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Kossoff’s studio at Willesden Green was described, in 1999, as a place where his ‘belief in the fundamental but elusive
nature of drawing and in the primal chaos of creativity’ took palpable form.1 Kossoff was born in London, to Russian-
Jewish parents, and this was the studio where he had painted most of his work since 1966. Paint encrusted the floor
and work surfaces. Light came from a single bulb, since a screen of curtains and garden overgrowth largely excluded

daylight, and in one corner, slightly cleaner than the rest, was a radiator and old bench, where models would pose. It is
this radiator and bench that can be seen in Cathy II. Kossoff would typically make series of charcoal drawings, then

work in oils, revising and beginning again numerous times, perhaps over months, until a final state of coalescence was
reached. In Cathy II, Richard Kendall described this moment as possessing ‘a raw feeling for structure, the studio
tones fusing with a subject that is both old-masterly and poignantly real’.2 Taking Kendall’s description as a cue,

Cathy II may be approached through light, subject, and a connection to the past.

Light in the studio was apparently not an overriding concern for Kossoff. His studio faced south, and if the light
proved awkward, he would simply turn a painting around or start anew. Yet its effect within a painting is a different

matter. Describing Kossoff’s handling of paint as evocative of mud and clay, and his palette as frequently subdued or
monochrome, David Sylvester continued,

But the most wonderful of the resolved contradictions in Kossoff’s paintings is that between the sense of heaviness in
the paint itself and the sense of light in the image, whether the palette is pale or quite dark. … Mud and clay are

opaque; Kossoff’s paintings are luminous.3

Light defines contours in Cathy II, bringing nearer to us the nude’s angled leg and shoulder, highlighting her elbow and
breastbone. It also clarifies structure, so that we appreciate the body’s folded form by virtue of the crumpled cloth
and pillow and the ridged radiator behind. The limited palette focuses attention on the movement of the paint, its



tone and texture both embodying and catching the light. This gestural quality reinforces a sense of Cathy II as a
physical object, setting up rhythms and counter-rhythms within the composition. In places – such as in the downward
pull of the paint in the lower left corner – this reinforces reality. In others, such as the delicate trails of white near the

sitter’s head, it seems to have no connection with it, although absence would be felt as loss.

Kossoff had painted his subject in 1994 as Cathy No. 1, Summer and Cathy No. 3, Summer. Both are larger paintings
on board, showing Cathy, nude, slumped in a chair. In the former, her arms hug her chest and her body is tipped

forward on the picture plane, emphasising her pelvis and the fullness of her thighs. In the latter, the pose is quieter
and more oblique: she closes her eyes and appears comfortably at rest. Cathy II is yet more intimate, suggesting the
sitter curled asleep, her back to the radiator for warmth. Kossoff established close relationships with his models, who

were often family or friends.

In 1996, John Berger wrote to Kossoff, in what became an essay in the form of a written correspondence. Again
Kossoff’s studio provided the starting point for discussion. From student days Kossoff had kept on his wall an image of
Rembrandt’s Bathsheba at her Bath, in which she holds a letter: as she sits, naked, the upper part of her body is bathed

in light, her legs in shadow. The recollection of the painting evoked for Berger a chain of thought about Kossoff’s
portraits, whether of Cathy or Pilar. An artist friend, Miquel Barceló, had made a book of reliefs with a text in Braille,

to be felt by the blind:

And this made me see that if a blind person felt Bathsheba’s body and then felt Pilar’s or Cathy’s, they would have
the sensation of touching similar flesh. And this similarity is not to do with a similar way of painting but with a similar

respect for flesh, paint and their vicissitudes 4

Berger’s response struck a chord with Kossoff, prompting a meditation on light and what he described as the
‘thereness’ of the sitter in the painting. Ending the correspondence, Kossoff alluded to the impossibility of painting

light, yet its miraculous existence within a painting at its moment of resolution: ‘In a sense, before the work is
resolved, the painter is, in a certain way, blind’.5  Cathy II, with remarkable assuredness, evinces this moment of

clarity.
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