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“This order [of cities and communities] is … composed of movement
and change, and although it is life, not art, we may fancifully call
it the art form of the city and liken it to the dance—not to a simpleminded precision dance with everyone kicking up at the same time,
twirling in unison and bowing off en masse, but to an intricate ballet
in which the individual dancers and ensembles all have distinctive
parts which miraculously reinforce each other and compose an
orderly whole. The ballet of the good city sidewalk never repeats
itself from place to place, and in any one place is always replete with
new improvisations.”1
Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities
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Public Space and Intimate Environment
Artist John Capitano’s world is the world
of the everyday. The day-to-day intimate
environment of urban city dwellers ignites
Capitano’s artistic inspiration. His work
brings us the vast number of items we
require to function in our daily lives; the
paintings vividly document the extensive
list of our material necessities. He forces
us to assess the rather dizzying speed with
which we take up these domestic items,
to then discard them as we abandon one
activity for the next. John Capitano’s work
reveals city dwellers moving through
their lives in a high-octane state as they
abandon one activity for another, each
activity requiring its own supply of tools
and accoutrements.
City dwellers repeat this daily ritual again
and again in the course of a day, a week,
a year, absorbing hours exponentially

over the span of a lifetime. These urbanites
often possess minimal awareness of the
instantaneous transition which occurs as
soon as they cross the threshold, passing
into the domestic space where daily rituals
are often carried out on automatic pilot.
John Capitano‘s last exhibit at the Italian
Cultural Centre in 2013, Silent Spaces,
focused on the domestic interior. Under
Capitano’s paintbrush, the world of the
laundry line, the dishwasher, and the bathroom sink become electric spheres of
energy. These receptacles are heavy and
overflowing with a complicated array of
used and dispensed objects, each waiting
for its turn to be made functional once
again. This process of use and reuse, converts the kitchen, bathroom and laundry
facility into an intricate production line
serving the household occupants in their
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Apple Pie, Acrylic on canvas, 2006, 91 x 168cm

own similarly-staged restoration. Once
washed, fed, clothed, and reinvigorated,
the inhabitants can again re-enter and
re-engage with the real world—the world
that lies outside the front door.
The current exhibit, Real Life in Technicolour, lets us step out of the cocoon of
domestic space to “hit the pavement” and
examine the urban street environment
before us. In her seminal work The Death
and Life of Great America Cities, the well
known critic of urban planning, Jane
Jacobs states that the sidewalks outside
our doorway are the primary catalyst for
human interaction and meaningful relationships in our communities.2 By placing
houses close to the sidewalk, social interaction with the larger world is not only
possible, but mere steps away. By dividing
sidewalks into short blocks with frequent
intersections, the pedestrian needs only
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Hydrangeas, Acrylic on canvas, 2016, 112 x 82cm

turn the corner to become an
active participant in a diverse
array of unique sights and
visual stimuli.3
“The more successfully a city
mingles everyday diversity of
uses and users in its everyday
streets, the more successfully,
casually (and economically) its
people thereby enliven and
support well-located parks that
can thus give back grace and
delight to their neighborhoods
instead of vacuity.” 4
Diversity of people, businesses,
plants and animals is fundamental to the spiritual and
emotional life of the neighbourhood, according to Jacobs.
The work of John Capitano is a
visual representation of this
model. Capitano’s work in this
Buddhas, Acrylic on canvas, 2008, 137 x 91cm
art series brings to life the
“ballet” of interconnected movements
The unexpected mixture of items conveys
and sensations that pedestrians experimixed messages about our lifestyle
ence as they undertake their daily rituals
choices: advertisements of ubiquitous
in the community. As the visitor to Il Museo
soft drinks, religious paraphernalia and
walks through the gallery to view Capitano’s
symbols, skateboards, and exercise gear.5
paintings, it is akin to turning a street
corner and being confronted with a wide
array of sights including neighbourhood
gardens, parks, and storefronts.
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Back Alley, Acrylic on canvas, 2002, 108 x 71cm
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…alley wastebins, electrical cables and graffiti
are all manifestations of a healthy, well-utilized,
active community.
Next on our walkabout, we catch glimpses
of the unglamorous life of the backstreets of
the community. While not harmonious or
entirely aesthetic, alley wastebins, electrical cables and graffiti are all manifestations
of a healthy, well-utilized, active community.
Juxtaposed with edgy urban scenes of the
backstreet is the elegant sidewalk café—
a vivid, iconic embodiment of Jacob’s
beliefs that the sidewalk and its street
corners provide a confluence for the
neighbourhood’s need for human contact
and emotional stimulation. The sidewalk
café satisfies the need for leisure, communication, sustenance, and stimulation.
Where the sidewalks intersect, we interconnect at the corner café. Here we
engage in a routine stop to pause, refuel,
and exchange ideas and stories with
similarly-minded acquaintances whom we
stumble upon on our way home or to work.

John Capitano’s city streets provide the
viewer an evocative, emotional ambience,
as well as a vibrant soundscape created
through colour and movement. While the
planned city offers the viewer a predictable
structure of sidewalks conforming to a
geometric grid, buttressed by solid lines
and foundations, John Capitano paints
his cityscapes with sinewy meandering
painterly lines of colour, directing the
eye in no specific direction.6 Like Jacobs’
reference to ballet, these coloured lines
hum, dance and dazzle before our eyes in
no logical order. It is the flashes of colour
which create the vibrations and energy of
music, bringing us a vibrant soundscape,
even though there is NO recorded sound.
John Capitano’s use of colour conveys
the spirit of the street, the movement,
and the soundtrack of the urban environment, evoking the sensory experience
of pedestrians as they walk through the
neighbourhood gazing into windows,
circumventing passersby who both assault
and warmly envelop them with words,
music, noise, and even their appearance.
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Causeway Bay Overpass, Acrylic on canvas, 2016, 66 x 159cm

Our eyes take time to process the visual, but it is
our adrenal system which makes sense of all that
is placed before us.
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Painting as Sensory Experience
Capitano’s work is intricate. Like busy
circuits of activity moving rapidly around
us, we are not quite sure, at first, what we
are viewing. Our eyes take time to process
the visual, but it is our adrenal system which
makes sense of all that is placed before
us. For John Capitano, colour is not to be
intellectualized. Rather, as René Huyghe
states in the article “Colour and the Expression of Interior Time in Western Art” colour
is the emotional message the artist sends

the viewer.7 We must first grasp and
embrace the feelings we experience
before we can rationalize and identify
the images. Colour awakens our sensory
organs offering us emotional cues. Akin to
viewing a distant painting on the wall of a
church, the shades enable us to grasp the
spiritual essence of a painting before we
fully comprehend its subject matter.8 John
Capitano’s energetic colour palette stirs our
emotional reactions to guide us through
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the moments of uncertainty as
we slowly glean the subject
matter. In Capitano’s series of
congested Asian cityscapes
(in the centre of the gallery),
heightened colour, light, and
visual stimulation flood our
eyes making us uncertain
which details of the cityscape
to process first.

Kowloon Street #2, Acrylic on canvas, 2015, 122 x 107cm

Black Eye, Acrylic on canvas, 2010, 102 x 82cm
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Capitano’s self portraits similarly prioritize colour over
subject matter. Dark colours
create a glimpse of the introspective nature of the artist in
the painting Black Eye. A layer
of muted reds illuminates Capitano’s face. Conveying deeply

J.C., Acrylic on canvas, 2009, 50.5 x 40.5cm

personal stories as if by candle light, or
over the embers of a waning campfire, this
earnest confessional scene contrasts with
the vivid yellow brightness of its companion piece J.C. A play on the artist’s shared
initials with Jesus Christ, J.C. infuses
Capitano’s visage with a cascade of pure
yellow, a colour which both Capitano and
the colour theorist and artist Van Gogh
perceived to be a representation of the
Divine Spirit.9
While the diversity of sensory experiences
and colour affirm the urban experience,
there are also subtle warnings
that the unique imprint people
have impressed upon their
neighbourhoods might be slowly
slipping away.

that with the passage of time, no one will
be left to bear witness to what had previously existed.
John Capitano’s work offers an historical
record of a community in transition. His
electric colour revives and reconstructs
the sensory experience, standing amidst
soon-to-be-forgotten locations. Urban
change is inevitable as a city grows.
However, if this transition is effectively
navigated, a community adapts and morphs
into a hybrid of the old and the new.

“While people possess a community, they usually understand
that they can't afford to lose it;
but after it is lost, gradually even
the memory of what was lost
is lost.” 10
John Capitano notes that many
of the scenes he has painted
have disappeared in the few
years since they were painted.
Capitano’s scenes of backyard
gardens and storefronts now
exist on canvas, and in memory
only. With progress and movement, a treasured way of life
disappears incrementally. Jane
Jacobs commented on how
there is often an awareness
among community members

Hong Kong Market (Under Construction),
Acrylic on canvas, 2016, 107 x 71cm
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Christian Icons, Butterflies and Plastic Flowers, Acrylic on canvas, 2006, 122 x 107cm

Intricate Interactions
As Jane Jacobs states,
“The district must mingle buildings
that vary in age and condition, including
a good proportion of old ones so that
they vary in the economic yield they
must produce. This mingling must be
fairly close-grained.” 11
For a community to be alive and vibrant,
to continue the ballet and rhythm, it must
accept and make way for the new. New
and old must co-exist, intermingle, and
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collaborate to create a combined, hybrid
community aesthetic.12
As Jane Jacobs noted, the real enemies
of the community are the automobile and
the long stretches of highway which the
auto requires. Not only do highways bisect,
dissect, and eliminate sidewalks, they also
dictate the flow of traffic. Communities,
which were once intricate networks of
interaction and movement, which Jacobs
refers to as ballet, become places where

Looking Down Wan Chai Road, Acrylic on canvas, 2016, 40 x 103cm

people are isolated from each other.13
Highways, filled with individuals in their
singular automobiles, eliminate the casual,
random chance for humans to interact on
the city streets. The paintings of John
Capitano depict the mono-dimensional
flow of traffic dictated by the highway.
In his paintings Causeway Bay Pass and
Looking Down Wan Chai Road, we catch
a glimpse of how the authoritarian world of
the highway forces the motorist to obey,
unite, and transition from one destination
to the next. Using colour and segmented
lines, John Capitano demonstrates how
drivers must conform to the path before
them. Hidden in a vehicle, drivers become
faceless. No longer an individual, the
anonymous driver is reduced to a potential
safety risk to those around him.

interaction and community. As Jane Jacobs
notes, it is not people who destroy cities—
it is automobiles.
“Not TV or illegal drugs but the automobile has been the chief destroyer of
American communities.” 14
The highway is a unique space for John
Capitano—a mechanized world where
human life is sublimated to the collective
hum of the engine, a single organism
demanding conformity to its own specific
set of rules—not a ballet of movement
founded upon an intricate web of interrelationships, or a collective of intricate
interactions upon which community and
neighbourhood are built.
“Traffic congestion is caused by vehicles,
not by people in themselves.” 15

On the highway, there are no corners or
sidewalks. Replacing sidewalks and the
interactions between pedestrians, impersonal highways suffer from long stretches
of unpopulated sameness. The highway,
while a necessity, is antithetical to human
REAL LIFE IN TECHNICOLOUR • JOHN CAPITANO
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As a painter of the urban experience,
Capitano conveys an accurate description
of the world of our times. His paintings
represent both that which is perceptible
with our own eyes, as well as that which
remains unseen. When John Capitano
superimposes frenetic colour upon
the reality we see, spirit, emotion and
music flow.
John Capitano allows us to become objective observers of the society of our own
creation, reminding us that we choose the
manner in which we live—it is a choice.
How we live is also a collective decision
made incrementally, day by day, guided
by our unspoken acknowledgement that
the environment which we create exists in
support of human interaction, the cornerstone to our survival.
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