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The seated woman in this unusually balanced, near-square composition, smiles peacefully out at
the viewer, her hands calmly folded in her lap. The silhouette of her black costume looks slightly
Victorian with full skirt, long sleeves and high, ruffled neckline. In contrast to the curved outline
of the dark, upright figure, the light, outdoor setting is described with a series of vertical and
horizontal lines which form a stone seat with railings beyond. This striking oil on board initially
appears monochromatic but touches of ochre, like flecks of gold, are revealed beneath luscious
strokes of silver bordered by bands of black and white, enlivening the surface, like the expressive
application of paint.

Lowry was a solitary individual and his works often display an interest in the lonely and eccentric.
The artist commented to Mervyn Levy in The Studio in March 1963, ‘I am particularly interested
in down-and-outs, and misfits...in fact ’'m interested in all curious people...I am not really
interested in the human story behind these characters, only in what they have become, and in
how their defeat and poverty has helped to isolate them, to set them apart, and give them the
curious, often comical look, that interests me...I believe that every human creature is an island,
and I feel that I can best give voice to this belief by taking single figures and presenting them as
solitarily as I possibly can.” Lowry was a keen theatregoer and it is also possible that this striking
tigure relates to the Italian playwright Luigi Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of an Author. The
artist saw the play with Shelia Fell in London in 1963, who recalled that, ‘He went back to see it
time and time again. T'wice more with me, many times on his own. He painted the small girl in it,
with her long dark hair, he painted the Six characters; he talked about it endlessly, analysing it,
wondering at it. It absolutely fascinated him.’2 Pirandello’s vision ‘of a world populated by
disconnected, isolated individual people, in which poignancy and bitter humour co-mingle’
undoubtedly resonated with Lowry’s imagination, but it was the visual aspect of the black-clad
characters which primarily captivated the artist.> Inspired by the actor Gill Gostling as the little
gitl in the play, Lowry painted Gir/ seen from the front and Girl seen from the back, on loan to The
Lowry, Salford from the artist’s Estate, in the same year as the present work.

" Mervyn Levy, ‘Lowry and the Lonely Ones’, The Artist at Work, 15, Studio, vol.CLXV, n0.839, March 1963, p.90.
2 Shelia Fell cited in Shelley Rohde, L.S Lowry a biography, Lowry Press, Salford 1999, p.262.
8 Michael Howard, Lowry A Visionary Artist, Lowty Press, Salford 2000, p.168.
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Sir Hugh Casson, in his preface to the 1976 Royal Academy Memorial exhibition, referred to LS Lowry as
‘one of the great English painters of this century.” An individual artist with a unique style, Lowry’s work
spans the first half of the twentieth century, recording with sensitivity and wit his own personal view of
the people and architecture of the industrial north.

Born in Manchester in 1887, Laurence Stephen Lowry was the only child of Robert and Elizabeth Lowry.
He started drawing at the age of eight and in 1903 began private painting classes which marked the start
of a part-time education in art that was to continue for twenty years. In 1904, aged 16, he left school and
secured a job as a clerk in a chartered accountants’ firm; he remained in full-time employment until his
retirement at the age of 65. His desire to be considered a serious artist led him to keep his professional
and artistic life completely separate and it was not disclosed until after his death that he had worked for
most of his life.

Lowry’s eatly training was at the Municipal College of Art, Manchester. There he was taught by the
French artist Adolphe Valette who introduced him to Impressionism and of whom he said: T owe so
much to him for it was he who first showed me good drawings by the great masters...he gave me the
feeling that life drawing was a very wonderful thing.” Lowry was, however, unaffected by Valette’s
impressionist technique and continued to develop a more realistic approach to his art.

In 1909 Lowry and his parents moved to Pendlebury, where initially he was not happy, and for some
years ignored his surroundings. In 1916, whilst waiting for a train, he became fascinated by the workers
leaving the Acme Spinning Company Mill; the combination of the people and the surroundings was a
revelation to him and marked the turning point in his artistic career. He now began to explore the
industrial areas of South Lancashire and discovered a wealth of inspiration, remarking ‘My subjects were
all around me...in those days there were mills and collieries all around Pendlebury. The people who work
there were passing morning and night. All my material was on my doorstep.’

By 1920 Lowry’s street scenes, peopled with workers, housewives and children set against a backdrop of
industrial buildings and terraced houses, had become central to his highly personal style. From now on he
painted entirely from experience and believed that you should ‘paint the place you know.” His leisure time
was spent walking the streets of Manchester and Salford making pencil sketches on scraps of paper and
the backs of used envelopes, recording anything that could be used in his work. In his eatly factory scenes
the emphasis is placed on the buildings and the atmosphere was often dark and sombre; however, as he
developed this theme the figures became more prominent and eventually he arrived at a marriage between
the two where the figures and surroundings form a whole.

By the 1930s Lowry had established his own particular style. He was encouraged by his teacher Bernard
Taylor to try to make his figures and buildings stand out more and he began to experiment with setting
them against a white background. He chose ‘flake white,” building up layer after layer on the canvas
before painting the subject matter straight on top. He used only four other colours: vermilion, Prussian
blue, ivory black and ochre, which he applied straight from the tube.

With the onset of the modernisation of the industrial north in the mid-1950s Lowry lost interest in his
surroundings and now concentrated almost entirely on figures silhouetted against a white background,
occasionally standing on a hint of a pavement or near a ghost of a wall, but frequently suspended in time
and space. He continued to sketch and closely observe his subjects and his works from this period
capture the essence of Northern people; he frequently mixes young and old and he imparts to each figure
an individual character. Shelley Rohde in A Private 1iew of LS Lowry comments: ‘he had a new obsession,
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his single figures, his grotesques. The struggling, surging, misshapen homunculi who used to live for so
long in the shadow of the mills emerging at last from their background to stand alone, as he stood alone’.

Visits to Wales in the 1960s with his friend and patron Monty Bloom briefly revived Lowry’s interest in
industrial scenes. He was impressed by the contrast between the industrial towns and the surrounding
countryside; consequently his paintings from this period are brighter than his Lancashire paintings.
However, towards the end of the 1960s Lowry began to lose his creative urge and, with the exception of
the occasional moment of artistic inspiration, he ceased painting almost entirely.

Laurence Stephen Lowry died of pneumonia in 1976, aged 88. Although he had received critical acclaim
for his work during the second half of his life, he never forgot the lack of recognition that he had received
initially and he carried with him the feeling of isolation and rejection throughout his career. He refused
the offer of a knighthood, as well as numerous other honours, and remained disillusioned with the art
world despite the praise that was heaped upon him.

Lowry is remembered as a man of remarkable resilience and sensitivity; he stood alone, unaffected by the
influences of other artists and his inspiration came entirely from his own experience. His paintings and
drawings are now included in most important private and public collections in the United Kingdom and
abroad and his unique works continue to receive the critical acclaim that he so richly deserves.
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