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A LIFE SPENT LOOKING AT THE CITY

48 BY COLINE MILLIARD

LEONKOSSOFFHASDRAWNAND PAINTED London
relentlessly for more thansix decades. Today, at 86, he
canstill be found sketching the street corners thathave
inspired him throughout his remarkable career. London
is “Kossoff’s Venice, his city of vistas and movement,”
wrote Andrea Rose in the catalogue for “London Land-
scapes,” amajor exhibition that she curated for the artist’s
four galleries—Annely Juda Fine Artin London, Galerie
LelonginParis,and Mitchell-Innes & Nash in New York,
whereitis on view November 7 through December 21,
before movingontoL.A. LouverinLos Angeles.
Asiscustomary for this profile, Irequested an interview
with theartistin hisstudio, but Kossoff doesn’t often allow
strangers into the privacy of hisworking den. Even his London
dealer, David Juda, confesses he’s been there only oncein the
20yearshehasworked with theartist. After much fretting,
Kossoffagreed to walk me through the exhibitionin London.
The man who greets me has the fragile appearance of
oldage. Heis quiet—acriticcalled him “unassuming”—yet
hisice-cold blue eyes shine fiercely below wisps of white hair.
Therearerules: Thisisn’taninterview buta conversation.
I'mnotallowed torecorditorto quote theartistdirectly
LeonKossoff  (although many direct quotesareavailablein booksand
inhisgarden ., \Jine). Note-takingis fine at first, butafter tominutes of my

innorth
London,2013.  furiousscribbling, Kossoff becomes fidgety and asks me to
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Theoil Children’s
Swimming Pool,
110°Clock Saturday
Morning, August,
1969ispartof
aseriesKossoff
paintedbased
ontripstothe
WillesdenSports
Centrewith
hisyoungson.
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stop. Thisextreme cautiousness is hard to understand, not to
say frustrating. When he takes me around the show, the
artistiseloquentand insightful. The only explanationisthat
Kossoffisdetermined to lethiswork do the talking.

It’sthe same single-minded focus thathasmade him one

of thegreatnamesin modern Britishart, one often associated
with the Francis Bacon-Lucian Freud-Frank Auerbach
triumvirate. Whereas his peers’ reputations rest largely on
figure painting and portraiture, Kossoff confines his
production toanarrower range, roughly divided between
portrayals of alimited group of sitters (mostly family
and friends) and London cityscapes, the subject of this
retrospective. “There hasn’t been an exhibition specifically
focusing onKossoff’s drawings and paintings of London
before,” curator Rose, the British Council’s director of visual
arts, tellsme. “Yetthecity isever-presentin his work. He
wasborninLondon.Hegrew upin London. He saw it during
thewaryearsandintheyears of reconstruction afterward.
Londonisboth hissubjectand hisresource. In the aftermath
of the 2012 Olympics, and with anextraordinary new
body of work depicting Arnold Circus, it seemed timely to
look atthe greatspan of his career through the city.”
London hashad its painters. Its vain society was mocked
by Hogarth; the Thames’ shimmering reflections endlessly
fascinated Turner, Whistler,and Monet. Kossoff’s London
tellssomething of hisstory: Itmaps his trajectory froman
EastEnd childhood to studiosin Mornington Crescentand
Dalston, and later Willesden Green, where he haslived
since 1966. Dating from 1952 to 2012, the 9o drawings and

10 paintings gathered in the London exhibition picture his
favorite spots: rooftops, building sites, and tube stations;
train tracks overlooked by gas tanks, sweeping views across
St. Pancras beforeitbecameaglitzy Eurostar terminal.
Kossoff tells me he paints anything he finds “visually
exciting.” He doesn’t mean picturesque. Although often
concerned with places of personal significance, theartist
haslittle time for the sentimental. He records the experience
of acityin perpetual mutation, its dynamism captured
with dense charcoal scoresand lyrical brushstrokes covering
papersand boards like so many vectors of pure movement.
Fordealer Pilar Ordovas—who s currently presenting
works by Kossoff’s sometime friend Auerbach in her Savile
Row gallery alongside Rembrandts borrowed from the
Rijksmuseum—XKossoff’sand Auerbach’s obsession with
Londonis “one thing that makes them who they are.”
Thejuxtaposition of drawings and paintings in “London
Landscapes” goes to the heart of Kossoff’s working method.
Althoughhe’snot, in hisown words, “anatural draftsman,”
drawing hasalways been the linchpin of the artist’s rigorous
practice. He drawsreligiously every day, asif teaching himself
how tolook at the world—*“to practice making discoveries,”
wrote critic Michael Glover in the Independentin
2010. Drawing comes before painting during what could be
describedasa preparatory phase, but, for Kossoff, the
emotionalchargeitimpartsisnolessintense thaninsome of
his moreambitious oils on board. Looking at the vigorous
strokesat Annely Juda, one senses the artistattempts to
reproduce not only the likeness of his subject but whatit »
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feelslike to bestandingin frontof it, to absorb the energy it
radiates. A series of pastelsand charcoals on paper, “Train by
Night,” 1990, isacasein point. Picturing thetubeatthe back of
Kossoff’sgarden when shrouded in darkness, these works
invoke the observer asmuch asthey do the clanking system
itself. Perhapsthat figureislookingat the train througha
kitchen window, able to grasp only the flickering lights of the
carriage and the profiles of late-evening passengers.

When he’snot workingindoors with asitter, the artist sets
offeearly, finds his spot, and sketches the scene. Until recently
Kossoff would come back inthe afternoonand start painting

Aserialchronicler  from the morning’s harvest, but these days
w:‘:':t;’:ri::; painting has become too demanding
Monet, Kossoff physically, so he concentrates on drawing.
:‘-r::;::ltll‘y:::siic_ts Inthis well-honed routine the paintings
tion, firstinthe were more often than notscrapped atthe
aftermathofWorld  end of the day,and the artist was offagain
Warll, andlater .
asthefaceofthe  thenextmorning todraw thesame
moderncity patch some more. “It’s the processIam
coalescedbefore . .. »
hiseyes,asherein  €ngagedinthatisimportant,” Kossofftold
CityBuildingSite, ~ JohnBergerin “Drawing: Correspondence
::3::::;‘:’;2“, of WithLeonKossoff” (achapter from The
“LondonLand- Shape of a Pocket, 2001).That method
j::';':;::;""e'y impliesa progressive internalization

of the subject, Kossoff’shardwired belief
that, atsome point, if he looks and sketches attentively
enough, he will beina position to produce a picture true to
boththeessence of its subject and his sentiment for it. When
Task Kossoffhow he knowsifhe’s done enough drawings,
he answers flatly: when the painting is done. One can’t help
butimagine thatsomehow, the layers of paint thatended up
onthestudio floorare partof and contribute to the success of
thefinal piece. “Underneath the completed image are the
ghosts of many, many previous attempts at the same subject,”
Rosecorroborates. “Whatresultsisa picture of sustained
spontaneity, underpinned by a history of the battlesand
chancesthathave goneintoitsmaking.”

When I putforward an equivalent hypothesis to Kossoff,
he dismissesitoutof hand, insisting that the painting is solely
and uniquely the result of the morning’s drawings. In the
past, though, he encouraged a more mystical approach to
his technique. Back in 1993 he told Kristine McKenna of the
Los Angeles Times, “Inthe process of making a painting, »
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Forthepast
severalyears
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sketched Arnold
Circusincentral
London, near
whereheattended
primaryschool.
Thethree
charcoal-and-
pastelworkson
paperhereareall
titled Arnold
Circus anddate

from2008t02010.
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one’sinitial intent does dissolveatacertain pointand
thatcreatesa very perilous condition because it casts you
intoaworld that’stotally unfamiliar—yetit’sonly there
thatsomething worthwhile can occur.”
Kossoff’sunderstanding of artmaking can be traced back
toDavid Bomberg, a painter largely overlooked during his
lifetime but now considered a key influence on the generation
of painters thatcame of age in London during the second half
of the 2oth century. Encouraged by Auerbach, whom he had
meton the benches of St. Martin’s School of Art, Kossoff
attended Bomberg’s classes at Borough Polytechnicin South
London between 1950and 1952. The professor’s methods
were famously unconventional. He championed long
periods of observation of the subject athand without putting
brush to canvas,and thena quick execution—a method
Kossoffechoed. Theidea ofa “trueimage,” of a painterly
gesture capturinga pure, absolute connection between
artistand subject suggested by these practices is nonetheless
aproblematicone. ArtistIanKiaer, 45 years younger
thanKossoff buta keen observer of the older man’s work,

confides, “Ifindtoo often in the hands of other acolytes of
Bomberga degeneration of rhetoric. Instead of faithfulness
to observation over time, all that flake white is scraped
offinto amannered appeal to rather suspect notions of
authenticity.” Kossoff, however, cites aninvaluable lesson
imparted by Bomberg. “What David did for me, which
wasmore important than any technique he could’ve taught
me, was he made me feel likeIcould doit,” theartist has
said. “Icame to him with no belief in myself whatsoever and
he treated my work with respect.”

Kossoff wasbornin 1926 inIslington toa Russian Jewish
family who had escaped pogromsin the Ukraineand lived
on City Road. He had six siblingsand a father with a bakery
on Calvert Avenue. Although art wasn’t much discussed at
home, itbecame animportant part of the young Kossoff’s life
from his first, fortuitous visit to the National Gallery in 1935.
Heclaims not to remember how he got to the museum but
knows he was dazzled by Rembrandt’s Woman Bathingina
Stream, 1654. Theyoung man started painting during the
war, spurred by the spectacular pictures of London under
Germanattack he saw in newspapersin Norfolk, to which he
wasevacuated in 1939 and where helived until 1943. Backin

London, heenrolled at St. Martin’s School of Art fora
one-yearcommercial artcourse and wentback therein 1949,
butitwas Bomberg’s classes thatsethim on his path.
Itwasaround this time that London became one of the
artist’s favored muses. The city wasa dark placein theearly
1950s. The Luftwaffe had dropped an estimated 30,000
high-explosive bombsin r940and 1941 alone,and thescars
werevisible everywhere. It was alsoamoment of intense
rebuilding. Charcoalin hand, Kossoff, sometimes with
Auerbach, was taking stock of this new reality, engagingina
process of reappropriatinga place thathad changed beyond
recognition. The drawing Building Site St. Paul’s, 195 4,
includedin “London Landscapes,” isindicative of Kossoff’s
postwar work. The cathedral wasspecially protected during
the Blitz by express order of Winston Churchill, and its dome,
anicon of British resilience, loomsin the background. Yet
theactioniselsewhere, in the concatenation of planesin the
foreground: roofs, walls, and scaffolding, all buzzing
with the energy of a city in the process of reinventing itself.
The oil-on-board City Building Site, 1961, takes thisurban

dynamism to the verge of abstraction. Most identifiable
elements have disappeared, turned into thick impastos
smeared on the surfacein layers of olive greens, browns, ash
grays, and yellows that,combined, forman expressive
pictorial mud. Yet the vigorisunchanged. Looking at both
Building Site St. Paul’s and City Building Site, the viewer
seesacity mutating before her very eyes.

One of Kossoff’s best-known imagesis setin the Willesden
Sports Centre, where the artisttaught hisson to swimin the
late 1960s. The 1969 version, Children’s Swimming Pool,

11 O’Clock Saturday Morning, August 1969, makes some
concessions to verisimilitude. The water is blue, the bodies
of the crowded bathers fleshy pink. Inanother version, dated
threeyearslaterand showninthe London exhibition
(Children’s Swimming Pool, Autumn 1972),Kossoff has
turned up the chromatic heat. The bodies are now golden
yellow, dartingaboutlike dragonfliesin the aquamarine pool.
Vibrant patches of orange and navy replace the first piece’s
more muted tones. The change isa purely visual one, but
theentire mood hasshifted; the children’s shrieks of delight
astheyrun,dive,andsplashaboutarelouder,amplified by
Kossoff’s palette as they bounce off the pool’s tiled walls. »
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Kossoffremains
fascinatedwiththe
rhythmsofthe
cityanditsvectors
of movement,
from KingsCross,
March Afternoon,
1998, above,
to/nsideKilburn
Underground,
Summer 1983,
right,bothin
oilonboard.
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Aswewalk pastthe painting
at Annely Juda,lask Kossoffif
he thinks these pieces, recording
amomentwith hischild, are
particularly intimate. He
acquiesces but quickly moves
on, muttering something about
not wanting to go into that.
Yetthe deeper one digs into
Kossoff’s work, the harderitis
toavoid thissense of intimacy.
Pointingat the large painting
Inside Kilburn Underground,
Summer 1983, the artist
explainsthat when he paints
acrowd scene, the figures often
become portraits of some of
hissittersand relatives. Here,
the womanreading by the
newsstand is his wife, Rosalind
(known as Peggy), the man walking toward the staircase
is his father, and the woman on the right-hand side
is Fidelma—after Peggy, his longest-serving model.

With his “Arnold Circus” series (2008—10and 2012), the
artistrevisits his childhood stomping ground. His father’s
bakery wasastone’sthrowaway, andasa boy he attended
the Rochelle School, which opens directly onto the circus.
Kossoff, though, discusses the area only in visual terms. So
excited is he by the arrangement of colors, the red brick
contrasting with the deep green leaves and bandstand on the
roundabout, thathe asksifI, too, don’t feel compelled to
reach fora pencil whenIwander through the neighborhood.

Kossoffhaslongbeen considered a core member of the
School of London, alongside Freud, Bacon, Auerbach,and
Michael Andrews. But the label must be used with caution.
Asgallerist Ordovas points out: “There was never a formal
group. Butwhatthey hadincommon wasa belief in painting,
andabeliefin working,and working and living in London.”
Whatthey also hadin common wasa commitment to the
figurative. The School of London term originated in 1976
inanessay American painter R.B. Kitaj wrote for the
catalogue of “The Human Clay,” an exhibition gathering
48 living British artists, including lesser-known names such

as Adrian Berg, John Golding, and Elisabeth Vellacott.
Kitaj was attempting to position his adopted city, London,
ona par with New York and Paris. Although controversial
assoon asfirst printed, the name provided a convenient
framework in which to shoehorn the five lone wolves
(ironically, Kitajis now rarely associated with the group).
Dealerandarthistorian James Hyman, who wrote the 2001
book The Battle for Realism: Figurative Artinthe Cold
War, hashighlighted inan article published in Art
Monthly how much the School of London was a “curatorial
construct rather than acommercial phenomenon...
developed through a series of public exhibitions,” notably
atthe Tate Gallery and the Royal Academy of Arts.

Thisvexedlabelalsohadastrongimpactonthe market
for theseartists’ work. Writing in these pagesin 2007,

Paula Weideger quoted London dealer Ivor Braka assaying
thatitwas New York gallerist William Acquavella’staking
onFreudin 1992 that “springboarded the whole thing.”

“Theraised awareness of and prices for one School of
London memberserved asasortof pulley system, hoisting
up the rest,” concluded Weideger.

Kossoffhasalooser foothold in theinternational market
than his comrades, but prices seem to be moving in the
rightdirection; hisauctionrecord, $1,086,983, for Streetin
Willesden, 1985, a picture of amansitting ona bench, was
established in 2011. Moreover, his dealers assert, Kossoff’s
practice-driven works appeal to quieter collectors than
fans of the comparatively brash, brawny style of Auerbach
or Bacon. Rather than holding up Kossoff works to, say,
Bacon’s Triptych, 1976—sold foranartist-record
$86,281,000 to Roman Abramovich in 2008—perhaps
pieces by Kossoff should be divorced from this school
and compared with one another.

The worksarecertainly in dialogue already, as “London
Landscapes” attests. Looking at the “Arnold Circus” series,
one perceives shiftsin weather, time of day, and even the
artist’smood. Together they offer more than the sum of their
parts,notonlyarecord of Kossoff’s struggle to capture
something of the reality of hislife, butalso a reminder of the
gentle glories of contemplation in the service of art. @
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