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 When I think of Cecil now, seventeen years after his death, I am instantly 
with him and Elizabeth on the top floor of 47 Paultons Square in Chelsea. 
 
 
 First, I see his wistful smile, and I feel his prickly ‘3-day beard’ upon my 
cheek. I see his layers of clothes, his thin neck, and woollen tie, which seemed 
somehow to hold his head on firm to the rest of his body. I wondered if Cecil  
really had a body or was he made of ectoplasm with folded wings giving his back 
that slight hump? Was his fear of the cold and of catching a cold because he was 
only part human and as such more vulnerable to earthly ailments? Sometimes I 
think he fooled us all. 
 
 Cecil’s hands were very expressive, pale and slightly wafting, like water-
lilies waving in a pond. Cecil’s eyes missed nothing but he kept most things to 
himself. Cecil’s tweed jacket would not have fitted anyone else and took on his 
persona and patina, as did his coat, hat and scarf. Cecil looked surprised when 
he laughed, as if he had not been allowed to when he was a boy. He reminded me 
of a brown hare, nibbling and sniffing secret scents in the air. 
 
 Sometimes, after supper, served on Elizabeth’s magical collection of 
assorted china, on the scrubbed pine table, perhaps and nearly always Cecil’s 
favourite, shepherd’s pie, we would look at one of his paintings. He would point 
at the angels treading clouds or a fool leaning against a tree or leaving a city and 
say, “They’ve just had supper,” or, “He’s seen a thing or two”, or, “Do you think 
they like each-other?” 
 

I think Cecil inhabited his paintings and knew his angels and his fools. It 
was as if, were one to peel away the layers of pigment, blow away the trapped 
light, scratch gently down layer after layer, the fool and the angels would be 
revealed as living moving entities who would nod at Cecil and murmur “Good-
evening.” 
His technique, his mastery of glaze and pigment and depth was alchemical. 
 
 Cecil liked jokes and often described his angels and fools as “moving 
furniture” or “feeble furniture” as he called it. Ethereal furniture. 
He loved to make you guess which novel he was describing by mime. He would 
stick one elbow out at an angle and wave at it. Then he would raise the other 
elbow and wave at that, struggling to control his laughter all the while. Give up? 
“A Farewell to Arms!”  He laughed and laughed until his eyes filled with tears. 
He loved Marcel Marceau, who represents the archetypal fool, and his favourite 
film was Les Enfants du Paradis.   
 



 Pars, Elizabeth’s pet name for Cecil – I did know where it came from but 
am not sure now. Was it from parcel, all tied up with string, like Cecil in his 
layers of clothes? Or was it Parsley or Parson? 
 
 Unlike Robert, I was never invited into the inner sanctum of the studio, 
one floor down, although I did go in once, when they didn’t come up for supper 
when Elizabeth called. But I was so disappointed to see that all the paintings 
were facing the wall and could only be imagined. 
 
 When we first met the Collinses they lived in Cambridge where we visited 
them once or twice but after they moved into the top half of Kathleen’s Raine’s 
house in Chelsea our visits were more frequent. An Indian cotton bedspread 
acted as a curtain across the stairs between floors and from then on up it was the 
magical world of Cecil and Elizabeth, every inch crowded with much loved 
things. Overseeing it all was Cecil’s huge painting on the stairs, which now hangs 
in The Tate Gallery, Portrait of the Artist and his Wife, 1939. Everything about 
Cecil and Elizabeth is in that painting, the golden fount of inspiration flowing 
from her breast, the fruit on hand-made plates, the leaves and peach kernels 
scattered on the table, the sacred geometry of the goblet, the magical landscape 
of a secret garden, the swans on a lake, the crazy legs of the table and chairs, the 
parts representing the whole….. 
 
 I remember sitting in front of the gas fire, a little bowl of water placed 
near it, after helping Elizabeth with the washing up in the tiny landing kitchen, 
listening to Cecil talk about his struggles with some of the faculty at Central who 
hated his type of art and tried to get him dismissed, and how much he loved his 
students and got succour from them and respected them as artists, and how he 
loved to teach. Little still-lives caught my eye and a sort of hypnotic trance came 
over me…… the little bundle of twigs tied up with string, the angel face fresco on 
the wall like a sunburst, the folded paper figures that Elizabeth made and 
balanced on the mantelpiece, her pleated paper lampshades, the pebbles,  
comfortable cushions, and Elizabeth’s long feet clad in pointed slippers and her 
collection of hats in a colourful pile in the bathroom.  
 
 Elizabeth always had a pile of hardback books beside her chaise longue, 
and another heap of exhibition catalogues and invitations to private views. She 
would suggest which exhibitions to go to, whose work she liked, which 
composers, Arvo Pärt and John Tavener among others, and sometimes we all 
went to a recital or concert. At one of these Elizabeth introduced us to the 
composer Sir Arthur Bliss. She was not painting much then, hardly at all in fact, 
but her creativity glowed in everything she wore and had around her. Natural 
objects, pure fabrics, wool and cotton or silk, and lovely woody, mossy colours 
streaked with a flash of bird feather brightness. She had style. 
 
  
Like a kaleidescope slowly turning I can bring up images of my two friends and 
move slowly around and up until everything is merged into a sparkling jewelled 
landscape where the fools are waving and smiling Cecil’s wan smile and the 
angels are floating with Elizabeth’s unwound hair.  
 




