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David Hockney, Celia Seated on an Office Chair, 1974 / 1981
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Celia Birtwell is one of the most iconic textile 
designers in British fashion history. Born in Greater 
Manchester, she was educated at Salford Technical 
college and in 1961 she moved to bohemian London 
where she met David Hockney who was clearly 
on the brink of success. She knew Hockney’s then 
companion Peter Schlesinger well and became 
a close friend and muse to the artist after they 
separated in 1971.

Birtwell first sat for Hockney in 1969 and as many as 
80 times subsequently, appearing in approximately 
a quarter of his entire printed portraiture oeuvre. 
Hockney captured Birtwell through the years, 
tracing their long and enduring relationship and 
reflecting the artist’s loyalty to lifelong friends. 
Hockney expressed a great fondness for his friend 
when he said ‘Celia has a beautiful face, a very rare 
face with lots of things in it which appeal to me. It 
shows aspects of her, like her intuitive knowledge and 
her kindness, which I think is the greatest virtue. To 
me she’s such a special person…’ Hockney’s intention 
with his portraiture was to capture not only likeness, 
but something of deeper psychological significance, 
stating ‘Portraits aren’t just made up of drawing, they 
are made up of other insights as well. Celia is one of the 
few girls I know really well. I’ve drawn her so many times 
and knowing her makes it always slightly different. I 
don’t bother getting the likeness in her face because 
I know it so well. She has many faces and I think if 
you looked through all the drawings I’ve done of her, 
you’d see that they don’t look alike.’ Most importantly 
for Hockney, ‘It’s [the sitter’s] mood and your mood 
together that creates whatever’s there’.

With a striking economy of line, the portrait is 
imbued with a quiet and tender immediacy. Seated 
in three quarters view with her hands clasped in her 
lap, her gaze distantly averted, the portrait presents 
a sombre and contemplative mood. Perched 
tentatively on the edge of the chair with her weight 
slightly forward and her legs slanted downwards, 
Birtwell’s body language is in marked contrast to the 

leisured sitter she frequently appears as. Her knees 
are spread apart almost parallel to the ground it 
is as if she might collapse forward to a kneeling 
position, surrendering to the weight of hardships 
she faced at the time. This portrait was completed 
in 1974, when Birtwell was aged 33. It was also the 
year after she left her husband Ossie Clark, taking 
with her their two sons following the collapse of a 
marriage that had reached a bitter ending. She also 
left the fashion industry that year to focus on raising 
her children and began teaching at colleges across 
London, including Chelsea College of Art.

Each portrait of Birtwell conveys a specific 
psychological profile punctuating the life of the 
sitter. Indeed, Birtwell remarked of the portraits 
that ‘ just like perfume can transport you to another 
place, looking at them takes me right back to that 
moment when we were still so young.’ A masterfully 
rendered etching with aquatint, Hockney creates 
fine detail and shows the sinuosity of line and cut 
typical of bohemian fashion of the 1960s and 1970s. 
Celia’s relaxed blouse crumples over her wide belt 
and a long string of beads cascades round her neck. 



A young textile designer at the top of the ‘Swinging 
Sixties’ fashion industry, Birtwell’s patterned blouse 
may indeed be one of her own designs. In 1965 she 
collaborated with Ossie Clark and Alice Pollock to 
create a collection of bold, nature inspired fabrics 
for the Quorum boutique in Kensington. By varying 
the intensity of the etched lines, Hockney produced 
shading to create texture, hues and a sense of three-
dimensionality. The large open window pours light 
into the sitter’s lap and casts a shadow revealing the 
contortions of her thigh and bent knee. Her hair is 
untidily arranged in wiry curls on top of her head 
adding to the impression of Birtwell’s effortless style.

The portrait is a demonstrative of the artists 
ingenious use of colour. Despite its pared-down 
palette, Hockney creates an image that is varied 
and optically intriguing in its brilliance. We can 
discern something of the artist’s systematic method, 
building the image with individually applied colours. 
The blue of the office chair seeps through the body, 
faintly outlining it and is included in the cool tones 
of her skin as well as in the detail of her blouse. An 
ochre red is used in varying strengths where deep 
red ringlets neatly frame her face and in other areas 
pinkish-red hues bring a warmth and vitality to her 
complexion. A rich black is used to add definition 
to her facial features and is used to colour her long 
skirt, beneath which we glimpse a red underskirt.

Birtwell was one of the five subjects who appeared 
in works exhibited as part of ‘Drawing from Life’ 
at the National Portrait Gallery in 2020. She also 
famously appears in a double portrait with her 
then husband Ossie Clark titled ‘Mr and Mrs Clark 
and Percy’, 1971 which is one of the most viewed 
pieces at the Tate Gallery. In 2005 it was shortlisted 
for the “The Greatest British Painting” on the 
BBC’s Today Programme. Spanning a quarter of a 
century, Hockney created an intimate visual record 
between the two close companions honouring both 
the process of change, as well as deep continuity 
and consistency that define one’s identity and 

relationships through the passage of time. Indeed, 
this work can and should be compared to other 
portraits of his friend and muse where both 
subtle and notable changes in the vestiges of her 
physiology are depicted. Moreover, by looking at 
these portraits we are able to track the evolution 
of Hockney’s style and appreciate his vigorously 
experimental work ethic, constantly mastering new 
mediums and techniques.

A portrait of Birtwell completed over the course of 
5 days in 2015 was included in the Royal Academy 
exhibition “David Hockney RA: 82 Portraits and 
1 Still-life”. He captures her with a similarly distant 
stare, albeit rendered in fauve-bright coloured 
acrylic paint. Hockney owes much to his forefathers 
whose methods sparked his curiosity. He was greatly 
inspired by the domestic scenes executed by Matisse, 
particularly his elegant and subdued portraiture. 
When considered in their entirety, the works offer a 
gentle meditation on time passing. In 2011 Celia was 
awarded a CBE in the Queen’s Birthday Honours 
List for her outstanding contribution to fashion and 
in September of the same year a book was published 
about Celia’s life in design.

Another impression of this print can be found in the 
permanent collection of the Fukuoka Art Museum, 
Japan as well as in The David Hockney Foundation.



David Hockney

David Hockney is considered one of the most 
influential British artists of the twentieth century, 
and was a key member of the Pop art movement 
of the 1960s. Born in Bradford,Yorkshire, he studied 
at the Royal College of Art. He was featured in the 
exhibition Young Contemporaries with Peter Blake, 
and was almost instantly successful as an artist.

In 1963 Hockney visited New York where he met 
Andy Warhol. He subsequently settled in California, 
and was inspired to make a series of paintings of 
swimming pools in Los Angeles, in the comparatively 
new medium of acrylic. A Bigger Splash, from this 
series is in the permanent collection of the Tate 
Gallery. In 1967 his painting, Peter Getting Out Of 
Nick’s Pool, won the John Moores Painting Prize at 
the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool.

Hockney has also worked with photography, or, more 
precisely, photocollage. Using varying numbers of 
Polaroid snaps or photolab-prints of a single subject 
he combined them to make a composite image. 
Hockney created these photomontage works mostly 
between 1970 and 1986. He referred to them as 
“joiners”.These works show the movements of the 
subject seen from the photographer’s perspective. 
In later works Hockney changed his technique and 
moved the camera around the subject instead. 
Hockney has always embraced new media and 
technology, using xerox machines and more recently 
iPhones and iPads to create works.

In October 2006 the National Portrait Gallery 
in London held one of the largest ever displays 
of Hockney’s portraiture work, including 150 of 
his paintings, drawings, prints, sketchbooks and 
photocollages from over five decades. Hockney 
himself assisted in displaying the works, and the 
exhibition proved to be one of the most successful 
in the gallery’s history.In June 2007,Hockney’s largest 
painting Bigger Trees Near Warter which measures 
15x40’ and was painted on 50 individual canvases, was 
included in the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition. 
In 2008, he donated this work to the Tate Gallery.

A Bigger Picture, the Royal Academy’s 2012 David 
Hockney exhibition became the best attended 
in the institution’s history, often staying open late 
into the evening to accomodate visitors. Hockney 
turned down a Knighthood in 1990, but accepted an 
invitation to become Companion of Honour in 1997. 
He is a Royal Academician, and recently received the 
Order of Merit.

In 2019, Hockney briefly became the most expensive 
living artist in history when Portrait of an Artist (Pool 
with Two Figures) sold for $90,312,500 at Christie’s 
in NewYork
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