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Nicky Philipps is the only artist to have been granted sittings with Prince William and his “best
man” together. To celebrate the Royal wedding, we look at how her contemporary take on

traditional methods caught the eye of the world’s most talked-about groom
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icky Philipps is a traditionalist and she
makes no bones about it. From her
training in Florence to a major

commission painting royalty, the South
Kensington-based portrait painter’s work

is anchored in, and thrives upon, the methods of the
Old Masters.

This is not to say that she is entirely old-fashioned in
her approach. “ am always learning,” she says. “It will
be [rightening to look back and think, ‘was there
anything more I could have done? I will always feel like
that about my work. It's the nature of the beast.”

Despite her work constantly evolving, her style
remains beautiful, classical and conservative. So much
50, in fact, that it caught the eye of the private secretary
1o Princes William and Harry, leading to a successful
interview for the enviable double portrait commission
from the National Portrait Gallery. “It was scary.
Looking back on it T probably wasn't as nervous as I
should have been, mainly because I couldn't take it in.

It came out of the blue and I never thought in a million
vears that I would get it.”

Nicky believes she may have got the commission
because her style is not radical. “That’s not my way.

[ like painting people so you can recognise them,
because I find that enough of a challenge without
pushing the boundaries.”

Her painting is particularly special because it is the
first to show the two princes united as brothers, as
royalty and as serving officers in the military. Nicky
acknowledges that the commission came at a very
opportune time. “I was very grateful that William hadn't
proposed to Kate by then, because it would have
scuppered the whole idea of the two brothers together,”
she laughs. “It was a moment in their lives before they
were married. It was an enchanting idea, but sadly it
wasn't my idea. It had so many wonderful elements, it
was a powerful commission.”

However, when it comes to the crunch, Prince Charles
is the Royal that Nicky would most like to immortalise
in oil paint. “He’s got the most fantastic face, hasn't he?”
she asks. “He’s got a lovely face. I have always rather
admired Prince Charles in a way, because I think he gets
quite unfair press; I'd like to talk to him as well.”

Would she really prefer to paint Prince Charles than a
beauty like his soon-to-be-daughter-in-law, Kate
Middleton? “Of course, it would be lovely to try todo a
picture of Kate — if they asked me, I wouldn't turn it
down in a million years. But beautiful people are always
more difficult. With symmetrical faces there’s nothing to
hang the portrait on. It’s very unlikely that you'll ever do
them enough justice.”

Nicky is at pains to point out that despite the royal
commission and several other aristocratic portraits in
her portfolio, she is not just a painter of the well-heeled,
explaining that the galleries cherry-pick those as
examples in order to impress. “That's not a reflection of
what | want to paint; I am interested in anything and
anyone. There’s a fabulous guy who cleans the street and
1 am just plucking up the courage to ask him - he's got
a wonderful moustache”

However, she is on record as having said that she’'d
really like to paint the former Labour MP, Lord
Mandelson. “What a human being!” she says. “There’s
so much going on in his face - he’s so spun and
manipulative and you can see in his eyes he’s thinking,
‘how can 1 work this one?’ He reminds me of the Child
Catcher in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang.”

It is this interest in people that really drives Nicky
and makes it essential that she works from life. “I really
don't understand how people can do a portrait from a
photograph, because a portrait is the whole experience
that you have with your sitter. Photographs give you so
much detail and you find yourself painting in that kind
of detail. My portraits are looser; you don't see every
single eyelash or vein, because that’s not what [ see.”

However, she does admit that the only time she has
broken her own rule was when painting the Princes,
thanks to crippling time pressures. She had only five
sittings with them, in which she sketched furiously.
Ultimately she had to finish the job using photographs
to help her. However, she does feel that even spending a
short amount of time with the royal brothers gave her a
good enough impression of them. “They talked to me
but T didn't have to keep the conversation going because
they had each other. If they had been alone they would
have each been more self-conscious — people always >
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BELOW Cherry Blossom, oil
on canvas, 91x71cm
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