solace,  Oil on canvas, 30º x 48º 
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above: ChooChoo Drummer, Oil on canvas, 33º x 48º 

middle left: Rider,  Oil on canvas, 24º x 34º

bottom left: Fool's Gold,  Oil on canvas, 48º x 90º
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38 39As a symbolist painter, Decker's works are often compared to 
those of Gustav Klimt because of their textural patterns and 
mosaics of intense color. Greg acknowledges the association 
but claims that his true inspiration derives from African art, 
German Expressionism, and Picasso. He synthesizes numerous 
traditions to create an art that is powerful, sophisticated, and 
enigmatic. When asked why he paints, Decker points to his 
childhood: ªWhen you don't have a lot of toys in life, you make 
up your own.º Similarly, his constant uprooting from one place 
to the next shapes the haunting dreamscapes of his paintings: 

ªMaybe it's because I've been transported around so much. If it's 
an actual place, I'm not always trying to locate it. I rarely think 
about an actual place . . . I boil it downÐlike making a roux when 
you're cooking.º

Most of Greg Decker's paintings revolve around the theme of 
love. Won or lost, love arcs through his narratives and emanates 
from his compositions. It also sums up his attitude toward his 
craft. He shakes his head and admits, ªIt's like being in love with 
a demanding muse. I'm obsessed.º With an oeuvre of hundreds 
of paintings, Decker works for long hours, unable to stop. ªI can't 
wait for two hours. I need a lot of time. I never tire of it.º His 
symmetry of desire and talent, hard work and critical thinking 
produces an engaging and seductive collection of work. Just like 
his beloved poetry, Decker's paintings are rewarding, surprising, 
and a joy to readÐyes, I said ªread.º Take the time to drink these 
in, pour over them. You might just fall in love.  
Greg Decker is represented by LeQuire Gallery.

www.gregdeckerstudio.com

bottom left : DreamBoat,  Oil on canvas, 30º x 48º

below: Mosaic,  Oil on canvas, 28º x 40º 

bottom: Friends,  Oil on canvas, 48º x 60º   

middle: Dawn, Oil on canvas, 30º x 48º 

left: BlackBird,  Oil on canvas, 18º x 24º 

bottom center:  Angel,  Oil on canvas, 68º x 90º     

top left: White Peacock, Oil on canvas, 33º x 48º   

Won or lost, love arcs through 
his narratives and emanates 

from his compositions.


