
Next time you’re watching the Antiques 
Roadshow, look carefully to see what each 
of the different specialists do when they first 
examine a new item.

The jewellery specialists will get out their 
‘loop’ (a small high magnification eye glass) 
and examine the setting, the stone its colour, 
light reflection, hallmarks and all the other 
little details of interest to them; the furniture 
specialists will crouch down on hands and 
knees to look underneath or pull out the 
drawers to rummage inside; the ceramic 
specialist will pick up the piece, turn it upside 
down and go straight for the base to look for 
marks and stamps and other clues.

The picture specialists have a similar routine. 
First a glance at the front and then flip it 
over to look at the back (size allowing). To 
the uninitiated it may look like they have 
hardly glanced at the front. So, what are 
picture specialists looking for? Well, there 
could be a whole host of things back there 
such as: if a picture has been re-framed 
there might be a sticker or a note left by the 
framer saying what was done and when. In 
some cases, it may have been exhibited and 
there may be exhibition labels pasted on the 
back of the picture. As dates and locations 
are usually included, this can help lead to 
identifying whether or not it is a more or less 
important work. It may have been bought 
from a commercial gallery and the quality 
or value may depend on the gallery it came 
from. There could have been restoration 
work carried out on the picture and or notes 
or labels that may give a hint or indication 
of where and it when it might have been 
repaired.

I have often heard the phrase ‘it’s got a very 
good back’ said about a picture with lots of 
labels. Certainly something attached to the 
back of a picture will rarely be removed once 
there, so it often feels like walking through 
history when looking at the back of a well 
labelled picture. It probably doesn’t make 
any sense if you’re not used to it, but it makes 
perfect sense if you spend your days looking 
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L S Lowry (British, 1887-
1976)

Children Walking up steps

Oil on board, 25 x 35 cm

Estimate, £150-250,000

From the Artist’s estate

Not signed or dated

Sold £137,000, March ‘21

Reverse of Children Walking 
up steps

Showing top left exhibition 
label for Crane Kalman 
London top left. Bottom 
centre, loan label for The 
Lowry Salford

L S Lowry (British, 1887-
1976)

Broken Shop Window, 1950

Signed, Pastel, 27 x 37 cm

Estimate £35-55,000

Sold £50,000, March ‘21

Backboard of Broken Shop 
Window; the green label

Says NAN, code for Christies 
Cheshire office, and has 
Christie’s London address, 
it shows the work was 
consigned for sale from an 
owner in or near Cheshire. 
In white chalk a previous 
Christie’s sale date, lot 301 8/
Jun/90. Black stencil KKS69, 
this is unique to Christies, 
London
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L S Lowry (British, 1887-1976)

Children Walking up steps

Oil on board, 25 x 35 cm

Estimate, £150-250,000

From the Artist’s estate

Not signed or dated

Sold £137,000, March ‘21

Magnification of labels on 
the back see this label for 
an exhibition at a Jonathan 
Clark’s London Gallery…. No 
date probably circa 1990- 
2000

at pictures. I have even seen specialists look 
at a photograph of a picture and then out of 
habit, turn the snap over to look at the back 
for anything interesting!

I thought it might be helpful just to share 
a few examples of the backs (and fronts) of 
some pictures and works on paper that I 
have seen myself. I also try to explain a little 
bit more about what I’m looking for, what we 
are seeing and what conclusions if any, we 
are able to draw.


