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Sold for £277,000: Lowry

BY ROSA DOHERTY

P WHEN THE iconic artist LS Lowry
completed the hauntingly beautiful
painting in 1960, he is believed to have
assumed that the building that caught
his eye wasachurch. :

But the striking Gothic structure,
with its distinctive twin turrets, was
actually the synagogue in Merthyr
Tydfil. The painting was sold by Chris-
tie's for £277,000 last week.

The sale was news to the Foundation
for fewish Heritage, which has pur-
chased thebuildingand is renovating it
foraWelsh Jewish Heritage Centre.

Michael Mail, chief executive of Foun-
dation, told theJC:

“Itiswonderful to thinkthatthe syna-
gogue, and Merthyr, is part of LS Low-
ry's body of work and that his famous
matchstickcharactersinclude Merthyr’s
very own, captured admiring the syna-
gogue.”

Christie’sspecialists, Alice Murrayand
Elizabeth Comba, said: “Lowry encoun-
tered this building on a visit to Wales,
probably with his friend and patron
Monty Bloom.

“Itisanaccuratedepiction of the syna-
gogueat Merthyr Tydfil.

“In recént times, this Grade II-listed
building from 1877 has been identified
as among the miost important 16 syna-
gogues at risk in
Europe.

“Thesynagogueis
particularlyinterest-
ing because it was

gig{g;rﬁl " listed in 1978 as the
figures may oldestformerextant
have been synagoguein Wales.
congregants It stands as one of

the most important

from an architectural point of view in
the UK because of its use of the rare,
Gothicstyle and unique appearance.”

While Mr Mail had no idea who
bought the artwork, he hoped that its
owner would one day allow it to be dis-
played at the shul; he said.

“We would love to be able to display
the painting at some point as part of
our project,” he said. “We can only ask
and hope.”

Headded:“We hopethatwhoever has
bought it will be equally interested in
the buildingand its history”

The Christie’s experts said the paint-
ing was a “rare example” of Lowry's
work, “whose name is synonymous with
depictions of theindustrial landscape of
the North”,

Yet the artist “also depicted reli-
gious buildings and places of worship
throughout his career”, theyadded.

Thestriking features of the synagogue
have been a magnet for artists down
theyears. .

When put up for auction, it was
described by Christie'sasa “church”, sug-
gesting thatLowry maynothave known

Rovyal visit: Em :
the Prince of .

Wales at the
site last year

thathewas paintingasynagogue. Atthe
time, “therewasstill ajJewish communi-
tyfunctioning here”, MrMail explained,

“Itis lovely to think that the painting
—whichincludes the matchstick figures
lookingupatthebuilding—mighthave
been of congregants on theirway to.or
froma Shabbatservice.

“Because of how unique the build-
ing is, it doesn't look particularly like a
synagogue, so maybe he thoughthewas
paintingachurch.Itis curious.”

The Merthyr community ceased to
function in 1983, with members mov-
ing on to larger Welsh communities in
places such as Cardiff.

Since being purchased by the Foun-
dation in 2019, renovation works have
been in progress to make the building
watertightand structurally safe.

Anapplication for £3 million hasbeen
made to the National Lottery Heritage
Fund, although the project’s overall cost
isexpected to be closer to £4 million.

“Knowing that Lowry painted the syn-
agogue is a great boost for us-and what
wewanttodo,” Mr Mail added.

“You can see from the painting—and
inreal life —that itisa striking building
and I hope itadds to the interest thatis
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alreadyshown in the project.”

The Prince of Wales visited the syna-
gogue site last year, where project lead-
ers explained its history and future
plans.

Lowry remains one of the top-selling

terpiece

..and the
Gothicstyle
building
today

modern British artists at auction, with
Christie’s holding the world record for
hiswork.The Football Match sold by Chris-
tie’s London in May 2011 for £5,641,250,
and Piccadilly Circus, London, sold in
November 2011 for the same amount
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