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LYDIA CORBETT

F'ROM

MAKER

It was 70 years ago that artist LYDIA CORBETT posed
for Pablo Picasso, who created over 75 portraits of
her. To mark her 90th birthday an exhibition of her
own paintings will be on display in Castle Cary
WORDS: Emma Bovill

t's an indication of someone's openness when, | Vallauris near Cannes, France, in 1954 aged just 19,
within minutes of meeting, you find yourselfseated | an interlude which spawned the renowned ‘Sylvette’
just centimetres apart, jointly contemplating | series of paintings and sculptures which made her
an artwork they've created. A painting that | faceand trademark high ponytail iconic. She has since

represents not only a pivotal moment in their life, but | adopted twin plaits, giving her a girlish air even in

their continuing creative journey. her later years.

I'm perched next to artist Lydia Corbett, former Lydia’s studio seat, a carver dining chair, is not unlike

muse to Pablo Picasso, in the studio of her Devonhome. | the high-back rocking chair on which she posed for

Together we inea hromatic ch Ishe’s | Picassooverseveral months. Noting that their meeting

created of her younger self, depicting ‘the girl with | was the result of Picasso buying a chair made by her

the ponytail’, captured in over 75 portraits by Picasso, | then boyfriend Toby, a talented craftsman who she >

in her own style as she looks back on the experience.

As she approaches her 9oth birthday, Lydia (born

Sylvia ‘Sylvette’ David) is as industrious as she' is

reflective. Her studio bears all the traces of an active

artist. The stool I rest on is spattered with paint, asis

the floor. There are mismatched glass jars brimming

with used brushes and every: a'vgilable surface is taken

up with her palndn@.ﬁri°“51Y'mmed and unframed,

f and ceramics. | :
v expect, the sumi ntf} ng for
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LYDIA CORBETT

attended the progressive Summerhill School in Suffolk
with, I tell her that my first introduction to her artwork
also involved an incident with furniture.

Visiting Castle Cary to speak to gallerist and art
dealer David Simon ahead of his exhibition of Lydia’s
latest artworks in November, I crouched down t0
admire her intricate earlier paintings, brought out by
David for me to see, in detail. I rose only to misjudge
the location of the chair I'd been sitting on and slipped
off its leathery edge back onto the floor, much to my
own amusement. Lydia is also tickled with the anecdote, |
chuckling heartily as I retell it.

Picasso didn’t expect Lydia to sit still, offering her
cigarettes to smoke and (although she has described
the sessions as peaceful and meditative) sometimes
behaving in a playful, occasionally provocative, way
to try and bring the then shy Sylvette out of herself. ¢l
was quiet and didn't dare talk,’ Lydia reveals. ‘He gave
me confidence in myself and made my work come out.

The daughter of an English artist mother — by whom
she was painted as a young teenager — and a French ‘

right: Lying in the Autumn Leaves, oil on
canvas with gold leaf by Lydia Corbett

ake Lydia until her forties

Jier own career in art. While .Pi_casso may
= ternal catalyst, her creativity became
g r time at Dartington Hall near
here she Janded in 1977 when then
1t became vice-principal of the
and manager of the associated

art dealer father, it would

to pur

material t
Totnes, Devor W
husband Rawdon Corbe
higher educat jon college
tre there.
arls:fn ;ms called the south-west her home ever
e ge of South Brent on the

i settling in the villa of :
s:inceeéfDartmoor after years living on the D?"mgton
:‘.sfate Her childhood in France however, including

idiosyncratic and dramatic years spem withina nufli§t
colony onthe fle du Levant and hhldmg from the Na.ms S
the village of Dieulefitin the Drome, summer holidays

north of Avignon and, of course,

at her father’s house ¢
her stay in Vallauris, means her French heritage still

Jooms large.
When we meet she seems delighted that I take my

coffee strong and black just as she does and that I wish
her good health in her native tongue, gently clinking
our mugs.

It is in our relaxed position at her dining table,
surrounded by more of her artworks, decorated pots
and candlesticks and a pile of what she modestly calls

her ‘funny little sketches’ that I get a true sense of her
as a person. Due to her failing eyesight, which has

: Five Tulips, oil on board by Lydia Corbett.
vid Simon Contemporary
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‘I was quiet and didn’t dare talk.
He gave me confidence in myself
and made my work come out’

prompted her to adoptabol tylein favour | work toamore neutral approach, making art more for

‘ ofhéa dotallodle aicy ; her own enjoyment. She’s got so much left to say and

A ‘h . . » ‘ WA ‘ 12 ‘ : pleco Tr o : Jch ) - still ?aints every day. She sees the good in everything
SR i/ . L/ W / 4 To Love: %aiastM dial fgiscganeryvise per.son.’

y reailane ~ ‘What David says rings true, Lydia puts across the

g 3 feeling of being present in the moment and evidently

2 enjoys ing art in wi way she can. She tells

| meshe sometimes uses herleft hand, for added freedom

i pression, or children's colouring pens. ‘I never

ng,’ she laughs. Five years ago, when a fall

substitute canvas. l

keen however — beyond the generosity
y interview — to process her experience
of which she is the last one surviving.
artworks in her studio in which she >




LYDIA CORBETT

‘It’s a part of her story, but oql}f apart.
She’s got her own language in paint’

references her role as his model, and, although aged | Lydia’s trajectory, asking her to exhibit at his Mayfair
19 she was shocked when Picasso showed her all of gallery as part of a thematic blue and white still life
his collected pieces of her, she now says: ‘I love doing | show in the late 1980s and beginning an enduring
my own portrait.’ collaborative relationship

Together we look through Sylvette David / Lydia Working for the Francis Kyle Gallery would introduce
Corbett Ceramics: Painter and Sculptor in Clay by | passionate art historian David Simon to Lydia’s work,
art historlian Lu;ienhBeirman at he]r earlier artworks. | which he has been ‘,flx:x.uliﬂning ever since.
She giggles and exhales in equal measure at the Based in Castle 7 since i o i
proliferation of her work shown within the book's pages, | first ar([j ;;’:17‘?[:“((‘:;, " ;)l,’]“ L2l0191af'ter opeém;g hll;
seemingly amazed. Lucien co-curated Lydia Corbett, | has become an u‘n);.,“\ ! }“Sl-o 2008 a;.
Sylvette David | A Retrospective at the Penwith Gallery, Corbett and Pjcas £ J “ ; ,]e link between I.:y }a
ShTves S a2 it “m"hly . ‘,‘ J dia Corbett At 90: A Life !rl

I Was Sylvette: The Story of Lydia Corbett, the Simon C(',m,.“‘ : L.m o Nr)yemher 1-30 atDaVig
illuminating biography by Lydia's daughter, the artist original w ary on rx}u' High Street, will feature
Isabel Coulton, details the many influences on her amﬁ‘ .lf(hu ‘ v)‘ e 3 ’”"I“" by Picasso from the 19508
journey from muse to successful artist in her o\ nright, | to ”,.i b,w,ll sice Lydia's paintings drawing links
The community of artists at Dartington Hal] umi in oot clliglife
nearby Totnes would be a launch pad for her creatiyity
before her works caught the eye of the wide; 1

)

1on coincides with Lydia’s 9oth birthday

anditis this, anq

The exhibjt

0 »andnot the appj i
L artworld. | Picassy s “Anniversary of her posing for
Art dealer Francis Kyle would Prove instrumena] -I,v,;j{‘ ‘(,!‘lldj’ "ll]“’ driving force behind it.
Pi€ Lallin Jove with her painti i
approach. . Paintings and unique
Pip ey 1en they learn ahoyt ype connection with
ahove: Stillness, watercolour and ink by Lydia Corbett 4580, Dayig asserts, It’s 3 o
right: Bremmen Sylvette, oil and char, apart. She! i S but Ol’llY

coal on boarg by

2 e Nguage in paint.’
Lydia Corbett "‘ds'moncon{emporarg o DS
Photos: David Simon Contemporary @@david simon_cq, 1? 2:c0m
Wassylyer ~“ontemporary
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