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New York-based artist Reuben Negron’s watercolour 
paintings are casual observations of his subjects 
in their most intimate and natural habitat. Their 
vulnerabilities and secrets are exposed, creating an 

open dialogue between sexuality and psychology.
TEXT: Gili Karev
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infatuation with the intricacies of the individual 
soul had only just been sown. The sheer impact and 
effectiveness of visual communication became the 
core of his art, and continued to resonate through 
to an MFA from the School of Visual Arts in New 
York. 

It was during his final project in graduate school 
that the artist began experimenting with the 
deconstruction of storytelling. “Because my 
final project was about storytelling, I started 
having dialogues with people about their personal 
narratives. I was living in the city, so it was easy 
to go out every night and have these offhanded 
discussions with people. I realised that I wanted to 
start dealing with the subject of people’s personal 
narratives. I started thinking: what is the one 
subject I can focus on that is universal, a subject 
to be used as a vehicle to touch as many bases as 
possible? I decided to deal with sexuality: with 
love, sex, everything that is tied up in it.”

“At first I wanted to document marital intimacy, 
to show the beauty of the mundane. When I began 
talking to the couple depicted in The Embrace I 
told them that I wanted to document a day in the 
life of a married couple – all of the ups and downs, 
the monotonies, the moments of joy. I spent a 
day with them in their home, acting sort of as a 
photojournalist, trying to blend in and not interfere 

It is a common coping mechanism of our 
overwhelming state to try and understand the 
world through sweeping generalisations and 
compartmentalised notions of behaviour and 
intention. But when it comes down to the nitty 
gritty, when we manage to see beyond time-
sensitive trends and definitions, what is revealed 
is that the stuff that makes up the essence of 
human nature remains eternal, despite irrepressible 
changes on the surface of things. Passion, sexuality, 
intimacy: these are the materials that have 
sustained human beings, and in turn human nature, 
since the beginning of time. 

Though our minds adapt better to the reassurance 
of definitions, the preset notion of a painter fails to 
underscore the extent of Reuben Negron’s genius. 
His art, a rare combination of exquisite technique 
and stirring subject matter, applies insight, intuition 
and psychology. With images that touch on the 
universally introspective, Negron’s portraits are 
exposés on the most poignant depths of human 
experience. Naked, exposed and piercingly alert, 
the models in his searing portraits manage to 
convey what often gets lost in the embellishments 
of the everyday. 

Negron’s gradual evolution into the particulars 
of human psyche began at a rather young age. 
Afflicted with dyslexia as a child, the painter 

recalls his past as a tapestry of oral storytelling and 
visual expression. “Everything I am doing now I 
started working on when I was in high school”, he 
begins. “I got heavily into comic books – Sandman, 
Mouse, Stuck Rubber Baby.” – sophisticated works 
considered as some of the genre’s most prolific, 
graphic and compelling – “One of the most 
transformative moments for me when I was a kid 
was when I picked up a book called Batman: the 
Ultimate Evil, thinking it would be a novel about 
Batman.” The novel, an investigative work on child 
abuse and the Thai sex trade, became the basis 
for Negron’s infatuation with the power of visual 
expression. “It was an ah-hah moment for me”, 
Negron recalls. “Here were stories of people I had 
never heard of, living outside of my high school 
bubble. I had stumbled upon it by chance but felt it 
was too important to let go.” 

Inspired by the way in which disturbing content 
was produced in such an accessible way, the then 
17-year-old Negron created and published a comic 
strip for his local high school literary magazine 
told from the point of view of a child victimised by 
the sex tourism trade. At the end of the strip was 
information about sexual assault and abuse, as well 
as resources for abused children to find help. 

While it may seem like surprisingly mature subject 
matter for a high school kid, the seeds for Negron’s 

too much with their natural activity.”

What results from his observations are a series of 
hypnotising sketches of wordless passion, two bodies 
converging into a vibrant creation of intimacy, 
intensified by the blank, irrelevant background of 
the world around them. The series symbolises more 
than raw sexual desire. It represents the longing to 
physically manifest the elusive yet universal mysteries 
of romantic love. 

“I was there in their bedroom,” says Negron with 
intention and respect. “It was unexpected, but I 
began looking at them as a breakdown of shapes and 
movements in order to later translate what I saw into 
these sketches.” 

From there, Negron began working on a new series 
entitled Dirty Dirty Love. Wanting to move away 
from classic representations of love and intimacy, the 
artist began exploring new ways to represent personal 
narratives based on intrinsic sensuality. Approached 
online from various individuals interested in working 
with him, Negron and his models worked together – 
sometimes over the course of years – to find a way 
to communicate their stories. Though he is modest 
about the healing process inherent in these dialogues, 
Negron’s natural curiosity, passion and intuition no 
doubt facilitate a certain therapeutic discovery that 
can only be met after the eradication of words and 
interpretations. 

All too often, art becomes a portal for the depiction 
of what lies beyond realism, for the metaphysicalities 
that lack realistic representation in our physical and 
fantastical world. Negron’s paintings are the brutal 
truth – the rawness, beauty, ugliness and strangeness 
that define each and every individual as distinctly 
separate and interconnected. Unlike the classically 
realistic medium of photography, Negron’s paintings 
do not capture single moments in time. They are a 
culmination of hours of dialogue and observation of 
each model in their natural habitats: “Working with 
people in places that are important to them, that they 
feel ownership over, helps them feel more confident 
and willing to open up and drop their guard.” 

In This House of Glass, Negron’s work digs deeper 
into the dynamics of identity. “The models in these 
portraits usually take up no more than a quarter of the 
visual real estate of the painting. I wanted people to get 
a better understanding of who they are by peering into 
their homes and therefore their psyches. This House of 
Glass it was about the figure and the setting working in 
conjunction.” 

In this series, Negron introduces us to the humans 
of our world, and through their eyes perhaps also to 
ourselves. We see Aida, with her piercing intelligence, 
challenging conventional conceptions of beauty in her 
riveting gaze. In another portrait, her husband Mick 
stands casually in their living room, devoid of the 
vulnerability and doubt we often associate with full-
frontal nudity. These are people reveling in their own 
humanness; nuanced into individuals while exposing 
the secrets we all share. “As I progress with my work 
I see myself moving from the sex to psychology. 
The Embrace is erotic, while Dirty Dirty Love is a 
smattering of all these different aspects of sexuality. In 
This House of Glass, the sexual takes a backseat to the 
psychological, which is what I was trying to focus on 
with each personality.”
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