CAMBERWELL SCHOOL OF ART 
The painting school: week one. Oils, at last, after two years of gouache on paper. Junior school was over and we had our intermediate diplomas to prove it. This was grown up stuff. It was the parting of the ways too: friends separated into different parts of the building, under different teachers, for two years of specialisation for our National Diplomas  –  ceramics for some, textiles for others, or illustration, or sculpture. 

We were the painters. The elite, or so we liked to imagine, the chosen ones. We’d had little say in our future. Those who knew better decided for us.

In that first week we were given three colours and only three, plus white, Yellow Ochre, Indian Red and Black. But this sombre palette was not for sombre pictures, but Cezanne still lifes of fruit and brocades, patterned vases  and figurines. Aix-en-Provence with its sparkling light had been lifted and then dropped into in the battleship-grey Gothic studios of South London. 

Cezanne was God with his stuttering, stammering brushstrokes, his tyrrany of tiny planes, all fractured facets and subtle modulations of tone and colour. Our drawings too imitated his awkward, hesitant line, doubt and certainty hand in hand, crawling across the page, a journal of tiny decisions, moment upon moment, gradually building a bigger picture. Our mistrust of the grand gesture was absolute, an article of faith. Facility was suspect: Cezanne’s very ineptness was his guarantee of integrity.

But for now our problem was how to make these intractable colours sing. Context and relationships. A patch of black mixed with white surrounded by ochre would appear cooler and bluer than in the company of Indian Red reduced with white. Blue it would never be, but black for the first term at least, was as close to blue as we were allowed to get. 

Months later, each of us would singly be called for a consultation with our tutors. Had we exhausted the possibilities of this palette? Could we cope with other colours? The evidence was in the paintings: our case for needing Sienna or Light Red, or maybe Indigo had to be argued and watertight. All three? Maybe for now it would be sensible to add just two? 

This monastic discipline, this meatless, fatless, sugarless diet, made each concession a moment of celebration. A Feast Day. 

It was not until our final year, armed with ultramarine, alizarine and chrome, that they thought us ready for conversations with the Old Masters. Thursdays became Museum Study on the timetable. Not just the National Gallery and the Tate, but a flexible menu of monuments, churches, the V and A,  the Wallace Collection, once, the Courtauld and  the John Soane. 

They flattered us at the National Gallery by insisting that our copies had to be at least one inch smaller or one inch larger than the original, but not the same size. They gave us easels, the Victorian schoolroom kind, hinged at the top, unfolding into an A, the canvas balanced on two wooden pins, flimsy and angled and not a little unsettling after the proper art school ones we were used to. 

Unsettling too was the audience of janitors and tourists. So we huddled in groups for protection round the Titians. Such ambition: so little skill.

I chose the portrait of a cheerful woman, looking the artist right in the eye, her one hand resting on a bass relief of her profile sculpted in marble. Chris chose the nobleman with great quilted sleeves, Alan a composition of many figures in motion, which we all thought a madness. 

In other parts of the building, real copyists, professionals with real skills were corralled by Americans, seduced by the way Rembrandt’s face was beginning to materialise before them, just a fraction smaller than the one on the wall but in every other way indistinguishable. In another room Rubens’ Chapeau de Paille was drawing gasps of wonder. 

Near us they hesitated, curious at this unexpected sideshow. A few commented. Some were encouraging. If we turned and looked at them, there would be a moment of awkwardness, a tentative smile, non-committal, sympathy rather than admiration, before they moved on leaving us confused, unsure, unhappy, longing for four’oclock and hometime, when our canvases would be locked in the cupboard along with the easels until next week. 

After the public humiliations of Thursdays we relished the days in the studio – a day of graphics, two of painting, art history one night, a weekly crit for the whole school, Saturday mornings working outside in a Wren church, on a railway station platform or the Georgian terraces of Camberwell. 

And then there was drawing from life with models who arrived once and vanished, and those who were as permanent as the furniture. Miss Delporte was the leader.

There is a painting by Lucas Cranach of Christ on the Cross - Graham Sutherland based his Crucifixion on it - a real person with human imperfections, a world away from the classical Christ of the Italians. Miss Delaporte was not unlike Cranach, thin flesh covering an angular skeleton. With poetic licence she could have modelled for him – Michelangelo’s Sistine Sybils are, after all, men with breasts.

Miss Delaporte had modelled for generations of art students before us, and, I imagine after us as well. In her twenties she could have been Memling’s Bathsheba Leaving the Bath, pert breasts and alabaster legs. But when we knew her, middle age had given her body a texture that suited our style of drawing. Our best subjects were full of incident, detail upon detail, signposts and moments, so that we could move from one to the next never losing our way as we tracked our paths across these landscapes. Thus patterned cloth was better than plain: a cabbage more intriguing than an aubergine: wrinkles more useful than the plump skin of youth. 

She would hold the pose motionless for half an hour, would then get up, reach for her peignoire, slide gracefully into it, and then, and then only, step down from the dais – it was called a throne but was a wooden box on castors – and become part of the ordinary world again. On the throne, she was in another world, one divided from ours by a wall of silence, a theatrical tableau of audience and actors.

What did she think of our efforts? She never said though she looked at them all during the breaks. There were rules which were not written, and which we were never told, but which we intuitively knew. Professional models obeyed a protocol of manners and behaviour and etiquette. And we too knew our place in this formal world. We may have talked together, though only occasionally, about the weather or about something in the news, but never about anything that mattered. And so we never knew anything about her life, or the life of the other models.

Once, and only once, in the Peckham Road, after evening class, I found myself standing next to her, waiting for the number 36 bus. Minutes before she had been naked. Now all that remained were fragments of gaunt flesh peeping from headscarf and woollen jacket. We sat opposite each other on the side seats at the entrance. She fiddled in her handbag  for a KitKat. I pretended to search my sketchbook for something important. Occasionally our glances met, but not a word passed between us. 

