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1992, it is early November. I am in Vienna visiting an old friend, the painter Kurt Kocherscheidt. We had 
planned to travel together to southern Hungary, however Kocherscheidt’s health is not good, so instead we 
are staying in the city, chewing the cud as they say, and generally mooching around. It is good to see him. 
After a couple of days we decide to go over to the print workshop of Kurt Zein on the other side of the city. 
Kocherscheidt has recently finished some wood-cuts he would like to sign, and having worked in the 
workshop with Zein the previous year I am keen to see him again. It is a lazy jovial day and midway into the 
signing Kurt Zein suggests that he prepare an etching plate and that Kocherscheidt and I spend the rest of the 
afternoon working on a print together. There is no pressure, so we start. Kocherscheidt begins by drawing 
onto the centre of the pristine plate a solid shape resembling a Parma ham. This is then aquatinted so that it 
will print strong black. Now it is my turn, in contrast to Kocherscheidt’s flat solid form I take a chisel and gauge 
in hard dry- point a line version of the ham, resembling a loosely gridded cage floating above and away from 
the solid form below. Kurt Zein proofs the plate, however it is too clean except for the double image, even with 
the course dry-point.  So we take the plate out of the workshop into the courtyard below and stamp it hard 
face down, grinding it into the surface of the rough concrete ground. Zein cleans off the debris now
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sticking to the plate and reproofs. We mull the print over for a while and decide it is finished.  Later in the day
whilst sitting talking and looking at the final print Kocherscheidt jokingly comments that the image, with the
lighter gridded drawing hovering above the solid form, looks like the spirit of the ham is about to leave the
body. We laugh about it, but with hind-sight it seems charged. For two days later Kocherscheidt is rushed to
hospital in Vienna, then the following day to Wels, and whilst undergoing emergency surgery for his long
standing heart condition he dies. He is gone, he was 49 years old.

What does it mean when we speak about the late works of an artist? For a painter like Willem de Kooning who
died well into his nineties it is clear, the late works are those of an old man, taking on the quality which Virginia
Woolf referred to as ‘the power of taking hold of experience, of turning it round, slowly, in the light’. For it is as
if late works can take on a silvery translucent sheen, appearing to be already divested of the corporality of life,
becoming almost transcendental in nature and evoking a freeing of the spirit. With old age, we can and do,
surmise a certain otherness which lies beyond our own current years, one which only great age is able to in-
still. This state, is perhaps best summed up as an inner wisdom, one which augers the arrival of the closing of
the day. Distilling as it does, in the process, an irrefutable and inimical last statement, without need of further
amplification. A statement, which often with painters, contains a recapitulation of the artist’s earlier concerns.
The cycle of life seeming to be complete, coming as it does, full circle.

But what of the artist who dies younger, for whom we cannot speak of the fullness of the life, of the work, in
the same way? Of whom we must predicate our understanding of the work as a rupture, a break, whether
sudden or of a longer duration, and irrespective of how it came about, which nevertheless gives us another
and different sense of an ending. How do we perceive it?  And in the late works of such an artist, is there
something specific to those works which intimates and illuminates a final closure? Or are we simply by default
vicarious witnesses to that imminent ending?

When I look at the late paintings of Kocherscheidt I think in particular of a painting by Francisco de Zurbaran
in the National Gallery in London. A painting I return to repeatedly. It depicts St. Francis on his knees, dressed
in a rough brown habit, clutching a human skull to his chest. The feel of the painting is of a sombre warmth.
The painting is painted in an over riding palette of browns, a colour many painters find difficult to work with.
Edvard Munch referred to brown as being used by the painter to conceal, and Mark Rothko disparaged brown
as being a particularly ‘British painting attribute’, an easy way to unify the surface of the painting. For both
artists brown held negative connotations. Yet in Zurbaran’s hands brown is alive and well, and can at its best
inhabit an earthy glow.  Kocherscheidt’s pervasive use of brown in his work in the nineties however suggests
something quite different, an increasing sense of foreboding. It is the other side of brown accentuated by a
simplification of forms and a general darkening of his overall palette. With Kocherscheidt brown is a colour we
cannot quite put our finger on, in much the same way we find it difficult to identify the colour(s) in the late
paintings of Mark Rothko. With both painters one feels that the light is being squeezed out of the painting, and
we are left with a leaden earthiness, a strong gravitational pull downwards. It is as if the physical nature of
paint and its inherent colour is pushed hard up against an obdurate and ill defined subject matter, reluctant to
reveal itself. A subject matter which at the same time feels somehow soiled, too closely wedded to the visceral
sense of blood and sweat of the human body. The physical nature of paint becoming a metaphor for the
rawness of life. Then painting ceases to be about the painted image, and instead becomes primarily paint as
material, as a manifestation of the human condition. No gap is left between paint and painter in which to
embroider comfortable meaning.
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1993, it is early spring. I am visiting Franz and Eva Morat at their home in Freiburg. They have over many years
been enormous supporters of Kurt Kocherscheidt and his work, as well as very close friends. We are sitting in
the kitchen talking when Franz asks me which paintings were hanging on the walls in his studio when I visited
Kocherscheidt the previous November; his very last paintings. I try to remember, but cannot be absolutely
sure. I can remember that there were not many paintings in the studio, perhaps eight or so, and that they were
not big, at least for Kocherscheidt. There were four or five on the walls and the others scattered around on the
floor, leaning into the walls. It felt like the artist had spent time shuffling the paintings around, trying one next
to another, the way some painters do, to get to know the works. The paintings had the feel of having been
painted quickly, perhaps each in one go. Kocherscheidt was incredibly prolific during the last three years of
his life, making sixty five paintings in 1990, twenty six in 1991 and forty four up until his death in November of
1992. The last nine paintings I actually saw in the studio, during my visit, were probably made after his return
in the autumn from a summer in Grieselstein, the family’s country home.

Two of these paintings in particular I find intriguing, they depict what looks like a seed pod, or some kind of
valve, set against an uniform ground. They are painted in brown on a lighter more ochre background, their
colour giving the ‘objects’ a peculiarly leathery feel. As such they take me back to the paintings by
Kocherscheidt from the late nineteen seventies and early eighties in which small objects appeared to be
placed randomly together to form a group, resembling a still-life. What those early works had however, was an
easy casualness, even a playfulness, not evident in the last paintings. Rather in the late paintings the object, a
single isolated object, has been placed flat hard and tight against the almost monochrome ground. They do
not look or feel like still-lives, are more emblematic, as if lifted out and abstracted, yet are somehow still
curiously precisely objectified. When I first saw these paintings I was perplexed and even today I find myself
held at a distance to them. For they seem to contain and engender a state of anxiety, as if something is being
overly scrutinised, yet unknowable, at least to the viewer.

The expression ‘through a glass darkly’ springs to mind. That sensation of looking at something, yet not
seeing it clearly. All good paintings set up some kind of block, a means of obscuring, so that we cannot fully
get into them. Meaning is inaccessible beyond a certain point, our contact dissolves, and we are left bereft.
Thrown back on our own devises, or not, as the case may be. One of the reasons good paintings are so
beguiling, and that we keep going back to them, is precisely because they do not reveal all, or let us fully in. 
We are held at a distance. Hence, return again and again, in a vain attempt to get closer. The curious quality
about the last paintings of Kocherscheidt is that they do initially appear to be ‘letting us in’. We feel we are
being intimate with the painting and the object depicted. For all their gruff earthiness they are explicit and
welcome us. Yet paradoxically, this access is only fleeting, then we are thrown back to paint as paint, that
lumpen brown viscous material again.

In a letter to René Schickele in 1930 Joseph Roth wrote ‘only time and not talent can provide us with
distance’. All paintings hold time. It is one of their redeeming qualities. Beyond the image, if indeed there really
is an image, time is what gives a painting true meaning. Beyond any formal or abstract concerns of the artist,
it is what weds the painting back to our lives as viewers. It is the means by which we come to a painting and
also how we begin to leave.
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Hartgrove, 5th January 2013
Dear Elfi,

Where to begin?

How to speak about certain things? How to bridge the distances between different times in our lives? Times
charged by the events of one’s life, then blurred or made crystalline by time’s furtive presence.

It is Vienna, early November 1992. I am visiting you and Kurt. It is evening.  We are sitting at the dinner table
eating, with Ivo and August. Kurt and Ivo are having one of those typical sparring sessions common between
father and son, I as a father know well. The young buck and the bear staking their claim. At one point in the
evening I look across the table to Kurt and for one fleeting moment I cannot recognise him. His face is gaunt,
detached, somehow less. Then the moment is passed.

The next day, joining you in the hospital waiting room, after visiting Kurt, I have tears in my eyes.

Later, months later. The kind of later which holds even this moment within it, yet feels like it never was, we
meet again in Vienna. You look so fragile I hardly dare touch you. You ask me about that time sitting in the
hospital. Did I know that Kurt was dying? I had no answer.

Later again, much later, with time between, standing in the basement of the Morat Institute in Freiburg, stuffed
as it is with books and paraphernalia, I ask Franz about a bronze face mask lying on the table. ‘Why, don’t you
recognise him?’, he exclaims, ‘it’s Kurt, his death mask’. I am confused and thrown, I cannot see him. Then it
dawns on me that it is the same face I saw momentarily at the dinner table, all those years before. This
recognition jolts and frightens me, then, slowly releases me.

Our lives are made up of infinite cycles which pulse and flow like the sea. Sometimes, just sometimes, a small
bubble will surface and in that delicate encircling form we have the chance to see and perhaps understand.

With affection,
Ian

Published in Kurt Kocherscheidt: Im Fluss der Bilder. Malerei, Josef Albers Museum, Quadrat Bottrop, 2013

Posted 5th January 2013 by Ian McKeever
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