
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 
The placement of a self portrait at the start of the exhibit is apt not due to any particular narcissism, but because 

Kossoff’s expressionism focuses on the painter’s own emotions. No clever wit, no flights of imagination, no 

elegant impressions, this is all about gut feeling. Kossoff’s portraits convey his emotional response to the sitters, 

their mystery even. Two of them picture his father, heavy and powerful in one, frail and dying in the other. In 

the first portrait, the huge skull, the oversized hands that could strangle, and the puffed up chest all picture an 

archetypal father. Kossoff painted him from a low angle, the point of view of a young child awed by this 

hypertrophied masculinity. He makes no attempt in any of the portraits at reproducing the colors of flesh, the 

subtle gradations, the pinks and reds and beiges. Heavily saturated, earthy tones paint the monochromatic faces, 

except for a stony gray when it comes to the father. Dark slashes expand the presence around his head, a 

convention used to depict movement or an explosion in illustrations, particularly in comic strips. While sitters 

in the other portraits seem to be engaged in a discussion, this monolithic man looks with diffidence at something 

off canvas. The facial expression could be read as tinged by sadness: being stuck inside a patriarchal cuirass 

might not bring all that much joy. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

naturalistic, since photography flattens the deep grooves, the 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

versions. The lines converge to a vanishing point, an unexpected reference to Renaissance perspective. 
 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Kossoff’s integrity at the easel translates in a powerful portrayal of his emotions and inner reactions to the world, 

and that retains all its relevance to this day. The exhibition opens with a self portrait and ends with another, 

paired with the painting of Christ Church. In the small self portrait, the stylized effects of light and shade render 

most elegantly the volume of the head. Chin up, standoffish, this face shows more diffidence than the earlier 

portrait, its contours clearer. The mouth twists in an expression of distaste, the gaze is almost directed at the 

viewer. This man might be more in control, but he seems unsure about where he stands as a member of 

humankind, as a painter. Kossoff did not get significant recognition until very late in his life. His failure at a 

drawing test at Martin’s Art School worried him throughout his career. “I’m not a natural draftsman,” he still 

said in his 80s. And, in fact, the raw expressivity, the visceral emotions flying out of the paintings are what grabs 

at first. But Kossoff was more than that. A closer look shows a fine exploration of visual form: the painter 

devoted himself with humility and rigor to composition, texture, representation of volume, and light. And it 

could well be that painters in the future will go back to his body of work, and study the tricks of his trade, again 

and again. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 


