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Freud, Lucian (1922- ). German-born British painter. He was born in Berlin, a grandson
of Sigmund Freud, came to England with his parents in 1931, and acquired British
nationality in 1939. His earliest love was drawing, and he began to work full time as an
artist after being invalided out of the Merchant Navy in 1942. In 1951 his Interior at
Paddington (Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool) won a prize at the Festival of Britain, and
since then he has built up a formidable reputation as one of the most powerful
contemporary figurative painters. Portraits and nudes are his specialities, often observed
in arresting close-up. His early work was meticulously painted, so he has sometimes been
described as a "Realist' (or rather absurdly as a Superrealist), but the subjectivity and
intensity of his work has always set him apart from the sober tradition characteristic of
most British figurative art since the Second World War. In his later work (from the late
1950s) his handling became much broader.

Normally I underplay facial expression when painting the figure, because |
want expression to emerge through the body. | used to do only heads, but
came to feel that | relied too much on the face. | want the head, as it were, to
be more like another limb.

- Lucian Freud

Freud was born in Berlin in December 1922, and came to England with his family in
1933. He studied briefly at the Central School of Art in London and, to more effect, at
Cedric Morris's East Anglian School of Painting and Drawing in Dedham. Following
this, he served as a merchant seaman in an Atlantic convoy in 1941. His first solo
exhibition, in 1944 at the Lefevre Gallery, featured the now celebrated The Painter's
Room 1944. In the summer of 1946, he went to Paris before going on to Greece for
several months. Since then he has lived and worked in London.

Freud's subjects are often the people in his life; friends, family, fellow painters, lovers,
children. As he has said 'The subject matter is autobiographical, it's all to do with hope
and memory and sensuality and involvement really'. Paintings in the exhibition will range
from Girl with Roses 1948 to Garden, Notting Hill Gate 1997, and highlights include the
marvellous series of portraits of his mother, portraits of fellow painters John Minton,
Michael Andrews and Frank Auerbach, and other major works including Large Interior
W11 (after Watteau) 1981-3. Sharp pictures of his youth will contrast with the works of
his maturity, paintings filled with life and liveliness, each in its way a celebration.

'l paint people', Freud has said, 'not because of what they are like, not exactly in spite of
what they are like, but how they happen to be'.



Until the mid 1950's, Freud worked in a tightly focused style, which he had begun to use
at the East Anglian School of Drawing and Painting, run by Cedric Morris. The school
was very informal; as Freud said, there was 'No teaching much but there were models and
you could work in your own room'. In many ways he worked by trial and error:
Landscape with Birds (no. 3, shown in room 1) was an experiment with the kind of
enamel paint he thought was used by Picasso. As he said later, 'Learning to paint is
literally learning to use paint.'

Around 1956 Freud exchanged his finely pointed sable brushes for stiffer hogshair and
began to loosen his style, gradually amplifying his touch. Woman Smiling 1959 (no. 45,
shown in room 3) marked a transformation in his painting style and can be seen as a
landmark work. Also in the late 1950s Freud, who had until then always painted sitting
down, began to work standing up. This injected his work with a more athletic, energetic
feel. His new approach received a mixed response from critics, some of whom used
words like 'shocking', 'violent' and 'affected’, but after a transitional phase in the 1960's
Freud soon settled into a consistent style. In the mid-1970s, he began using the heavy,

granular pigment called cremnitz white, which he has since then reserved for the painting
of flesh.

As a painter, Freud works extremely slowly and deliberately, wiping his brush on a cloth
after every stroke. Great piles of these rags lie on the floor of his studio, and have
featured in several of his paintings from late 1980s onwards, such as Lying by the Rags
1989-90 (no. 115, shown in room 6). Often Freud will take several months to complete a
painting, and it is not unusual for works to be scrapped in the early stages. He usually has
two or three paintings on the go at once, and will work on them in shifts of two or three
sessions a day. His working day often starts early in the morning in his top-lit Holland
Park studio, and ends in his night studio where he works under artificial light.

During the 1980s, Freud began enlarging his canvases, partly to suggest more breathing
space around his sitters. Sometimes he would do this during the course of working on a
painting, by adding new strips around the edges of canvas; this can be seen in Leigh
Bowery (Seated) 1990 (no. 116, shown in room 6). Eventually this led to irregularly
shaped works, such as After Cézanne 2000 (no. 145, shown in room 8) and Two Brothers
from Ulster 2001, shown in the final room of the exhibition.

While critics debate whether or not Lucian Freud inherited the psychoanalytical acuity of
grandfather Sigmund, a cursory study of his nudes confirms he most certainly inherited
the propensity to invite pretty girls to lay down in front of him.

The German-born Freud emigrated to England and attended the Central School of Arts
and Design in London. Early works feature precise painting of the human anatomy and
an attention to the luminosity of flesh -- elements that inspired critics to identify him as a
New Realist. In the 1950s, however, Freud developed an impasto style that suggests he
was more interested in the expressionistic qualities of paint than in painting as a means to
explore the psychology of the subject.



While contemporary Francis Bacon captured the psychological anguish of his subjects by
melting and exploding their figures, Freud presented a vacancy and stillness that was not
so much a refusal to capture psychology, but an affirmation of the blankness of identity.
In Freud’s paintings, the human form is rendered, not celebrated. The body is an object,
and if his nudes retain any traces of humanism, it is because they refer to the long history
of the nude as a celebration of beauty and reason. In "Blonde Girl on a Bed" (1987), the
nude torso dominates the canvas while the figure’s face, half obscured by her hand,
recedes into the mid-ground. Critics love to examine his work under a psychoanalytic
lens, and some assert that his paintings represent the end of the psychoanalytic subject.
Freud, however, sees criticism as illuminating "as the grunts that tennis players emit
when making their shots."

A rare chance to see the recent works of Lucian Freud

By Paul Bond

8 July 1998

This small exhibition, described by the artist as "a showing not a show", is a rare chance
to see twenty-five recent works by one of Britain's most celebrated contemporary artists.
All but two, dating from 1992 onwards, are from private collections, and few have
previously been seen in Britain. This is the first substantial body of Freud's work to be
exhibited in London in five years.

Freud is best known for his approach to the human form. With heavy brush strokes and
thick layers of paint, he produces figures that are not "prettied up" for art. They are
identifiably flesh-and-blood characters, often caught in awkward but perfectly natural
poses.

Freud dislikes mystification, and this is embodied in his approach to the human body. As
he puts it, "I paint people not because of what they are like, not exactly in spite of what
they are like, but how they happen to be."

The small painting Esther and Albie, of a baby breast-feeding, demonstrates this well; the
baby and the breast occupy the centre of the painting. They are not glorified, and there is
no smoothing over of corporeal detail (veins stand out clearly).

Freud has been accused of preferring grotesque models, but he rather exalts the extra
ordinariness of the ordinary. He has described his work as "factual not literal", and this
sums up his ability to catch his subjects' humanity. As he says, "My models come in
human guise."

Most of the pieces on display are paintings. The centrepiece of the exhibition is the large
1997 work Sunny Morning--Eight Legs which encapsulates many of the themes and
styles of the rest of the display. Here a naked figure (modelled by the painter David
Dawson) poses awkwardly on a bed holding a dog. Another pair of legs protrudes from
under the bed. The dog is asleep, but the man holding her is awake and staring away from
the viewer. The repose of the figures is not a comfortable one.



In the display guide William Feaver, art critic for the Observer, suggested to Freud that
by depicting the protruding legs, he was "inserting a story, or symbolism." Freud's answer
is revealing of his greatest strength as a figure painter: "The idea of a story doesn't bother
me because everything's a story. But the idea of symbolism: I hate mystification." He
contrasted his views with those of Andy Warhol, who said of his own work that, "They
are exactly as they seem; there is nothing behind them." "I want there to be everything
behind mine," says Freud.

His awareness that every subject has a story, that it is part of some sort of external
process, informs all of the figurative work in this display. Freud acknowledges that all of
his subjects bring with them their whole lives. He has said, "What draws me to paint
them is the life in them. The life they're in." Freud seeks to portray a moment of
tranquillity during that life, rather than an artificial composition: "I felt that the way I put
things looked--not in a romantic way, I'd like to think--awkward in the way that life looks
awkward".

This is how he captures those brief moments of comfort in an uncomfortable position. In
Pluto and the Bateman Sisters one of the figures sits on her calves with her feet pointing
outwards. It is, the viewer knows, perfectly comfortable for her at the time of posing, but
she can't sit like that forever. In Portrait on a Red Sofa the model sprawls face down, her
legs trailing behind her. In Annabel and Rattler the model looks coolly at the viewer,
propped up on the bed, appearing to be in an act of choosing when she will get up again.
It is a suspended moment of comfort that the artist has caught. It is for this reason that
Freud has talked of the "urgency" of his paintings. They are alive with suspended
movement.

Freud contends that in his figure painting he is simply recording the self-contained story
of his models' lives. "If I'm putting someone in a picture," he explains, "I like to feel that
they've fallen asleep there or they've elbowed their way in; that way, they are there not to
make the picture easy on the eye or more pleasant, but they are occupying the space of
my picture and I am recording them."

Freud is sufficiently humanistic to record the life that they carry within them, but not
interested in telling the story of that life. In a light and unhurried picture like Girl in Attic
Doorway, for example, he simply records the peaceful scene. The nude may be waiting
for some event, or she may not, but that is not Freud's concern. In spite of his talk of
urgency, this is why some critics have seen in his work only the repose and not the
movement it contains. William Feaver said to him, "When you talk about urgency it's
pretty tortoise-like," to which he replied, "Not to another tortoise."

This is apparent in some of his medium and large paintings of women sitting. In Ib
Reading the catching of a moment of repose is evident. She has her bare feet up on
another chair, her book is open on her lap. In the beautiful Bella the model also has bare
feet as she relaxes into her worn and frayed armchair. Because of the perspective (face
on, viewing the figure from slightly above) she appears to be sinking back into the empty



room. It is clearly a tranquil pose, yet the figure remains alert. He uses a similar
viewpoint for Louisa, but here the figure occupies more of the frame. The model is much
more self-composed and self-contained. She appears to be catching her breath. It is only
in a portrait like Gaz where the model's self-awareness and confidence brings the weight
of the sitter's story to life. Elsewhere it is present but not explored, as in the two
contrasting "Susanna" pictures.

This isolation of a moment, and its shortcomings as a stylistic device, are also apparent in
the two pieces in the exhibition which are not figurative. The large Garden, Notting Hill
Gate has no one point of focus. A huge mass of buddleia and bamboo swirls before the
viewer. Freud has talked of painting it as being a race against autumn, but in spite of the
butterflies lurking within it, it lacks the sense of motion that his figures have. The only
movement in the picture comes from the eye.

He allows the garden to contain its story the way he allows his models to contain theirs,
and it inevitably fails to convey the same warmth. It is undoubtedly a technical tour de
force, and there is perhaps a sense in which it was the painter's challenge to himself. He
has talked of not wanting his work to trail off, of hoping to "paint myself to death," but
this painting does not carry the same emotional weight as his figures.

This is interesting because it is not the case with the other non-figurative work in the
display, Armchair by the Fire. The armchair, like much of the other furniture that turns up
in his figure paintings, is heavily worn. The seat is sagging, the cover frayed. Standing
alone beside an empty grate it could quite easily be a bleak picture. But it is not. Even
without knowing that the chair had turned up in other works (Louisa is seated in it, for
example) it has evidently been worn by human touch. It is informed by an external
humanity, a humanity other than the painter's, in a way that the garden is not. It comes as
no surprise to learn that Freud describes his reasons for loving the chair as, "who sat in it.
The life it's led. Slight feeling of sweat." It illuminates perfectly the artist's strengths.

Freud is best known as a painter, but the display does give a chance to see a handful of
etchings and one drawing. They are not of the same quality as his paintings, but they do
illustrate how he pursues the same themes in other media. His charcoal portrait of Isaiah
Berlin shows the old man almost asleep, while the two etchings, Woman with an Arm
Tattoo and Woman Asleep explore the uneven flesh tone of a fat model. Less successful
is his etching of David Dawson, but even here the ugliness of the face is permeated with
intelligence and life. It may be that the etchings do not work as well as the paintings
because the medium lacks the range of expression Freud needs for what he does so well,
conveying the flesh-and-blood qualities of his subjects.

It is Freud's unglamourised representation of humanity that makes this display well worth
seeing. His attempt to demystify the human form whilst recording the stories of his
subjects marks a significant stance against the vacuity of much of contemporary art,
which refuses to acknowledge even the existence of such stories and glorifies only the
visible form. Even though he does not explore those stories, the fact that Freud records
their presence within his subjects makes his work compellingly humane.



My work is purely autobiographical,...It is about myself and my surroundings. |
work from people that interest me and that | care about, in rooms that | know...
When | look at a body it gives me choice of what to put in a painting, what will
suit me and what won't. There is a distinction between fact and truth. Truth has
an element of revelation about it. If something is true, it does more than strike
one as merely being so." - Lucian Freud



